
        
            
                
            
        

    



The Root of All Evil
 
Cooper Lee has never been happier. She has terrific friends at Bible study, a great boyfriend in Nathan, and best of all, a new niece or nephew on the way. But storm clouds are gathering when a string of church robberies comes to Hope Street and an art teacher is found dead in what appears to be a robbery gone wrong. With Halloween approaching, Cooper’s beginning to think there are far more tricks than treats coming her way.
 
No sooner do she and her friends step in to help the police unearth a killer than they discover a con artist among their flock. Lost in a morass of confusing clues—and even more confusing signals from Nathan—Cooper’s not sure which way to turn. With the stakes high, she sends up a prayer for some divine guidance, because Cooper knows that sometimes it takes the help of a higher power to bring down the lowest form of evildoer.
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Those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction.
For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.
 
1 Timothy 6:9–11 (NIV)
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Cooper Lee slid around the hallway corner at Hope Street Church, her dress shoes skidding on the polished floor. She’d slept through her alarm and woke with just enough time to throw on clothes and race her truck to the church. Had it not been for the two kittens playing on her pillow right next to her head, she wouldn’t have had enough time for even that.
As Cooper hugged her Bible tightly and prayed for stability, she regained her balance and was able to sprint again. She could hear the Sunrise Bible Study Group in the science room ahead: Quinton’s full-bodied laugh, Savannah’s gentle voice, Bryant’s confident tone, and all the others.
Cooper tried to stop at the science room door, but her shoes didn’t comply. She skidded right past the opening, nearly tumbling over and dropping everything. Everyone stopped talking.
Nathan Dexter, Cooper’s boyfriend, poked his head out of the room. “Coop, you all right?”
Glad to know he was concerned about her clumsiness but embarrassed by it all the same, Cooper nodded. “Fine.” She straightened her blouse and hair as she walked toward the doorway. “I just realized why athletes don’t wear Mary Janes.”
Nathan stared back with a blank expression.
“My shoes are slippery.”
“Oh! Gotcha!” He took Cooper’s purse, Bible and study guide and set them on the chair beside his own. At that moment, still embarrassed, Cooper envied his long arms and big feet. He wouldn’t nearly drop everything, and with a foundation that big, he wouldn’t be slipping in the hallway. Of course, he also wasn’t wearing Mary Janes.
Nathan was a good-looking guy, and Cooper appreciated that about him. Nice guys were supposed to be plain and forgettable, but Nathan—the nicest guy she’d ever met—was anything but. He was tall, with a prominent chin, thick hair, friendly brown eyes and a kind, self-effacing smile. And he was a good kisser. Cooper appreciated that, too.
Savannah gazed at Cooper through dark blue eyes. Though legally blind, Savannah was adept at identifying the blurred figures of the people she knew. “Glad you could make it, Cooper. What happened?”
“I made an entrance,” Cooper explained, eyeing a little picture by Savannah’s purse. “Is that one of yours?”
“Pastor Matthews wanted to put some of the church members’ artwork in the foyer.” Savannah picked up the picture. It depicted David fighting the giant Goliath. The faces were without detail, but there was an emotion in the picture Cooper couldn’t explain. Sometimes she wondered if Savannah’s poor vision actually let her see things more clearly, especially in her folk art. While others stressed over the details, Savannah captured the big picture.
Cooper studied the picture. “It’s beautiful. And sorry I’m late.”
Savannah set her artwork back down by her purse. “No problem at all. You know how it goes. We were just visiting a bit before we got started. Is everything all right?”
“Just fine. Except I think I need a new alarm clock. Supposedly it went off this morning, but I didn’t hear a thing. Thankfully I have two cats that don’t let me sleep too late.”
Trish Tyler, sitting to Savannah’s left, laughed at the comment. “If you need a better alarm clock than cats, try kids!” She adjusted the stylish brown beret and matching scarf she wore to hide the lingering effects of chemotherapy. “I’ve got two you can borrow!”
“Alarm clocks are cheaper,” added Jake. He stretched his arm across the open space between his chair and Savannah’s and rested his hand on her shoulder gently. His other sleeve was rolled up, showing off the Celtic cross tattoo emblazoned on his forearm. “And you can turn ’em off.”
Bryant chuckled and chimed in, “You know, that’s not entirely true. Since I’ve been dating Jane, I’ve learned you can turn kids off. It’s called ‘chocolate.’”
Trish groaned. “You give her children chocolate to keep them quiet? That poor woman!”
“What? It works.”
“Only temporarily. Trust me. After you leave the house and the sugar hits, those kids are bouncing off the walls.”
Bryant looked genuinely concerned. “Oh. Oops.”
Cooper chuckled and headed for the snack table, where Quinton, the rotund banker and gifted baker, was fixing himself a plate. Cooper suspected it was seconds.
When she’d first joined the Sunrise Bible Study, Jake had told her it was the best study group because they had the best food. He hadn’t been kidding. Today’s snack selection consisted of a butterscotch fudge layer cake and maple-frosted cupcakes with large reddish sprinkles. And, of course, a full pot of coffee.
Cooper picked out a cupcake with extra-thick frosting and looked over at Quinton. “I take it these are yours.”
Quinton beamed. “Made the layer cake last night and the cupcakes this morning.” He delivered a piece of cake to Cooper’s plate.
Cooper studied the cupcake. “What kind of sprinkles are these?”
“Bacon.”
Cooper arched a brow and considered putting the cupcake back in its tray. Her expression must have betrayed her thoughts, because Quinton laughed immediately.
“Just try it!” he insisted. “You’ll love it.”
Still skeptical, Cooper took a deep breath and ventured a small bite. The sweet maple melted across her tongue and the salty bacon crunched between her teeth. “Mmm,” she hummed. “Is there pancake in this?”
“It’s a pancake batter cupcake.”
“Oh, my gosh! It’s like the best of all breakfast foods wrapped into one treat . . . but with way more sugar.”
Quinton nodded, satisfied. “Precisely. Some people are too narrow-minded to try new things.”
Jake threw his hands in the air. “I’m not narrow-minded. I’m just not sure how I feel about mixing bacon and dessert together. It’s a matter of principle.”
Savannah patted his knee. “And we’re all very glad you’re a principled man.”
Cooper wasn’t sure, but she thought that—for just a moment—a hint of a blush rose in Jake’s cheeks, only to disappear again in a coughing fit. Jake and Savannah were sweet together, and that sweetness made Cooper smile.
That sweetness and the sweetness of her maple cupcake, of course.
“Cooper, while you finish up your plate, we’re gonna go ahead and jump into this morning’s study,” Savannah announced. “Today we continue our study of the expectations and responsibilities of the church. We’re in the book of One Timothy, chapter three.” Quickly, everyone quieted down and opened their workbooks and Bibles. Cooper poured herself a steaming cup of hazelnut coffee and then hurried to her seat.
“So,” Savannah continued. “According to this, what is expected of church leadership?”
The discussion went on without pause until music floated down the hallway from the chapel. It was the CD the praise band played while people said hello to one another and found their seats.
“Looks like that’s all the time we have for today,” Savannah said. “Before we pray and head on in, I do want to mention a volunteer opportunity.”
Trish closed her Bible. “What’s it for?”
“This one comes straight from Pastor Matthews,” Savannah replied. “Hope Street Christian Academy is hosting a Parent Night this Friday. It’ll be a time for students to bring their folks to the school to meet other parents, get to know teachers, see the classrooms. Pastor Matthews said he needs some volunteers to bring drinks and snacks and to man the snack table. I told him I’d ask if anyone here is interested. We are pretty well known around here for our own snack table.”
Cooper thought through her week’s schedule. Friday was wide open. “Sounds like a fun time! I bet I could get mama to make some cookies. It’d be great advertising for Magnolia’s Marvels.”
Quinton snapped his fingers. “I’ve got it,” he announced. “Mini cupcakes. Not too much sugar for the kids. Maybe a red velvet, a chocolate and—”
“Just don’t bring the maple ones,” Jake warned, the corner of his mouth turned up in a little grin. “I doubt kindergarten, junior high or high school kids want meat in their desserts.”
“I was actually thinking of a vanilla coconut for the third option,” Quinton jested in return. “But now that you mention it, maybe I will bring something more exotic. Say, Savannah, why hasn’t Pastor Matthews asked us to do this before? Is this a regular event the school hosts?”
Savannah shook her head. “They have parent-teacher conferences, which aren’t always fun for the parents or the teachers, but this is something new. It’s just supposed to be a positive evening. Unfortunately, our little school isn’t doing so well financially, and Pastor Matthews is hoping that if parents can come and see the place—without the stress of conferences—they’ll want to be more involved in fund-raising.”
“I wish I could be there to help,” Trish said. “My immune system isn’t quite up to snuff. Phillip doesn’t even want me coming to church as much as I do—all the people and the germs, you know. But I feel so much better when I get to see everyone here. However, I don’t think he’d let me out of the house if he knew I was going to be around a school full of kids.”
“We’ll be praying for your health,” Savannah said, taking hold of Trish’s hand. “Or, I guess I should say, we’ll continue praying for your health.”
Trish smiled. “The cancer is basically gone. The chemo is almost over. I think a prayer of thanks is in order, too.”
“Sorry, but I can’t come either,” Bryant apologized. “I’ve got plans with Jane. She’s been working late a lot, and we planned on a nice family movie night—her and me and her kids.”
Trish wagged a warning finger in his face. “No chocolate.”
Bryant raised his hands in surrender. “I got it. No chocolate. And . . . maybe an apology for using chocolate so often in the past.”
Nathan had his phone out and was looking at his calendar. “I’m not sure if I can make it. I’ll let you know as soon as I can.”
“Big plans this Friday?” Cooper asked, nudging him with her elbow. “And I’m not invited?”
“I might be meeting with a new client,” he explained, speaking of his website design business. “He’s been kind of flakey, so the meeting may get moved again. I should know by Wednesday.”
“That sounds like another prayer request to me,” Savannah said. “Jake and I will be bringing some beverages Friday, and the school is providing plates and glasses for us. We can get all the particulars from Pastor Matthews after church today. Now, if we all bow our heads, we can pray and not be late.”
 
• • •
 
The Lee clan—Cooper, her mama, her daddy and her grammy—along with Nathan, sat around a perfect Sunday afternoon feast: applesauce pork chops, turnip greens with bacon, cornbread muffins and a hash brown casserole.
“Did you hear about the Catholic church on the other side of town?” Maggie asked of the table. Everyone nodded. “Well, I still can hardly believe it.”
Cooper stabbed her fork into a bite of pork and piled on some turnip greens. “Pastor Matthews told us what happened. It’s so sad. Who’d want to rob a church?”
“Lots of folks, I suspect,” Grammy commented through a mouthful of cornbread. Little crumbs fell from her lips to her plate. “Lots of bad people out there, Granddaughter. Just be grateful nobody was hurt.”
Cooper nodded. “I am grateful for that. Didn’t something like this happen last month, too?”
“Different church,” Earl said. It was his first comment during the meal.
Grammy snatched another muffin out of its basket and tore off half, dunking it in the pork’s applesauce. “Methodists that time, if memory serves me. At least our robbers are equal opportunity. No preferential treatment for Catholic or Protestant.”
Nathan chuckled. “I guess there’s some merit in that.” His smile disappeared. “Do the police have any leads? Pastor Matthews didn’t talk about the investigation, just wanted to make sure everyone knew what’s going on.”
Maggie sighed, shaking her head. “As far as I know, the police don’t have any suspects. Not a one. First the Methodist church last month and the Catholic church—when was it—Wednesday before last? So sad to think about. Robbing churches.”
As if sensing that some levity was needed, Grammy’s latest rescue project bounded into the dining area. His tongue dangled from his mouth and his curled tail wagged so hard his entire hind end moved side to side.
“Who’s this?” Nathan asked, peering under the table to catch a better view of the dog.
Cooper scooted her chair back and reached down, scooping up the pet, an overweight pug with only one eye. “This is Popeye.”
Grammy reached over to the dog and scratched his ear. “Forget church robbing. How could anyone leave a poor, defenseless animal? If there was any doubt evil is alive and well, this ought to be proof enough!”
Cooper smiled at her grandmother, an obstinate and opinionated woman who loved her family fiercely and couldn’t abide to see an animal neglected or in pain. Grammy was often better with animals than with people. “It worked out for the best, Grammy. I bet Popeye’s much better off with you than where he was before. Whoever owned him obviously didn’t care for him.”
Nathan played with the dog’s paw. “Do you know what happened to him?”
Grammy held out her arms and Cooper handed Popeye over. “Some folks found him in an abandoned apartment. That eye was already gone and healed up, so it wasn’t a recent accident. His previous owners just left him there by himself with a little bowl of water and a bag of Puppy Chow dumped on the floor.”
Maggie offered her mother-in-law an encouraging smile. “Popeye was on the news a few weeks ago. Grammy called the station up during the commercial break and Earl took her down to pick him up.”
“She’s trying to find him a good home,” Earl said, although Cooper wondered if this was more wishful thinking than an actual plan. Once Grammy got attached, she was stubborn. And once she gave an animal a name, it was part of the family, just like her oversized orange tomcat, Little Boy, and her hawk, Columbus.
Maggie started to take away the dishes, and Cooper rose to help.
Her mom shook her head. “I’m not cleaning. I’m just making room for dessert.”
“If you’re itching to move around though . . .” Grammy glanced over at Popeye’s harness hanging on the wall by the back door. “I’m trying to train him on a leash so we can go to church together some time.”
Cooper detected a sigh from her usually silent father.
“I could use a walk,” Cooper said. “What do you say, Popeye? You want some fresh air before dessert?”
Popeye wagged his tail again and barked. It was easy to see how the little pug caught Grammy’s eye. He was a cute dog with a plump body, short legs and a tail that looked like a furry curly fry. His mouth was even drawn back in what Cooper swore was a smile. Most of all, he loved every member of the family as if he’d been raised with them, and he was fiercely defensive of Grammy.
He nearly attacked the mailman just for waving.
Popeye also loved to go on walks, and when Cooper reached for his harness, he jumped and twisted around in circles in midair. Nathan picked him up so Cooper could slip on the harness. With leash in hand, Cooper opened the back door, and out bolted the pug.
Nathan followed, closing the door behind them and immediately slipping his arm around Cooper’s waist. The cool October breeze whipped through her hair, carrying the smell of grass and leaves, while the warm sun hung lazily in the afternoon sky. Were it not for the pug going crazy at the end of the leash, it would have been a very romantic walk.
“Nice afternoon,” Nathan said, holding Cooper close. “Smells like fall.”
Cooper laid her head on his shoulder as they walked. It was warm and muscular. “It is nice, isn’t it? A perfect day.” They walked past the aviary Earl had built for Columbus and followed the path toward Cooper’s greenhouse. “I only wish the whole family could be here.”
“Your sister must be going crazy. How long has she been on bed rest?”
“Four weeks. Although if you ask her, it’s been more like a year.”
Nathan grinned. “Just one year? Is she doing all right?”
“She’s . . . okay,” Cooper replied after a moment. Ashley was thirty weeks along into what her doctor had labeled a very high-risk pregnancy. After more than a year of trying to conceive, Ashley had learned she had a bicornuate uterus, making it difficult to carry and have a baby. Now, toward the end of her pregnancy, she was on a strict regimen of bed rest and constant care.
Cooper continued. “She’s going crazy, of course, but she knows it’s best for the baby and for her. After all she and Lincoln went through to get pregnant, she’s okay not taking any chances.”
“What does she do all day?”
Cooper shrugged. “I haven’t seen her a whole lot since she went on bed rest, but Mama says she’s keeping busy—watching movies, crocheting, doing puzzles. When I talked to her on the phone she listed off all the books she’s gotten through. I think she’s read more novels in the past month than in the rest of her life combined.”
They passed by the greenhouse, reminding Cooper she needed to do some gardening that week. Nathan gave her a peck on the cheek. “I’m glad she’s got something to do,” he said. “I can’t imagine having to stay in bed nonstop.”
“Might be nice for a day or two.”
“Sure, but weeks on end? I’d get bored out of my mind. Besides, it’s different when you choose to lounge in bed all day. Then it’s relaxing. When you’re sick or something and you don’t have a choice, it’s just . . .”
“Infuriating?”
“Exactly.”
They reached the end of the greenhouse, and Popeye tugged on his leash to go back to the house. Cooper and Nathan turned around to oblige.
“It might be infuriating,” Cooper commented, “but at least it’s something they want—the baby, I mean. Ashley’s not stuck in bed for no good reason. She’ll get something wonderful out of it in the end.”
Nathan shrugged. He wore an odd expression that Cooper couldn’t quite read. “I guess so. They want a baby, so they’re doing what they have to do to keep the baby healthy. Still, a tough spot for her.”
“But it’s worth it.”
“I guess so.” He didn’t sound very sure.
Cooper tried to decipher his expression. His brow was furrowed, as if he were concerned, and one side of his mouth was drawn back, as if he were skeptical. Cooper knew he wanted children someday—or at least she thought she knew—but now she wondered. Maybe he hadn’t realized what was sometimes required to get children. Maybe he still ascribed to the stork theory—that loving parents got a nice delivery from the friendly, baby-carrying bird.
Or, Cooper realized with rising anxiety, maybe seeing what Ashley and Lincoln were going through had made him rethink the kind of future he wanted.
Before Cooper could subtly probe for an explanation of Nathan’s reaction, the back door opened and Grammy stepped outside, watching the couple curiously. Popeye tugged on his leash so hard that it jerked Cooper out of Nathan’s arm and away from her worries. Nathan took hold of her hand. Grammy looked disappointed.
“Dessert time,” Grammy announced as the two came closer. She had a mischievous little twinkle in her eye. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything.”
Cooper smiled. “Just getting Popeye his exercise, Grammy.”
“Too bad. But come on in. Your mama made a good-looking pie, and if you’re not at the table when we sit down to eat it, I’m not sharing.”



2
 
 
A mountain of paperwork stared at Cooper from her desk. In her former position as repairman—or repairperson—at Make It Work!, Richmond’s premier office equipment repair company, she had to file reports about her trips and repairs, but that was it. Now, as manager of Leasing and Maintenance, the paperwork was never ending. She’d gone from spending most of her time under copy machines and driving to and from jobs to spending her days at a desk.
The great thing about her promotion was the fifty percent increase in pay. All those credit card bills were starting to disappear, and Cooper was finally seeing a future without debt. If she had to trade a little freedom for that future, so be it.
Cooper sifted through the first few papers on her desk. They were reports from her two employees in Leasing and Maintenance: Josh Whitaker—formerly employed by a mom-and-pop repair company—and Bobby Walker—who jumped ship at Reliable Office Solutions before they went out of business. Josh and Bobby respected and liked Cooper, and they’d quickly learned their duties, making Cooper’s own transition from repairs to deskwork that much smoother.
Today, her dependable crew was out on repair calls, and by eleven thirty Cooper felt her eyes crossing from poring over paperwork. She stretched her arms over her head, leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes. “I’m in my repair van,” she mumbled. “Easy drive. No traffic. The Beatles crooning me to my next job.” But the smell of paper and ink robbed her of any relaxation her imagination might have provided. She wasn’t in the van, and she wasn’t listening to the Beatles. To make matters worse, she’d forgotten her headphones today, so she couldn’t even indulge in a little “Hard Day’s Night” without disrupting Mr. Farmer on the other side of the wall.
Cooper sighed, locked her computer screen and meandered down the hall, past the closed door to Mr. Farmer’s office and past the open door to Ben’s office. Once a fellow repairperson like Cooper, Ben now managed the Document Security side of Make It Work! He was staring intently at his computer as Cooper passed by on her way to the front of the office to see Angela.
Angela was the company receptionist in charge of scheduling and billing, but her unwritten job title encompassed so much more. She was the heart of Make It Work!—a buxom platinum-blonde with fake lashes, sexy heels and a good deal of pluck.
When Cooper sat on the edge of her desk, Angela glanced up from her compact and lipstick. She wore a tight blue blouse and a tighter gray pencil skirt. “You look tired, Coop.” She offered Cooper her compact so she could see the exhaustion in her own face. Cooper declined with a shake of her head. “Anything wrong?”
Cooper stared down the hall at the door to her relatively new office space. Nearly eight months ago, she’d been so excited to move into it. Now she was excited to have a moment away. “I’m okay,” she finally replied. “Just tired of paperwork.”
Angela tilted her head and gave Cooper a sympathetic smile. “It’s a different world in here, isn’t it? Staying at the office instead of venturing out every day?”
Cooper nodded. “Not that I’m complaining, of course.”
“Of course.”
“I’m grateful for the promotion and everything that goes with it, but . . .” Cooper leaned over the desk and lowered her voice. “Sometimes I do miss being out on a job, driving down the highway, singing along with the radio. It was like a vacation between repair jobs.”
Angela patted Cooper’s hand. “Well, you may not be able to sing along with the radio in here, but you can listen to it.”
“Forgot my headphones.”
Angela reached into her top desk drawer and retrieved a set of white earbuds. “I always keep a spare, and you’re welcome to it.”
Cooper gladly took the gift with a smile. “Thanks, Angela.”
“And if you feel the overwhelming need to sing along, you let me know, and I’ll tell Mr. Farmer we need to rent a karaoke machine to boost morale.” She laughed.
“Better for you to ask than me,” Cooper teased. “He won’t say no to you.”
“He’d better not!” Angela replied, grinning. “If he does, you can be sure he’ll be in trouble! But he’s a good man, my Mr. Farmer. I doubt he’d get into trouble.”
The Make It Work! boss and his receptionist had officially been a couple for a few months, but Angela’s devotion to Mr. Farmer went back much further than that. For years, Angela had swooned over him, even though he’d always reminded Cooper of Danny DeVito, and for years, Mr. Farmer was oblivious. Cooper couldn’t figure out why it had taken so long for Mr. Farmer to come around, but whatever his hang-ups had been, they were gone now. These days, the two were inseparable.
Angela slipped her compact and lipstick into her purse. “Speaking of good men . . . How’s yours?”
“Nathan’s good,” Cooper replied, playing with one of the roses in the bouquet on Angela’s desk. “Same old, same old.”
Angela arched a brow and gave her a look. “Same old, same old? What’s that supposed to mean? Sounds like you’re ordering the usual fare at a boring diner.”
“It means that we’re doing just fine,” Cooper insisted. “We’re in a very steady relationship, and we’re not moving too fast.”
Angela pursed her lips together and shook her head. “I don’t want to put my nose in other people’s business.”
Cooper stifled a laugh. If there was anything Angela loved as much as she loved Mr. Farmer, it was putting her nose in other people’s business. “Just say what you’re thinking,” Cooper said. “Don’t make me pull it out of you.”
“All right then.” Angela smoothed the front of her blouse, sat up straight and looked Cooper in the eye. “You say you’re not moving too fast, but are you moving too slow? You’ve been together more than a year now. Any talk of wedding bells or a future together?”
Cooper felt her neck get hot, and she rubbed it to try and hide the redness that always accompanied the uncomfortable heat. She wished she could hide her embarrassment like some people, but no matter how hard she tried, when she got nervous, anxious or embarrassed, her neck burned and turned a telltale red.
“Well?” Angela persisted.
“We haven’t discussed it.”
“Humph. If I were you, I’d have insisted we discuss it as soon as he gave me a box that looked like it had a ring inside.”
Cooper touched her fingertips to the beautiful diamond studs in her earlobes and thought back to when Nathan had given her the jewelry. It had been shortly after Ashley and Lincoln announced their pregnancy. Cooper had seen Nathan with the box and had heard Earl giving Nathan a talk about how his time would come. What Cooper thought might have been a proposal was merely a gift. “Technically, it had two rings inside.”
“Earrings
don’t count.”
Cooper sighed. “Maybe it would’ve been a good idea at the time, but it’s a little late now . . . Unless you’ve got a time machine tucked in the back room somewhere between a couple of copiers. At this point, I’ve got enough on my mind without adding wedding bells to the list.”
“Work?”
“For one. And family. And Nathan. And church. And my sister and the baby.”
“How is your sister?”
“On bed rest still. The baby’s healthy. I just wish I could do something to help her.”
“You can’t do much, I’m afraid, except spend time with her. You know . . . sit with her, visit, gossip like only sisters can. That’ll help her pass the time, at least.”
Angela typed something on her keyboard, and Cooper noticed her manicured nails. Each one looked like a ladybug—all red with black spots for the wings, white eyes at the tips and thin black antennae.
“I think I can do one better than visiting,” Cooper said. “I’m gonna stop by that hoagie place to grab an early lunch, the one by the mall. Want me to bring you anything?”
Angela clapped her hands together. “Sounds delicious! How about a turkey with mayo and all the veggies? Actually, make that two. I was gonna go pick up something for Mr. Farmer in a bit.”
The front door opened and in walked Brandi, who worked in Make It Work!’s Document Security department. She opened a bottle of water and guzzled half of it.
“Shredding stuff makes me thirsty,” she said, joining Angela and Cooper at the desk. She had long blonde hair with black tips and long acrylic nails that Cooper thought could probably shred documents as well as any industrial shredder. She handed a laptop over to Angela. “Need to turn this back in.”
Angela took the laptop and set it behind her desk. While every employee had his or her own tools, the more expensive equipment was shared and kept in a locked storage room to which Mr. Farmer, Ben, Cooper and Angela had a key. Diagnostic equipment and laptops were kept in the room, along with the equipment available for lease. Brandi took another long swig of water. “So what are we talking about?”
“Lunch,” Cooper replied. “From the hoagie place by the mall. Do you want me to pick you up something while I’m there?”
Brandi thought for a moment. “I could totally go for an Italian hoagie . . . with everything.” She dug into her pocket and handed Cooper a wad of cash. “And something caffeinated.”
“Any particular caffeinated beverage?”
“Surprise me.”
Cooper hurried out to her truck, repeating the lunch orders under her breath. She kept an eye on the time as she drove to the mall, parked and entered her regular nail salon beside Macy’s.
The Vietnamese receptionist greeted her with a smile. “Manicure? Pedicure? Or both?”
“Actually, I’m in kind of a hurry. I need to purchase everything I’d need to do my own pedicure.”
The receptionist’s smile vanished. “You need to go to department store. We don’t sell ‘do it yourself.’”
“No, you don’t understand,” Cooper explained. “My sister used to come here all the time, and I’m a loyal customer. Just ask Minnie. But my sister’s pregnant and on bed rest, and I don’t have time to go to the store and figure out what I need. I’ll pay for the supplies, and I promise I won’t be doing my own pedicures instead of coming here. It’s just to cheer up my sister until she can come in and get a full mani-pedi. Please?”
Just then, Cooper’s usual manicurist, Minnie, emerged from a back room and greeted her with a smile. “Cooper! Haven’t seen you in a while. Didn’t realize you had an appointment today.”
The receptionist and Minnie began to speak in Vietnamese, and Cooper waited patiently, hoping Minnie would argue her case. A few minutes later, the receptionist turned back to Cooper and nodded.
“I haven’t been here very long,” she said. “But Minnie says it’s okay.”
Minnie grinned. “I’ll go get what you need from the back. Won’t be cheap.”
“I figured as much.”
“But you can pick out a polish for free!”
Cooper suspected that the cost of a bottle of nail polish wouldn’t quite make up for what she was about to spend on other supplies. At a department store, she could have gotten everything she needed for a professional pedicure for much, much less, but she didn’t know what she needed. Here, at least, she could get the job done on her lunch break, and Ashley would be able to enjoy an evening at the spa. And if it cost as much as an actual evening at the spa, oh well.
While Minnie gathered the supplies, Cooper picked out a bottle of bright pink polish with sparkles called Rockstar Pinkly. She reluctantly handed her card over to the receptionist, tried not to think too much about the ungodly sum and took her supplies to go. Ashley’s happiness was worth it.
Then Cooper picked up hoagies for the office and started back to work.
 
• • •
 
Ashley and Lincoln Love lived in a veritable mansion off of River Road in the wealthy part of town. Lincoln came from money, and Ashley knew how to spend it. Before her pregnancy, Ashley put on the appearance of goodwill, spending most of her time arranging charity events, attending fund-raisers and supporting more causes than Cooper could count. Now her service work was on hiatus, because she was too physically and mentally exhausted to even plan activities from bed.
Cooper knocked on the door to the Loves’ massive house and a woman in scrubs answered. It was Rhonda, the nurse and caregiver Lincoln had hired to keep watch over Ashley and their unborn child while he was away at work. Must be nice to be able to afford that, Cooper thought.
“Good to see you, Rhonda,” she said, her arms full of pedicure supplies.
Rhonda smiled, her strawberry-blonde hair pulled back in a tight ponytail and her bright green eyes wide and awake, as if she’d just ingested a few shots of espresso. “Good to see you, too, Ms. Lee,” the nurse replied. “Need any help with that?”
“Nah. I hope I didn’t pull you away from Ashley.”
Rhonda moved away from the door so Cooper could enter. “Mrs. Love gets tired of me being here all the time. I check on her every hour, and in the meantime I stay in the drawing room, crocheting to pass the time.”
“Do you know if Ashley’s sleeping?”
“I checked on her about five minutes ago, and she was wide awake then.”
Cooper drew in a deep breath and shouted, “Ashley, it’s Coop! You sleeping?”
“If I was, you just woke me up!” Ashley shouted from the master bedroom. “Could you grab me a couple water bottles on your way?”
Cooper went to the kitchen—a massive cooking space with top-of-the-line appliances and the quartz countertops—and grabbed two bottles from the ones Lincoln kept on the counter for Ashley; she preferred them room temperature. She stole an apple for herself and headed to the bedroom, water, snack and supplies balanced carefully in her arms.
Ashley had been on bed rest for a whole month now, with varying degrees of freedom, depending on the doctor’s report in any given week. In that time, she’d fashioned herself a little nest in the bed. Cooper found her surrounded by pillows and blankets, with only her eyes peeking up high enough to see the television set. Those eyes turned to Cooper.
“Wasn’t expecting to see you,” Ashley said. Her voice sounded drained.
Cooper stepped closer so she could actually see her sister amid the bedding. “Thought I’d drop by and see how my favorite sister’s doing.” From the looks of things, she wasn’t doing well. The TV was turned to a shopping channel on which two older women were trying to sell viewers some kind of super vacuum. The nightstand was littered with empty plates, bowls and cups. Ashley’s laptop was laid upside down on Lincoln’s side of the bed. Ashley’s usually pristine hair was pulled back in a matted, dirty ponytail, and what little polish was left on her nails was chipped badly. Her face was puffy, her eyes red, and her stomach uncomfortably large.
She panted, as if Cooper’s trip up the stairs had winded her, and pushed herself up so that she could better see. “Did you bring the water?”
Cooper handed the bottles over.
“You’re a lifesaver. I’m so thirsty, and I’m so tired of seeing that nurse.”
“She seemed pretty nice at the door.”
“Sure,” Ashley replied, and then paused to gulp some water. “But she’s here all the time! Every day while Lincoln’s at work, Rhonda is by my side. She won’t let me do anything.”
“That’s her job, Ash. She’s here to take care of you.”
“But I want to get out of bed and do something!”
“Yeah, well, she’s also here to protect you from yourself.” Cooper plopped the armload of pedicure supplies on the bed. “Brought you a present.”
“A present?” Ashley asked, her weary eyes lighting up for a moment. “You brought me a present?”
“Mmm-hmm.” Cooper did her best Vanna White impression to display the supplies. “It’s a pedicure in a box!”
Ashley grinned. “A pedicure? I haven’t had a pedicure in forever!”
“Well, we spared no expense today.” She lifted the items one by one as Ashley craned her neck. “We have a rosewater wash, exfoliating rub, aromatherapy foot massage oil and . . . Rockstar Pinkly polish. I picked it out myself.”
She handed over the polish for her sister’s approval, and Ashley’s eyes welled with tears. “Coop, you may be the strangest sister, but . . . you sure are a great one!”
Cooper considered. “I think I’ll just take that whole comment as a compliment, so thanks. I appreciate it. Now, you sit here. I’ll go heat up some towels so I can wipe down your feet with the rosewater and get started.”
She grabbed several unused hand towels from the closet, and as she prepared the pedicure supplies in the bathroom, Ashley talked to her from the adjoining bedroom. “So what’s going on in the real world these days?”
“You haven’t been out of the real world all that long, Ash.”
“Sure feels like it.”
“Well, rest assured, you’re not missing much. Have you met Grammy’s new pet, Popeye?”
Ashley laughed. “No, but Mama told me about him on the phone yesterday. She said he’s the ugliest thing she’s ever seen. Where does Grammy find these animals anyway? A one-eyed pug. That’s not the kind of dog you find in a pet store.”
“It was another rescue off the news. He’s pretty sweet.”
“Mama said he’s so ugly he’s cute.”
Cooper chuckled. “That about sums it up.” She returned to the room, the warm towels draped over her arm. “Ready for your pedicure, Ms. Love?”
The light faded from Ashley’s eyes and she looked as though she wanted to cry.
“Ash, what’s wrong?” Cooper thought back through the past few minutes, trying to pin down what exactly had upset her sister. She’d learned a few months before that with pregnancy hormones, it could have been anything. “Do you not like the color? I can go pick up something else. Are you too tired for a pedicure? I’ll come back later. Or we can just talk, if you want.”
“No, it’s not that.” Ashley wiped away the tears and took a deep breath. “Coop, I haven’t had a pedicure in a month, and . . . well . . .” She paused and squirmed uncomfortably. “My feet are ugly! They’re swollen and dirty. I can’t trim the nails or anything. For heaven’s sake, I can barely see them now!”
Cooper suppressed a laugh. Of all the things for her pregnant, but still vain, sister to be worried about. She swallowed back the laughter and put on a serious and sympathetic expression. “I’m your sister, and I’ll love you no matter what your feet look like.”
Ashley sniffed. “Promise?”
“Promise. It’s written in the universal sister code. Your feet won’t offend me, and I swear I’ll never tell another soul what they look like when neglected. Okay?”
Ashley considered for a moment and then nodded. “Okay. Let’s do it.”
Cooper sat herself by Ashley’s feet and moved enough of the bedding to do her work.
“Coop . . .”
“Yeah?”
“Thanks for doing this. I know with everything else going on, I probably shouldn’t worry about how my feet look, but . . . Well, I have a little dignity left, you know?”
“Yes, and that dignity is somehow connected to the well-being of your toenails.” Cooper chuckled aloud to let her sister know it was a joke, and Ashley smiled.
“I know, I know,” the younger sister said. “Ha ha. But I’ve had so many experts staring at my . . . my area . . . and during the labor I’ll add a few more to that number. I’m trying to preserve my pride where I can. You just wait till you’re pregnant someday and I bring you a pedicure-in-a-box.”
“I’ll hold you to that,” Cooper replied, wondering if Ashley would ever have the chance to bring her a pedicure-in-a-box during her own pregnancy. With Nathan’s attitude the other day, she wasn’t so sure they were thinking the same thing as far as a future together. But today, Cooper didn’t want to think about that, and she certainly didn’t want to discuss it with Ashley. It didn’t seem like an appropriate conversation, considering all that Ashley was going through.
She poured the rosewater onto one of the warm hand towels and started to gently wash her sister’s feet. “So how’s Lincoln handling this? The bed rest and the looming end of the pregnancy.”
Ashley snuggled back into her pillows. “I think he may be more stressed than I am. When he’s home, he watches over me constantly. I put on a movie the other night, and he missed half of it because he kept watching me instead of the TV.”
“It’s good he cares about you so much.”
“Yeah, but I already feel helpless, and his hovering doesn’t help. Did I ever tell you why he hired Rhonda?”
“I thought it was because he didn’t want you here alone.”
Ashley sighed. “That’s not the whole story. My first week of bed rest, I was alone. Just as he pulled in the drive, I was getting a bottle of water from the kitchen and I tripped. I didn’t fall, but I wound up sitting on the floor for a minute to regain my bearings.”
Cooper paused the pedicure. “Were you okay?”
Ashley waved away her concern. “Oh, I was fine! I was just shaky. But it was at that very moment that he walked in the door and found me on the kitchen floor.”
“He must have been terrified!”
“That doesn’t even begin to describe it. The very next day he introduced me to Rhonda, and she’s been here every workday since. She spends a lot of her time in the drawing room; I can’t take any more hovering. It makes me feel so . . . feeble.”
“Only a few more weeks,” Cooper assured her. “Then you’ll have a baby, and you won’t have to worry about Rhonda or anyone else trying to watch you every second.”
Ashley laughed. “Right! Then I’ll get to do all the hovering! . . . Enough about that, though. Tell me something about the real world. Say, did you hear about that church?”
“The Catholic church? Yeah, I heard that it was robbed.”
“Oh, then you didn’t hear.” Ashley tried to lean forward but failed. “Our church was robbed last night!”
Cooper’s jaw dropped. She recovered quickly, scooped exfoliating scrub out of its jar and continued her work on Ashley’s feet. “Are you serious? Your church?”
Ashley nodded. “Lincoln got a call this morning from one of the elders. Actually, it was for me because of the missions committee I’m on, but he took the message.”
“What happened?”
“Well, that was all Lincoln found out from that call, but he did a little snooping and found out some more information. Turns out somebody pried open the back door. They took some of the sound equipment and two tablets from the music room, and they broke into the safe.”
“Was anyone hurt?”
“No. No one was around when it happened.”
Cooper sighed with relief. “I’m glad for that. How much money did they get?”
“Everything.”
“What does that mean?”
“We had an emergency fund, kind of a rainy day account in case anybody at church went through a rough patch. The pastor and elders could vote to give them money from the emergency fund—just a way to take care of each other. Last I checked, it was up to a few thousand dollars.”
Cooper gaped. “A few thousand dollars? Why wasn’t that in the bank?”
“So the pastor and elders could get to it whenever it was needed—even on days when the bank was closed. Besides, it was more confidential this way.”
Cooper thought of the other stolen goods—the sound equipment and tablets. She knew Ashley’s church was well-to-do but hadn’t realized just how well off it was. “With all that stuff, you’d think your church would have some kind of security system.”
“Security system? At a church?” Ashley scoffed. “Cooper, the doors are open for anybody. We don’t want people to think they’re being watched while they pray or whatever. Anyway, the church isn’t really hurting for funds, so it isn’t too terrible a situation. It’s more the idea that bothers me: the fact that somebody would break into a church. I just don’t understand it.”
“Desperate people do desperate things.”
“I know, but . . . Let’s talk about something else. This is depressing me.”
Rather than point out that it was Ashley who’d introduced the topic, Cooper tried to think of another one. She didn’t think quickly enough.
Ashley snapped her fingers. “I know! How’s that boy toy of yours?”
“Nathan’s just fine,” Cooper said with a laugh. “Although I’m not sure how he’d feel about being called a boy toy. We’re having dinner with some friends tomorrow night.”
“What friends?”
“Remember Edward Crosby?”
Ashley’s eyes widened. Edward Crosby wasn’t exactly high society as far as dinner guests were concerned, but he was still a friend. “The ex-con who saved our lives? How could I forget! Didn’t you have a thing for him?”
“I did not have a thing, no. I was curious, but the curiosity passed. Anyway, we’re meeting him and his girlfriend. Ought to be interesting. Not as interesting as our first meeting, but still.” Cooper thought of the first time she’d laid eyes on Edward Crosby. He was in prison then and she was investigating his father’s death. After his release, he’d helped Cooper bring down an international drug-smuggling operation, and he’d taken a bullet to save Cooper.
That action had earned him Ashley’s gratitude, but apparently not her stamp of approval.
“You mean you’re actually going to be seen in public with Edward Crosby?” Ashley squeaked. “I’m glad for what he did, but he’s an ex-con . . . with a leather jacket . . . and a motorcycle!”
“If it helps at all, he sold the motorcycle.” Cooper wiped away the scrub with a warm towel and doused Ashley’s feet with aromatherapy oil. “And anyway, he’s trying hard and keeping his nose clean. He’s really worked to turn his life around, Ash. Don’t you think he needs some friends? Some non-ex-con friends?”
“I suppose. Where are you going?”
“The Steak House.”
Ashley groaned. “Fine. Just make sure he knows how to use a knife and fork and doesn’t try to pick up the steak and eat it with his fingers.”
“I think we’ll be okay.”
Ashley winced and tugged her foot away from Cooper. “Ouch! That’s sore.”
“Sorry.” Cooper eased up on her pressure. “How’s that?”
“Ahh. Much better.” She readjusted herself against her pillows. “Coop, this is exactly what I needed. I’ve been stuck in this bed forever! I can barely walk to the bathroom and back!”
“That is how bed rest works.”
“Thanks Ms. Know-It-All.”
“Read any more good books?”
Ashley shook her head. “I got tired of reading. I’ve taken to online shopping.”
“I was wondering how you’d get your retail fix, but that sounds dangerous. What did you buy? Clothes? Shoes? Baby stuff?”
“Yes, yes and so much. I found the cutest Tracy Reese frock to be my inspiration for losing all the baby weight, and the dress will go perfectly with the Michael Kors pumps I ordered yesterday!”
Cooper nodded, trying to hide her ignorance of high-end designer names. “Good, good. I’m sure the Tracy Kors new line is just fabulous.”
Ashley laughed. “Tracy Reese and Michael Kors. Coop, you’re hopeless!”
“Let’s get back to all of your binge spending, shall we? What else did you buy?”
“I got a great deal on a Yuri Varoff.”
“More shoes?”
“No, silly! He’s a painter in New York. A real up-and-comer in the art world. I’m not big on postmodernism myself, but I heard from some ladies at church that in a few years he’ll be in every major gallery on the East Coast.”
“So it’s an investment painting.”
Ashley shrugged. “More or less.”
Cooper wiped down Ashley’s feet one last time and reached for the polish. “Are you ready for Rockstar Pinkly?”
“I knew you had it in you somewhere,” Ashley said, her cheeks dimpled deeply from a broad smile. “I knew there was a girly girl underneath the office machines and woodworking and all that grease.”
“Don’t get too excited. I picked it out because I thought you would like it. I’d no intention of wearing it myself.”
“Still. The fact that you were willing to purchase such a color lifts my spirits.”
Cooper quieted her own chuckles so she could paint Ashley’s toenails, and for a little while Ashley just talked. She rambled on about church, Angelo Newell’s art, all the clothes she couldn’t wait to wear. It occurred to Cooper that her extraverted sister wasn’t just going crazy from sitting all day. Ashley had gone from being a part of every committee and charity board to being stuck in a room at home. She’d gone from brunches, lunches and tea parties to the shopping channel. Ashley wasn’t just bored. She was lonely.
I could come by more often, Cooper thought, nodding absentmindedly in response to Ashley’s rant about the postmodern art movement. I could bring something for us to do together. I could really be a better sister.
Cooper said a silent prayer that she’d be more conscientious of what Ashley needed, and then she started a clear coat. She knew she wasn’t Ashley’s ideal conversation companion, but she could certainly listen and respond.
Maybe that’s all Ashley needed right now.
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Cooper and Nathan sat in a corner booth at the Steak House waiting for Edward and his date to show. The potato skins they’d ordered for the table were taunting Cooper. She’d eaten three already and was fighting the urge to eat them all.
Her stomach growled in protest.
“You can go ahead if you need to,” Nathan assured her, pushing the appetizer plate in front of her. “We’ll order another plate. They’re probably cold by now anyway.”
Cooper pushed it away again and shook her head. “I won’t be that rude . . . even if they are twenty minutes late.”
Nathan kissed her cheek. “You know how Edward can be. He probably stopped to admire somebody’s Harley and lost track of time. He won’t care if you go ahead and eat. I doubt he has a firm grasp on all the rules of etiquette.”
Cooper laughed and looked up at the front door. There stood Edward Crosby in his leather jacket, talking to the maître d’. He was alone.
“He was supposed to bring his girlfriend,” Cooper whispered.
“Maybe she’s parking the car or something.” Nathan stood and waved to Edward, and after another moment’s discussion with the maître d’, Edward gave the man a friendly pat on the shoulder and hurried to the booth.
“Sorry I’m late,” he apologized, removing his jacket and tossing it into the seat before sliding in himself. He wore a respectable eggplant purple dress shirt and black slacks that almost hid the fact that he’d worn exercise socks with his dress shoes.
“No problem,” Nathan replied kindly. “We went ahead and ordered an appetizer for the table. Hope you don’t mind.”
“Mind? I’m starving.” Edward grabbed a potato skin and shoved the whole thing in his mouth at once.
Cooper watched, partly horrified at his lack of manners and partly envious that his hunger seemed to be somewhat satiated. “Um . . . Where’s the girlfriend?”
“Oh, her . . .” Edward swallowed and reached for another skin. “We broke up.”
Taking an appetizer for herself before they all disappeared, Cooper donned an appropriately sad expression. “Sorry to hear it.”
Edward shook his head. “It needed to happen. I should’ve done it sooner.”
“Problems?”
“Not really problems in the traditional sense . . .”
Nathan took a drink of water and cleared his throat. “We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”
Edward drew in a deep breath. “Thanks, man. Let’s talk about the steak here. Is it any good?”
Cooper shot her boyfriend a dirty look for interrupting but realized he couldn’t have known that she wanted all the details. She turned a smile on Edward. Sooner or later, she’d get the rest of the story. “The steak’s great,” she said. “So is the fish, if you like fish.”
“I’ll take cow over fish any day.” Edward fell silent, and all three scoured the menu. After ordering thick steaks, medium-well, the guys slipped into work talk, while Cooper sat by, smiling idly and nodding as if she were paying attention.
There was something different about Edward tonight. With his pressed clothes and his clean, slicked hair, he almost looked respectable. Almost. Then he shoved another whole potato skin into his mouth.
“So Cooper,” Edward said, once he’d swallowed. “Take down any more drug dealers recently?”
“I’m afraid life has been a little more sedate than that,” Cooper replied. “How about you? Working with the police?”
Cooper could see him stiffen. Given his criminal history, Edward wasn’t a fan of the cops, even if he did assist them in one case. Before Cooper could change the subject, the waiter arrived with their food.
Saved by the steak.
The conversation lagged while they started their dinner. After some time, Nathan excused himself, heading to the restroom, and Cooper took the opportunity to talk to Edward again.
“He might not want to get into the whole relationship discussion with you, but I do,” she said. “You sounded so excited to come to dinner when we talked. I thought you were really looking forward to it, and frankly, I was looking forward to meeting . . . whatever her name was. What happened?”
“Well, I was excited for dinner . . . But I was excited to see the two of you, not to eat with her. See, I don’t have a lot of what you’d call wholesome friends, so you guys are really good for me. I was looking forward to a nice, civilized night out. When it came to me and her, though, it just didn’t work.”
“Before you said you didn’t have ‘problems in the traditional sense.’ What does that even mean?”
“Why do you care?”
“I’m female,” Cooper shot back. “And I’m your friend. Those two things mean I will always want to know what’s going on in your relationships. So tell me.”
“Fine.” He swallowed a gulp of soda. “I didn’t see a future in it.” He paused before continuing. “Now, I know what you’re gonna say: we weren’t together long enough to be thinking about the future, and just because I lack imagination is no reason to break up, but . . .”
“I wasn’t going to say that at all,” Cooper argued. “If you’d given me the chance, that is.”
“Oh, really? What would you have said?”
“I’d have said I support your decision.”
Edward looked at her with a quizzical expression. “Really?”
Cooper nodded. She found that, as the days and months wore on with Nathan, she cared more and more about that elusive thing called “the future.” She wanted one with Nathan, and she thought that he wanted one with her. But the closest she’d come to that commitment was the diamond earrings she wore. The hope she felt when Nathan gave her those earrings—and the crushing disappointment when she saw they were only earrings—made that future less elusive. She knew exactly what she wanted. Cooper wanted to marry Nathan Dexter.
And he wasn’t doing anything about it.
After a moment with her own thoughts, Cooper responded, “Yes, really. You were looking ahead. You want a real relationship, not just a one-night stand or short-term fun. It was good of you to be thinking about your future—and hers, by the way. Now you can both move on and find whoever’s right for you.”
“Humph.” Edward stabbed a bite of his steak. “Thanks.”
“And if you’re looking for some wholesome friends, you should come to the Sunrise Bible Study on Sunday. It’s a nice group.”
Something resembling a quiet growl escaped Edward’s lips. “I do not care for church.”
“Good, because I didn’t invite you to church. I invited you to Bible study. It’s totally different.”
“And where is this Bible study?”
Cooper got quiet. “At a church.”
“Mmm-hmm.”
“Actually, technically, it’s at a school. Come on, Edward.” Cooper tried to think of something that might entice him. “We have really good food and coffee. You could have a gourmet dessert breakfast for free.”
That seemed to do the trick. Edward sat back and thought.
Nathan reappeared at the table. “What’d I miss?”
“I’m trying to convince Edward to come to Bible study.”
“Hey, that’d be great!” Nathan agreed. “Will you come?”
Edward hesitated. “I’ll think about it.”
 
• • •
 
The week went by quickly, and as soon as work was done Friday evening, Cooper hurried home to get ready for Parent Night at Hope Street Christian Academy. She changed out of her work attire into comfortable jeans and a green tunic shirt Ashley had insisted she buy during their last shopping trip before the bed rest began. Then Cooper jogged down to the kitchen, where Maggie was just closing the lids on two boxes of cookies.
“Something smells wonderful,” Cooper said, inhaling the scent of freshly baked treats. “What did you make?”
“These are salted caramel banana cookies,” Maggie explained, handing the first box to Cooper. “And these . . .” she said, stacking on the second, “are chocolate chip cocoa cookies.”
“They’re perfect, Mama,” Cooper said, giving Maggie a hug with her free arm. “Thank you so much!” She lifted the lid of the chocolate cookies and breathed in the sweet smell. “These are gonna be a hit! Do you have some extra business cards I could take? Some of the parents may have connections.”
Maggie laughed. “I appreciate the support.” She retrieved a stack of cards from a little tin box by the refrigerator. “You have fun tonight.”
“Between your cookies and Quinton’s cupcakes, I fully intend to.”
Cooper sang along with her radio on the way to church and arrived fifteen minutes before Parent Night was scheduled to begin. Since the snacks were supposed to be set up at five till, she had a good ten minutes to park, deliver Magnolia’s Marvels to the Sunrise Bible Study food table and set up the feast. More than enough time.
Cooper found a space near the school’s main entrance and hurried inside with cookies in tow. The snack table was set up near the door to catch the eye of incoming parents, and Savannah, Jake and Quinton were already preparing the food. The group hadn’t failed to produce a tasty-looking spread.
There were three trays of mini-cupcakes—courtesy of Quinton. Jake ladled fruit punch from a heavy bowl into disposable plastic glasses, while Savannah prepped a pot of decaf vanilla hazelnut coffee.
“Looks good,” Cooper said, setting her cookie boxes at the end of the table. “Quinton, those cupcakes look delicious! I don’t suppose they need sampling.”
Quinton grinned. “Only if your Magnolia’s Marvels need sampling, too!”
“You’ve got yourself a deal.”
Quinton took a paper plate from the stack and set the first mini-cupcake on it. The cake itself looked chocolate, while the frosting was white with brown at the edges. “This is a s’mores cupcake,” he explained. “It has two layers of chocolate with a graham cracker crumble in between. The frosting is marshmallow fluff.”
“The fluff looks like it’s been cooked over a fire!”
“I took my crème brulée torch to the edges.” Quinton set the second mini-cupcake on the plate. The cake and frosting were all white, with what appeared to be nut pieces on top. “These are white chocolate cakes with vanilla coconut frosting, topped with macadamia nuts.”
He pointed to the third kind of cupcake. “That’s just standard red velvet with a cream cheese frosting. It’s nothing special, so don’t feel obligated to sample that, if you don’t want to.”
“I don’t feel obligated,” Cooper replied. She leaned over, took one of the red velvet cupcakes and added it to her sampling plate. “But I want one.”
Before she could take her first bite, Quinton cleared his throat loudly. Cooper turned her attention from her sample plate to see that he was nodding expectantly toward her Magnolia’s Marvels boxes.
“Oh, right!” Cooper set down her cupcake and opened the first box. “These are salted caramel banana.” She set a cookie on a plate, moved the box and opened the next one. “And these are chocolate chip cocoa cookies.” She handed the plate to Quinton, and as he tasted the cookies, Cooper went back to her cupcakes. She sank her teeth into the s’mores cake first. The marshmallow fluff melted in her mouth, combining with the rich dark chocolate cake and the crunch of graham crackers.
“Mmm,” she hummed. “This actually tastes like a s’more!”
Quinton chuckled. “That’s the idea.”
“Yeah, well, I may not leave any for the kids.”
“In that case, they’re out of luck, because I call dibs on the rest of your mama’s cookies.”
Cooper smiled and popped the other half of the s’mores cupcake into her mouth. Before she’d finished chewing, she reached for the white chocolate. The flavor was smooth and light, with the sweetness of coconut and the richness of the nuts. It tasted like a Sunday afternoon summer picnic, and for a moment, she imagined she was running in a grassy field in a white dress and broad hat.
“What do you think?” Quinton asked.
Cooper held up a hand to quiet him. “Just a minute. I’m in the middle of a reverie here.”
Quinton chuckled. “Glad to hear they’re up to par.”
“That’s an understatement.” Cooper downed the rest of the white chocolate cupcake quickly and then tried the red velvet. They were easily the best red velvet cupcakes she’d ever had—so moist and with the perfect amount of sweetness. “I think I’ve died and gone to heaven.”
Savannah laughed. “Don’t leave us just yet, Coop. We need you to serve cookies!”
“Oh, right. Volunteering.” Cooper took a last, longing look at the cupcakes before turning to Savannah. “What’s the plan, exactly?”
“Pastor Matthews wants us to do the serving,” Savannah explained, feeling around for her stool as she spoke. She took a seat. “He doesn’t want the students to gorge themselves, and he thinks the parents might be less inclined to eat if the students come through touching all the desserts.”
“I’m in charge of cupcakes,” Quinton said. “And you’re in charge of cookies. They’ll grab a plate and tell us what they want, but they’re limited to one of each.”
“For the whole evening?” Cooper asked.
Quinton nodded.
“I’m not sure I’ll be able to keep track of who had what all evening.”
Savannah waved away her concern. “You just have to make them think you can keep track. That’s the trick.”
Jake wielded his ladle like a sword of victory, holding it up over his head. “And I’ll be divvying out the drinks . . . Uh-oh . . .”
Cooper looked for something askew but couldn’t figure out what it was. “What’s wrong?”
Jake glanced at his watch. “I forgot to get the ice out of the kitchen freezer. I’ll have to break it up, too, before it goes in the ice bucket. And we’re supposed to be all set up in about a minute.”
“I’ll help,” Quinton volunteered. “It’ll go faster with the two of us.”
The men hurried off to the kitchen, leaving Savannah and Cooper together. Cooper helped herself to a cup of decaf.
“Working on any new art lately?” Cooper asked.
Savannah turned on her stool so she faced Cooper. “Jake found an old wagon seat for me—I love to paint on interesting surfaces, you know. I’ve been trying to figure out what picture it needs, and I think I’ve finally settled on one.”
“Do tell!”
“The wagon reminded me of a simpler time—working on a farm with family, having a small community—and I thought, when was it simpler than in the Garden of Eden? Right at the beginning. No sickness, no sadness, no sin. Just working in the Garden and walking with the Lord. I want to put Adam and Eve surrounded by plants and fruits, with all the animals wandering around. What do you think?”
“I think it sounds beautiful! I wish I could understand how you come up with these artistic ideas.”
“What artistic ideas?” a strange woman asked as she approached the table. Her eyes were wide and tired. Her skin was pale and her red hair rather unkempt. She wore a name tag that identified her as Ms. Cassel. “Sorry to interrupt,” she continued. “But I always butt in when I hear something about art or being artistic.”
“Are you a teacher here?” Cooper asked, eyeing the name tag.
“Yes, I’m Sylvia Cassel, the art teacher.”
Savannah held out a hand, which Sylvia kindly took. “That explains why you’re so interested in being artistic. It’s very nice to meet you. I’m Savannah.”
Cooper shook the teacher’s hand, too. “And I’m Cooper. We were just talking about Savannah’s work. She’s a folk artist.”
Sylvia did a double take. “Wait—the folk artist from Hope Street Church?”
“Um . . . yes,” Savannah replied. “Have we met?”
“No, but Principal Matthews has told me all about you! He said I ought to talk to you about being a guest speaker in my art class, but I had no idea who you were . . . But here you are!”
Cooper smiled. “Savannah, you’d be great as a guest speaker. You should do it.”
Savannah blushed. “Oh, I don’t know. I’m not sure I’d have much to offer.”
“From what Principal Matthews says, I’m sure you’ve got plenty to offer,” Sylvia said. “Now that I know who you are, we’ll talk later, and I’ll try to convince you.” She glanced at her watch. “In the meantime, I’m in dire need of sugar, and I’m hoping you can help me out.”
“You’ve come to the right place,” Cooper said. “We have all the fixings for a grade-A sugar high.”
Sylvia licked her lips, her eyes taking in the snack table. “That’s quite a selection you folks have!”
“Thanks! Our other baker and the keeper of the fruit punch are off getting ice out of the kitchen. Quinton—the baker—made the cupcakes.”
“And did you make the cookies?”
“No, no. They’re Magnolia’s Marvels.”
Sylvia took one of the salted caramel banana cookies. “I love Magnolia’s Marvels!”
“I’ll tell my mama you said so.”
Sylvia paused mid-bite and wiped a crumb from her lip. “Your mother is Magnolia of Magnolia’s Marvels?” She eyed Cooper’s athletic shape. “If my mama made cookies like this, I’d weigh three hundred pounds!”
Cooper laughed. “Wait until you try the cupcakes.”
Sylvia tasted the white chocolate and coconut cake and looked as though all of her stress disappeared. “Did you all come here straight from heaven?”
“From Hope Street Church,” Cooper replied. “Pastor Matthews—or Principal Matthews to you, I guess—he asked if our Bible study would bring snacks and staff the table.”
“Well, you’ve done a wonderful job of it.”
“I’m glad you think so. The students are limited to one of each tonight, but I’m guessing, since you’re staff, you can have as much as you like.”
“That’s a dangerous offer,” Sylvia said with a laugh. It was then that Cooper noticed the dark bags under her eyes and the slight shake in her hands as she gratefully accepted a plate of cookies and cupcakes. Sylvia’s eyes welled. “You have no idea how much I needed this. It’s been a long week.”
“Sorry to hear that,” Cooper replied. Sylvia looked as though she might fall over right where she stood. “Anything we can do to help?”
For a moment Sylvia stood still, as if she didn’t quite comprehend what Cooper was saying. Then, quietly, she said, “You really mean that.”
Cooper nodded, taken aback by the woman’s apparent disbelief. “Sure. Anything. Do you want to talk?”
Sylvia took a deep breath and donned a tired smile. “I don’t think so, but I appreciate the offer.” She took a bite of Maggie’s hot chocolate-chocolate chip cookies. “And I really appreciate these. I’ll be back for seconds later.”
“I’ll save you some.”
The art teacher disappeared down the hall just as a small crowd of students and parents arrived, and Quinton and Jake returned to the table with a silver ice bucket filled to the brim.
“Looks like you barely made it,” Savannah commented.
Jake wiped his forehead and sighed dramatically. “Thought we might not make it at all!”
For the next hour, Cooper and Quinton passed out the sweets while Jake and Savannah manned the beverages. Parents followed their children to the snack table, and while the students chatted among themselves, the parents talked to the Sunrise Bible Study team. The guests arrived in waves, stopped for food and then headed back to classrooms as a new group came in. Teachers peeked into the hallway to greet the newcomers before disappearing once more to talk to the parents in their classrooms. Some students prattled on about the art and science projects they had on display, while others rolled their eyes, reluctantly following their parents around.
Finally there came a lull. Cooper left Quinton in charge of the goodies and headed back toward the restroom. The hallways were alive with the sounds of talking and laughter. Cooper peered into the classrooms as she passed to see parents gathered around the teachers and students standing in groups, giggling and gossiping. Surprisingly, the line for the women’s restroom was short, and when Cooper emerged, she heard, above the regular chatter, a very unpleasant sound. An angry voice drifted out of the classroom across the hall from the restroom.
“. . . a new kind of low even for you, and that’s saying something.” Cooper recognized Sylvia’s voice. “Because I can’t afford it, and you know it! . . . I don’t see why it’s my problem anyway . . . No, don’t do that! I’ll . . . I’ll see what I can do. But don’t you ever do this to me again.”
The conversation stopped. Cooper tiptoed to the door to see if everything was all right, and as she looked into the room she saw Sylvia staring at the underside of a glazed pot. “Maybe you’ll do,” she mused aloud, a mournful look on her face. Unsure what Sylvia was talking about, Cooper cleared her throat loudly at the door, and Sylvia looked up.
“How’s Parent Night treating you?” Cooper asked, offering the teacher a kind smile.
Sylvia replaced the pot on its rack. She looked even more ragged than earlier in the evening. “I’m enjoying it. Students just love to bring their parents in and show them all their art projects. Regardless of what they think of me the rest of the year, on Parent Night I’m usually painted as a favorite teacher since I give them a way to show off to their folks.” She laughed at the thought. “I don’t usually have to talk much, except to assure parents that all the children are creative and well-behaved.”
“Are they?”
“Some are both. Some are creative but ill-behaved, and the rest are well-behaved but couldn’t do something creative if their lives depended on it. I’m hoping some gentle flattery will increase the donations this year.”
“I heard that the school isn’t doing well financially.”
Sylvia sat in one of the student desks, rubbing away the exhaustion in her eyes. “That’s an understatement. If we don’t get money soon, the school may have to close its doors.” She clapped her hand over her mouth and then slowly slid it away. “I wasn’t supposed to say that. I’m so sorry. That is not meant for everyone to know.”
“It’s all right,” Cooper assured her. “What’s said in the art room stays in the art room.”
Sylvia emitted a relieved sigh. “Thanks.”
Cooper took a seat in the desk beside the teacher. “I knew the school was having some trouble, but I didn’t realize it was so serious.”
“Only a few of us do. That’s why I shouldn’t have said what I said. It just . . . came out.”
“Well, I didn’t hear a thing. But if I did, I might say that I hope your flattery of students is successful.”
Sylvia nodded gratefully. “The same goes for your cookies and cupcakes.”
“Do you need anything?”
“I’m fine.”
“You sure?” Cooper asked. “You’re tied to this room, but I’ve got backup at the snack table. You’re looking a little tired, too. I’d be glad to bring you some coffee or something.”
The teacher considered her request. “If you mean it . . .”
“Sure I do.”
Sylvia rose, walked to her desk and returned a moment later with a piece of paper. “I made a little ‘About This Class’ flier for the parents, and I’ve run out. The copy machine in the teachers’ lounge is broken. Do you have a minute to take it to Pastor Matthews’s office and make copies? Fifty should do it. I know he won’t mind.”
“I can handle that,” Cooper replied, smiling kindly. “I’ll be back before you know it.”
Cooper took the paper and hurried over to Pastor Matthews’s office, catching him on his way out of the room. “Hey! Pastor Matthews!”
Pastor Matthews greeted her with a smile. He was a kind and humble man with an honest face and a slight hunch to his shoulders. “Good evening, Cooper. Do you need something?”
“I told Sylvia—your art teacher—that I’d make copies of this for her. Mind if I use your copier?”
Pastor Matthews opened his office door and waved her inside. “My copy machine is your copy machine.”
He turned on the lights. His office was a large room, modestly furnished with a desk and a sitting area on the opposite side of the room. The walls were lined with bookshelves, stacked with volumes on theology interspersed with framed photographs and souvenirs from the pastor’s trips overseas. The copy machine sat behind the desk, beside a safe. The machine was new.
“It was a donation,” Pastor Matthews commented as Cooper admiringly studied the machine. “I’ve had it for about six months.”
Cooper’s inner repairman took control, and she squatted beside the machine to see behind it. The panels were clean and tightly affixed. The cables were properly wrangled—not knotted together. “This one’s in great shape. Who donated it?”
“A business downtown. It was great timing, really. My older machine died, and that same day a rep from the company stopped by and asked if I’d like a new copier.”
“Sounds more like miraculous timing.”
“Tell me about it. Now, with the copier in the teachers’ lounge on the fritz, we may need to move this one so the teachers can use it.”
Cooper placed the flier on the copier surface, set the machine to fifty copies and pressed the start button. “What’s wrong with the other copier?”
Pastor Matthews shrugged. “Not sure exactly. I’ve taken a look inside a few times, but I’m not really sure what I’m looking for. Truth be told, I’m not the most tech-savvy person.”
Cooper stood and turned to face the pastor with a smile. “You know, I just happen to be familiar with these machines.”
“You are? Really?”
“I work at Make It Work! This is kind of my area of expertise, actually. I’d be glad to take a look sometime, if you like. Pro bono, of course.”
“Would you? Anything you can do to keep it in working order would be terrific!”
“I make no guarantees,” Cooper explained. “But I’ll do what I can. No need for you to spend money getting it fixed if you don’t have to.”
Pastor Matthews crossed over to Cooper and gave her a quick friendly hug. “Coop, I’d really appreciate it. That was just one more thing on my plate to take care of.”
Cooper checked the copier. Only a few more pages to go. “I’m glad I can help. And if I can’t get the other machine working, I bet I could get you a good deal on a lease through Make It Work!”
Pastor Matthews laughed. “You’re quite the salesman, aren’t you?”
“I just know my boss wouldn’t forgive me if I let an opportunity pass me by. Actually, it’s not my boss, it’s his assistant. She’s the salesman.” Cooper took the copies and tapped the edges on top of the machine to straighten out the stack. “On behalf of Sylvia, thanks for the use of your copier.”
Pastor Matthews walked her to the door and locked it behind him. “You tell her she’s welcome . . . And maybe by next week she’ll be able to use the teachers’ lounge copier again!”
Cooper returned to the art room to find Sylvia standing alone while a student showed his parents a watercolor painting hanging on the wall. Sylvia came to the door to meet her.
“Thank you so much,” the teacher said, taking the copies. “I owe you one.”
“Nah. You gave me a break from the food table; I may still owe you. Is there anything else I can help with? Do you want to talk about anything?”
Sylvia shook her head. She looked a little happier now that she had students in the room, and Cooper sensed it was time to leave the teacher to her work.
“If you change your mind,” Cooper said, “I’d be more than happy to take another break.”
She left Sylvia with a smile.
 
• • •
 
Saturday could have been a lazy day. There was nothing that needed to be done, and Cooper was tempted to stay in her pajamas, play with her cats—Miriam and Moses—and watch TV with her grammy. But the night before, just as she was falling asleep, she got the idea that it would be fun to make a haunted birdhouse for Halloween. She hadn’t spent much time building since she’d made Nathan a Star Wars TIE fighter birdhouse for Christmas, and she was feeling the itch.
So, instead of sleeping in and doing nothing on Saturday, Cooper woke up early, got dressed and headed to the hardware store to get supplies. She could picture the birdhouse in her mind as vividly as if she were staring at the finished product: faux shingles on a steep roof, a spire off one corner, a little graveyard in the front, dark browns and grays. It took a good two hours at the store to find the right materials, and by the time she got home, Cooper was ready for a snack.
She snagged a sandwich from the kitchen and ate it while she walked outside. It was a beautiful day—not too cool, but not too warm. The sky was more or less clear. Columbus watched her with interest as she passed by.
“Having a good day?” she asked the hawk quietly, pausing to stand in front of his cage. Columbus ruffled his white and tawny feathers. “I’ll take you for a walk later. Promise.”
Cooper continued walking and stepped inside the greenhouse. She swallowed the last bite of her sandwich, reached for the hose and started to water the plants, thinking of the last time she was out here. It was the Sunday she’d walked with Nathan before dessert with her family, when he’d acted so strangely. With that memory, the image of Nathan popped into her head. What possible explanation was there for his reaction to the trouble Ashley was going through for the sake of her baby?
She’d tried not to think about it, but now, among the plants, with nothing to distract her, Cooper couldn’t seem to think about anything else. They hadn’t talked about their relationship in a while. Cooper kept assuming that if Nathan wanted to talk, he would.
Is he even interested anymore? she asked herself. Or am I expecting too much too fast?
It had been more than a year since they’d begun dating officially. A whole year. No hints at proposals or moving in together, and they still hadn’t moved ahead in the physical side of the relationship. What if Nathan didn’t find her attractive or desirable anymore?
Cooper sighed, set the hose aside and wandered to the garage, where she’d left her birdhouse materials. If she could really concentrate on building something, maybe she could get her mind off of Nathan.
“Okay,” Cooper said aloud. “Let’s get this birdhouse built.”
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Cooper woke up twenty minutes earlier than she needed to on Sunday morning, just to make sure she got to Bible study on time. She’d slept hard after working on the birdhouse all afternoon the day before, and now she felt relaxed and rejuvenated. As long as she kept her thoughts away from her relationship woes, she felt happy, too.
She was the first to arrive at church—the first of the Sunrise Bible Study Group, at least—so she set up the coffeemaker and the disposable cups and snack plates from the storage closet and put chairs around in a circle. By the time Savannah arrived, with Jake at her side, the busywork was done and Cooper was sitting quietly, reading her Bible.
“Well, well, look who’s an early bird today!” Jake jested, helping Savannah to find her chair. He gently held her hand as she sat and then squeezed her shoulder. Savannah’s white cane was tucked up under her arm in disuse. Cooper wondered if she needed it very often anymore or if Jake had taken its place.
“I didn’t want a repeat of last week,” Cooper replied. “I got up early.”
Jake set a bakery box and a bag of coffee on the table beside the coffeemaker. “You went and did all my chores! I guess I’ll be forced to sit and relax for a few before the crowd shows up.” He went back to his seat and slumped down. It might have been a believable fit were it not for the smile on his face.
“Poor dear,” Savannah said, playing along and gently touching Jake’s face with her fingertips. “You’ll have to keep me company.”
Jake took the hand and kissed it, right on a paint stain. “My pleasure.”
Cooper turned away, slightly embarrassed, feeling as if she were intruding on a private moment. Jake and Savannah weren’t much for public displays of affection: he held her elbow to help her around, but that was the extent of it. In fact, Cooper had begun to wonder if they were actually dating or if they were just friends enjoying some harmless flirtation.
Now she felt she had her answer. They were serious, but they were private.
Realizing that her continued averted gaze was awkward, Cooper rose and went to the table to see what Jake had brought. He was no cook, and he wasn’t ashamed to admit it. He usually brought something from the bakery or, if he was in a hurry, the gas station display case. Cooper opened the bakery box to find an assortment of donuts—glazed, powdered-sugar-coated, maple, chocolate and jelly—all cut in half and ready to share. They were still warm, the sweet smell wafting out of the open box and directly to Cooper’s nose. She drew in a deep breath.
“That’s a nice way to wake up,” she mumbled. Jake had also brought chocolate Kona coffee, and Cooper spooned it into the coffeemaker and started the brewing process. While she waited, she snuck a jelly donut half.
“Do I smell powdered donuts over there?” Savannah asked.
Cooper looked over her shoulder and smiled at the two of them, a glob of jelly at the corner of her mouth, her lips covered in white powdered sugar.
Jake slapped his knee and laughed. “Coop, you may want a napkin to go with that jelly donut. Would you like a powdered one, Savannah?”
“Please! And coffee, if you wouldn’t mind.”
“Wouldn’t mind at all, pretty lady.”
Cooper returned to her seat with a cup of coffee and a napkin, and as she finished her snack, more Bible study members arrived, first Quinton, then Trish—on the arm of her husband, Phillip, who hurried off to an elder meeting. Bryant came next, and finally Nathan. As they were about to begin, in sauntered an unexpected guest. It was Edward Crosby, in jeans and his leather jacket.
“Edward!” Cooper exclaimed as she rose to meet him. “You came!”
“Well, I told you I’d think about it.”
“I thought that was a polite way of shutting me up.”
“It was. Kind of.” Edward smiled. “But I did think about it, and, well, if I want to keep my nose clean, what better place to be?”
Nathan stood and shook his hand. “I’m glad you could make it.”
“Donuts are on the table over there,” Jake said, sans introduction. He and Quinton had both met Edward during a previous “investigation,” when Edward and Cooper were trying to find a drug kingpin by winning a pool contest. Jake and Quinton were backup. Jake continued, “Good to see you again!”
“Yeah, nice to see you, too. I think I’ll check out those donuts.” Edward went to the snack table and nonchalantly gestured for Cooper to join him as everyone continued to chat. He looked back at all the people and spoke in a low voice. “I know I’ve met that guy . . .”
“He’s Jake,” Cooper replied. “And the portly gentleman is Quinton. You’ve met him, too. But don’t worry about it, Edward. I’ll introduce you to everyone else. I’m just glad you came!”
“I hope I’ll be as glad as you are.”
“Aren’t you happy you came?”
“I’ll let you know when it’s over.”
When Edward had a plate and coffee and had taken a seat beside Nathan, the Sunrise members went around the circle, each introducing himself or herself to the newcomer. Halfway through their introductions, a woman in her fifties appeared in the doorway.
“Dear me, I’m late!” she said, putting her hands to her cheeks and shaking her head in dismay. She wore a pale blue dress and a broad-brimmed white hat with a matching pale blue ribbon around it. Her orthopedic shoes squeaked against the tile floor. Her hair was perfectly white, surrounding her face with lose curls and giving her the look of someone much older. Her arms and hands, though, were strong and her smile was vivid.
Savannah turned to the door, squinting. “Ms. Donna, is that you?”
The woman in question grinned, went to Savannah and squeezed her hand. She had a limp that favored her right leg and a hunch to her shoulders. “You guessed right, sweetie.”
“No guessing needed,” Savannah replied. “You smell like rosemary, same as last week. Everyone, this is Donna Linley . . .”
“But everyone calls me Ms. Donna,” the woman interjected.
Savannah continued. “Last week was her first week at Hope Street Church, and I invited her to give our little group a try.” She turned to look up into Ms. Donna’s beaming face. “I’m so pleased to see you again.”
“I’m the one who’s pleased, sweetie,” Ms. Donna said, sitting in the empty seat beside Savannah. “Been far too long since I opened the Good Book and had some good fellowship. But I see I’ve gone and interrupted. Please, please, continue!”
“We were just introducing ourselves for the sake of another visitor,” Cooper explained. “This is Edward’s first visit, too.”
“How nice that I’m not the only one!” Ms. Donna exclaimed.
Edward nodded toward her coolly, his expression unreadable.
“Is it the limp, sweetie?” she asked, trying to determine the source of his discomfort. “I was in a car accident years ago. Instead of going to a physical therapist, I was stubborn and decided I’d be fine on my own. Now I’m stuck with a limp and a hunch for the rest of my life.”
Edward replied with a disinterested, “Oh.”
Ms. Donna went on. “Maybe you all could just go back to the beginning again, for my sake. If that’s not too much trouble . . .”
“Not at all,” Quinton assured her. “I’ll start.”
Again, they went around the circle, each saying his or her name and a hobby or interesting fact. Edward was impassive, but Ms. Donna nodded kindly at every comment. Her eyes moved over each person, as if she were trying to drink it all in. When Edward had his turn, he simply said his name and refused to elaborate. He studied Ms. Donna with a calculated stare, but she just smiled back until it was finally her turn.
“You all seem like such lov-e-ly people. As Savannah here said, I’m Ms. Donna Linley. I recently moved to Richmond from Dubuque, Iowa.”
“That’s a long way from home,” Trish commented. “What brought you out here?”
“Family. But there’s a funny story! I made quick plans when my daughter told me her husband was laid off. I was coming to Richmond to help watch the grandkids, so she could look for work at the same time he did to make sure the family was in a good place financially.”
“Awfully kind of you,” Jake said. “Not a lot of mothers would pick up and leave everything for the sake of their adult children.”
“My daughter and my grandkids are my life,” Ms. Donna replied. “It didn’t seem like a burden to me. It was an . . . opportunity. Yes, that’s the word. I gave my landlord notice, packed everything and prepared to move. Then, two weeks ago, when I was just about to start my travels, my daughter called. Jenny—my daughter—said that her husband found a new job, and she wasn’t going to have to look for work.”
“Wonderful!” Bryant exclaimed. “Glad to hear it all worked out so well!”
Cooper nodded. “Not many people can find a job so quickly.”
Ms. Donna hesitated. “Don’t rejoice just yet. You see, as it turned out, the new job’s in Jacksonville. Jacksonville, Florida. The company wanted Bob—my son-in-law—right away, so off they went to Florida. I’d already made all the arrangements, so I went ahead and came to Richmond. Seemed like time for a change of scenery, anyway. By the time I got here, Jenny, Bob and the kids were already on their way.”
Everyone was quiet for a moment. Cooper wasn’t sure what to say. It was a heartbreaking story, and the look in Ms. Donna’s eyes nearly brought tears to her own. Savannah reached over and took Ms. Donna’s hand. “We’ll help you work through this, Ms. Donna.”
Ms. Donna smiled gratefully. “I appreciate that. And don’t think I’m not happy for them. I certainly wouldn’t have taken that job from my son-in-law for the world. Once I got here, though, I found myself wishing I’d stayed in Dubuque. I had a home I loved, friends I enjoyed, a whole life. I don’t rightly know anyone in Richmond, since Jenny’s not here anymore.”
Cooper leaned forward. “So what happens now? Will you stay in Richmond? Or will you move to Jacksonville?”
“For the time being I’ll stay here. Jenny told me she’d let me know when they’ve settled into their new house. If they find a place big enough, I might even be able to go live with them. That’s the future, though, and none of us is guaranteed tomorrow. I’ve just got to get through the days one at a time!”
“That’s not a bad idea, Ms. Donna,” Savannah said. “Matthew chapter six, verse thirty-four. ‘Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.’”
“And don’t I know it!” Ms. Donna laughed. “More and more trouble every day! Sometimes I swear I feel more like ninety-six than fifty-six. If it ain’t my back, it’s my knees. And if it ain’t my knees, it’s my hip. There are days when I think my whole body is gonna fall to pieces!”
Everyone laughed.
“I know about aches and pains!” Trish added. “But my little ones are so young, I can’t even begin to imagine what it’s like to have grandchildren.”
Ms. Donna grinned. “They’re a handful, but they make you feel younger. They help with some of the aches and pains. They’d just love this church you all have. Or is this a school?”
“Both,” Jake answered. “Hope Street Church and Hope Street Christian Academy.”
“It’s a wonderful setup,” Ms. Donna observed. “All this space to work with.”
Savannah laughed. “For us, it’s a great space. For the school, it became almost too much. Children would go hide in the chapel instead of going to class, so the school had to install a set of double doors that remains locked except on Sundays and during school functions and extracurricular activities. While we have Bible study in a classroom—and other groups meet in other rooms—the worship band practices before the service.”
“Well, I’m glad to have found you!” Ms. Donna beamed. “Now then, what are you studying?”
They dove right into Bible study, picking up where they’d left off the week before. Today, Savannah led the group in discussing how people in a church are supposed to support and encourage one another. Both Ms. Donna and Edward remained silent throughout, and when the first notes of music signaled the end of study time and Savannah prayed, Edward was out the door like a shot. Before he disappeared, he turned back to Ms. Donna, his eyes narrowed in a suspicious glare.
Cooper hurried out after him, pulling him aside and waiting until the others passed. She whispered, “What was that about?”
Edward looked her straight in the eye, his jaw set stubbornly. “What was what about?”
“That!” she said, motioning toward the room. “You looked at Ms. Donna like you wanted to punch her in the face! And I never took you for the sort that would assault a woman.”
Edward glanced both directions. They were alone. “I don’t trust her.”
“Why not?”
“I just . . . I just don’t trust her.”
Cooper responded with an exasperated sigh, to which Edward shrugged.
“What do you want me to say?” he asked.
“Something rational.”
With that, he spun on his heels while shaking his head and disappeared around the corner. Cooper was about to walk after him, when she heard his voice again. He was talking to someone else. Then, she heard Pastor Matthews’s voice.
“If anyone can get through that thick skull,” Cooper muttered, heading back into the classroom, “Pastor Matthews has my vote.”
She was expecting the science room to be empty, but she entered to find Nathan still sitting in his seat.
“You left your stuff,” he said. “I figured I’d wait for you. Is everything okay?”
Cooper forced a smile.
“You still look upset.”
“It’s just that Edward somehow gets under my skin, and even though I shouldn’t, I let him irritate me.”
Nathan laughed, pulled her into an embrace and kissed her gently on top of her head. “Just relax,” he said softly. Cooper let herself do just that in his warm, strong arms. Nathan continued. “He wants to get under your skin. It’s what he does. It’s his area of expertise.”
“That’s for certain.” Cooper forced herself to separate from Nathan, and she scooped up her belongings. “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone quite so aggravating.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
For a moment, Cooper thought this might be the perfect time to talk about something else—about them and their relationship. He seemed so warm and loving this morning. Maybe he was in a better mood today than last week. But she quickly decided against it; that was a conversation better had in the privacy of a home, when they could really open up, cry and yell if they needed to, without anyone overhearing.
She cleared her throat. “Did you notice how he acted today?”
“He seemed to be himself.”
“Humph,” Cooper snorted. “I guess that’s true. He’s never been the most friendly person. When I first met him, he yelled at the top of his lungs because I called him Edward instead of ‘the Colonel.’ Just when I think he’s changed, he gets weird again. Like today, he sure gave Ms. Donna the cold shoulder.”
Nathan pursed his lips pensively, as if he struggled to find the words he wanted.
“What?”
“It’s just that . . . is it really surprising?”
“That Edward can be a jerk? I guess not.”
“Not that. Is it surprising he doesn’t like Ms. Donna? She came in—a nice motherly woman—and started talking about her daughter and grandkids. When you met Edward, it was because you were investigating his father’s murder, and Edward never had a great relationship with his dad.”
A wave of guilt washed over Cooper. She could feel her neck and face flush red with shame. She thought of Mr. Crosby—Edward’s father—whom she’d met shortly before his death the year before. Edward was in prison then, and that was how Cooper met him—trying to find information to track down his father’s killer. Edward had been a different man then, imprisoned for selling drugs. Even now, though Edward was changing, his heart was still hardened toward his deceased father, a man he’d never been able to depend on, a man who’d never treated him with fatherly affection.
“Of course,” Cooper sighed, slapping her palm against her forehead. “Ms. Donna reminds Edward of his father . . . probably of his mother, too. She’s the model parent and grandparent, whereas Edward has no parents, no grandparents and no fond memories. Of course he dislikes her. How could I have missed that?”
“It’s probably because you have such a good relationship with your parents,” Nathan replied, sliding his arm around Cooper’s waist. “You don’t think of someone else being haunted by a bad relationship.”
“I should apologize to him.”
Nathan shook his head. “Whatever you said, he’s already forgotten it.”
“How do you know?”
“He’s a guy. And he’s Edward.”
Cooper smiled. “It’s that simple, huh?”
“Yep. That simple.”
Arm in arm, they moseyed to the chapel and sat in the back beside Savannah and Ms. Donna. The worship team—led by Quinton’s girlfriend, Gloria—performed a song. Cooper shot a glance over at Ms. Donna, who smiled and clapped her hands along with the song, and thought about Nathan’s explanation for Edward’s cold shoulder. His past had to be the reason for it. Why else would Edward act that way toward a kind woman, and a stranger at that?
 
• • •
 
Monday and Tuesday passed uneventfully. Cooper went to see Ashley Monday evening and spent Tuesday late in the office, catching up on paperwork. While Cooper brushed her hair before work Wednesday morning, her cell phone rang.
Yawning, she answered.
“Cooper? I’m so glad I caught you.” It was Savannah, her speech rapid and tone troubled. “I need you to come to the church.”
Cooper looked at her watch. “I’m about to walk out the door for work. What’s going on?”
Savannah took a deep breath. “I’d rather tell you in person. Please come to the church. Now.”
Cooper recognized the sound of panic and her chest tightened with anxiety. “What’s wrong, Savannah? Are you okay? Is it someone from Bible study? Are they hurt?”
“No, Cooper, but . . . There’s been an incident at the school here. Pastor Matthews needs some friends here, and, well, I think Inspector McNamara will want to speak with you, personally.”
Cooper froze. Inspector McNamara worked homicide. “Savannah, just tell me . . .”
Savannah paused. “There’s a body.”
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The drive from the Lee house to Hope Street Church was a blur. Questions streamed through Cooper’s mind. Whose body was it? And what happened? Was it someone from church? A stranger? Was Pastor Matthews involved? Why did the inspector want to talk to Cooper?
She pulled into a parking lot full of police cars and flashing lights. The scene was chaotic, frightening. Every expression said the same thing: something horrible had happened here.
Cooper scanned the area. Inspector McNamara stood just off the parking lot, deep in discussion with a uniformed officer. Beside them, three officers had their notebooks open, exchanging observations and information. The police crime scene truck was backed up to the school’s main entrance as techs scurried around, conducting their business.
Cooper’s eyes went to the curb near the truck. There, Savannah and Jake sat on either side of Pastor Matthews, all three heads bowed, whether in prayer or sorrow Cooper couldn’t tell. She started toward them, slowly at first. The closer she got, the better she could see the fear and doubt in their faces. The better she could see, the faster she went until at last she was jogging. Savannah rose and greeted her with a hug, her countenance pale with anxiety.
She pulled Cooper a few steps away from Jake and the pastor and kept her voice low. “I’m glad you could make it,” the artist said. “I know you’ve got work, but . . .”
But Cooper was in no mood for avoiding the issue. “Savannah, whose body is it?”
“It’s the teacher you were talking to last Friday, the one who came to our snack table. The art teacher. Pastor Matthews found her.”
“And she’s dead?”
Savannah nodded. Cooper sank to the curb beside the pastor, with Savannah sitting beside her. For a moment, she sat in stunned silence. She could see Sylvia Cassel’s face so vividly and hear her voice as if the teacher were there now. Less than a week ago, Sylvia had been enjoying Magnolia’s Marvels. Now she was gone.
With a deep breath, Cooper pulled herself together. She reached over and took Pastor Matthews’s hand. Two sad eyes looked up to meet hers.
“I’m . . . I’m so sorry,” Cooper stammered. The sorrow in his face brought tears to her own eyes. “Is there anything . . . anything I can do?”
Pastor Matthews shook his head, but said nothing.
Savannah put her arm around Cooper’s shoulders. “Sylvia’s body was in his office when he came in this morning. It’s been a shock for him.”
“Do you know how she died?”
“The police haven’t told us anything. I’m not sure how much they know.”
Pastor Matthews muttered something as he rubbed his eyes with his fists.
Cooper touched his arm. “What was that?”
He heaved a devastated sigh. “She was stabbed.”
Two shiny shoes and well-creased pant legs appeared before them, and Cooper turned her eyes upward. Inspector McNamara stared back.
“Ms. Cooper,” he said with a salutary nod of his head. “They told me you were coming. Thank you for making the trip.”
Cooper stood on the curb, bringing her closer to the inspector’s height than if she’d been standing on the parking lot. “Savannah here filled me in on what happened.”
“It’s a shame, to put it lightly. First, we’ve got some criminal robbing churches and now we’ve got some criminal killing in one.” The inspector shook his head slowly. “Just a shame.”
“Do you think the crimes are related? The thefts and the murder?”
The inspector put up his hands as if to fend her off. “I’m not saying that. I’m not saying anything like that. I’m just saying it’s a shame. And I’m sorry, Pastor Matthews, but I need you to walk me through what happened today.”
Pastor Matthews cleared his throat. “All right.”
“What time did you arrive?”
“Seven thirty. I usually get here at seven to get everything in order for the day. I try to be the first person here, so my teachers know I’m working hard for them, just like they’re working hard for the kids. But today I was late.” He looked up into McNamara’s face. “You don’t suppose if I’d gotten here earlier—”
McNamara cut him off. “It wouldn’t have helped, so don’t start thinking that way. The coroner says she died sometime last night. We don’t know the exact time of death yet, but you coming earlier today wouldn’t have saved her. Remember that, all right?”
Pastor Matthews nodded weakly.
“Now then, what did you see when you got here?”
“Nothing. Nothing out of the ordinary.”
“Did you see anyone else here?”
“I saw Harry’s car in the teachers’ lot. He’s the science teacher at Hope Street.” The pastor pointed to the appropriate parking lot. “His is the green sedan in the corner. A lot of the teachers park on the other side of the school because they’re closer to their classrooms that way, so I don’t know who else was here.”
“Is Harry usually here around seven thirty?”
“Like clockwork.”
Inspector McNamara scribbled in his notepad. “Did you see the victim’s car?”
“Sylvia rode the bus.”
“Okay. So you drive here. You park. You see Harry’s car. Then what?”
“I unlocked the main entrance.”
“If the door was locked until you arrived, how did Harry get in?”
“All the teachers have keys to the side door.”
“All of them?” McNamara raised a skeptical brow. “Isn’t that a security risk?”
Pastor Matthews shook his head. “I trust all my teachers. Besides, it’s a small school, and everybody has a different schedule. They’re all here during the day, but after school some take work home, others prefer to work at their desks, and a few come in on weekends. I realized a long time ago it’s easier and more efficient if all of them have keys to the side door.”
The inspector arched a disapproving brow. “All right then. Where does the side door lead?”
“To the teachers’ lounge.”
“What happened next?”
“After I unlocked the main door, I went to my office.” There was a catch in the pastor’s throat. He paused for a few seconds before continuing. “I opened the office door. I turned on the light. That’s . . . that’s when . . . I found Sylvia.”
McNamara knelt down in front of the pastor. He smiled kindly and spoke in a low, gentle voice. “I’m sorry, Pastor Matthews. I know this isn’t easy for you, for any of you. But I need you to describe what you saw when you entered the office. Everything. Windows open or closed. Doors ajar. Every detail you can remember.”
Pastor Matthews closed his eyes, breathing deeply, concentrating and remembering. “There are two doors to my office. One leads to the hallway by the classrooms. One goes directly into the chapel. The one to the chapel was closed and locked, but the one to the hallway was unlocked already.”
“Do you usually leave that door open?”
“No,” the pastor replied. He paused and canted his head in thought. “No, I don’t. I don’t leave the door open. I always lock both office doors before I leave.”
“Do you remember locking the doors last night?”
Pastor Matthews shrugged. “I don’t know. I think so, but . . . Maybe I didn’t. I always do, but maybe I forgot. I’m not sure.”
“So it’s possible you left the door unlocked.”
“I suppose it’s possible.”
McNamara made another notation. Despite the pastor’s hesitation, McNamara was patient. “All right. Now, let’s talk about the office. What did you see?”
“Everything looked normal . . . at first. I set down my briefcase on my desk, and then I saw Sylvia, lying on the floor on the other side of the desk. There was blood, and she . . . she wasn’t moving. I checked her pulse and called 911. I sat on the floor beside her until you got there, just in case I’d missed her heartbeat and she . . . I didn’t want her to wake up and be all alone.”
Pastor Matthews paused, his breaths deep and labored, exhausted from relating what had happened. “That’s everything . . .”
McNamara extended a hand and the pastor took it. “Thank you, Pastor Matthews. If you think of something else, please let me know. We’ll find out if the other staff members saw anything interesting.” The inspector stood and turned away.
“Saw anything?” Pastor Matthews muttered. “Saw anything interesting.” He fixated on the idea as if struggling to recall an elusive detail. “Saw anything.” He jumped up. “Wait! There’s something else.”
McNamara returned a steady gaze to him, pen ready at his notepad. “Yes?”
“I’d almost forgotten. It’s so new, I didn’t think of it. But it may have caught something.”
The inspector furrowed his brow. “Pastor Matthews, are you all right? Would you like to talk to a counselor?”
Pastor Matthews ignored the insinuation that he was suffering an emotional break, but Cooper didn’t. She shot a dirty look in McNamara’s direction. The inspector looked back wide-eyed and innocent.
“I can’t believe I forgot,” Pastor Matthews continued. “One of our parishioners installed a security camera Sunday evening.”
The furrow disappeared from the inspector’s face and was replaced by a look of surprise. “You have a security system? That is useful information.”
“It’s not a whole system,” Pastor Matthews explained. “Just one camera.” He turned to Cooper. “Your friend Edward suggested it Sunday before church. He must have come to me straight from your Bible study.”
Cooper thought back to Sunday morning, when Edward had stormed off after Cooper confronted him about his treatment of Ms. Donna. “That’s what he was talking to you about?” she asked. “A security camera?”
As Pastor Matthews focused on something other than the image of Sylvia on his office floor, he came alive. “Edward wanted to install an entire system, but I didn’t want folks to be deterred from coming into the church. I didn’t want them to feel like they were being watched. He was quite insistent, though, given the other church robberies. Edward said that the other churches had been entered via a back door, and we really ought to watch every entrance other than the main one. I finally agreed to let him install one camera on one door.”
McNamara flipped his notepad shut. “One camera? One door? That’s it? You’ve got three doors to the church and another three or four to the school!”
Cooper shot McNamara another dirty look. Here he was, condescending to the poor man who discovered Sylvia’s body. She made sure her tone was gentle before she spoke. “Pastor Matthews, how did you decide where to mount the camera?”
“I didn’t. Edward did.”
Inspector McNamara grunted, his patience quickly dissipating. “Is this Edward clairvoyant?”
“No,” Cooper said. “But he is an ex-con. We all saw in the paper that a back door was jimmied open at the churches that were robbed. Edward probably walked around the property and figured out how he’d do it—which door he’d use, if he had a mind to indulge in criminal behavior anymore.”
“Do you think he has a mind to indulge in criminal behavior anymore?” the inspector asked.
Both Cooper and Pastor Matthews shook their heads. Pastor Matthews replied, “I don’t know him well, but he only wanted to help.”
“Wait a sec. Ms. Lee, is this the Edward who got you and your friends involved in two police investigations? His father’s death and then a drug bust?”
“Not exactly,” Cooper replied. “We were looking for his father’s killer and got Edward involved, and then we voluntarily helped with the whole drug ring takedown. Lest you forget, in the second case, Edward was working with the police. He’s not going back to his old life.”
Inspector McNamara pursed his lips and frowned, not entirely convinced. “We’ll see. Back to the camera . . . the one camera your friend Edward mysteriously knew where to place.”
Pastor Matthews lowered himself back to the curb before speaking again. “I couldn’t say how Edward decided where to put the camera, but that’s not the point. I haven’t looked at the footage. There may not be anything there; I haven’t heard how the . . .” He looked physically ill, but he swallowed hard and continued. “I haven’t heard how the murderer got inside, so he may have used a different door.”
The sickly look wasn’t lost on McNamara, who quickly changed his tone to a more compassionate one. “I’ll tell you what, Pastor Matthews. If you could give me the footage, I’ll have my men look through it. You don’t need to worry about it at all. You don’t need to watch it.”
Pastor Matthews breathed a sigh of relief. “Edward installed a program on my computer. He said all the footage is transmitted digitally. I didn’t understand it, but you’re welcome to take my computer.”
“I’d really appreciate it.”
“The desktop in my office.” He looked over his shoulder at the church. “I’d rather not go back in there right now.”
“I understand, Pastor. I’ll borrow your hard drive and take it to the station. After we’ve gotten what we need, I’ll get it back to you, I promise. In the meantime, Ms. Lee . . .”
“Yes?” Cooper squeaked, her throat tightening with apprehension. What did he want with her?
“I understand that you were acquainted with the victim.”
Cooper shook her head. “Not really. We talked a little bit on Friday, but I’d never met her before Parent Night.”
McNamara glanced at the crime scene techs making their way out of the church, and he waved to a uniformed policeman with them. The officer came running. He was a handsome man in his mid-thirties. His hair was brown with subtle red highlights and a natural wave that fell over his forehead and into his chocolate brown eyes as he moved. He slowed to a stop and stood beside Inspector McNamara.
“Ms. Lee, this is Officer Brayden,” the inspector said. “I need to let the crime scene guys know about the pastor’s computer and the camera, so Officer Brayden’s going to take your statement. He’s a newbie here, but he’s good at his job. Tell him everything about this . . . Parent Night.” McNamara nodded a farewell to her and Pastor Matthews, turned away and joined the policemen emerging from the school.
Officer Brayden offered Cooper a handshake. “Will Brayden, and for the record, I’m not fresh from the academy, just new to this station.”
Cooper shook his hand. “I’m Cooper Lee, and I’m afraid I don’t have much of anything useful to tell you. I really didn’t know Sylvia.”
“You knew her a little, though, isn’t that right?”
Cooper hesitated. “I’m not sure I’d even go that far. We met at Parent Night last Friday. I was helping with the food table, and she came over and talked with me for a few minutes. Later on in the evening, I stopped by her room, and we talked a little bit more. I wound up making copies of a flier for her. When I got back from doing that, she had some parents in her room, so I left. I didn’t see her again. That’s about it.”
“You said you talked.”
“Some.”
“Mind telling me what you talked about?”
Cooper led Officer Brayden away from Pastor Matthews. “He could use some peace and privacy.”
Officer Brayden nodded and followed.
“Sylvia was stressed,” Cooper began when they were a short distance from the pastor, Jake and Savannah. “That much was obvious. She was worried about Hope Street, and she was hoping that she’d be able to inspire parents to help raise funds.”
“Is that all?”
“She really enjoyed the food we brought.”
Officer Brayden smiled. “I was looking for more useful information.”
“There was something. When I stopped by her room, I heard part of a phone call that didn’t sound pleasant. It was only her side of the call, of course, and I’m not sure what it was about, but she didn’t seem at all happy.”
“Tell me what you heard.”
“Okay, well . . . as I said, Sylvia wasn’t very happy. She said she couldn’t afford something, that something was a new low for someone. I didn’t hear enough to put the puzzle pieces together. I’m sorry.”
Officer Brayden nodded and jotted in his notepad. “It’s all right, Ms. Lee. No need to apologize. If you do think of something, here’s my number.” He handed her a business card. “It’s the direct line to my desk.”
“I usually talk to McNamara.”
“You could call him instead, if you want to. Sometimes he’s hard to get a hold of. Think of me as his backup.”
Cooper stuffed the card in her jeans pocket and glanced at her watch. “Thank you, Officer. I’ll let you know if I remember anything. Can I go?”
“I don’t see why not.”
Cooper returned to where Savannah and Jake prayed with Pastor Matthews. When Savannah finished with a quiet “Amen,” Cooper jumped in. “Is there anything I can do?”
Pastor Matthews shook his head. “I appreciate you coming over. Did the police get what they needed?”
“They did. I wasn’t much help, but all I know, they know. Savannah, Jake, can I get you anything?”
“There’s nothing else to do here,” Savannah replied. She reached up from her place on the curb and held Cooper’s hand. “You were good to make the trip, and now you’d best be getting to work. Your boss’ll be wondering where you are.”
“Probably, but I can call in if you’d like me to stay. I know Mr. Farmer wouldn’t mind.”
Jake stood and gave her a hug. “Unfortunately the world can’t stop every time we want it to. You go on now. I’ll take care of things here.”
Cooper returned to her truck, sure Jake would do just that. As she pulled out of the parking lot, watching the police and her friends, she said a quiet prayer. “Lord, give them strength and give them peace.”
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By that evening, the gravity of all that had transpired was weighing so heavily on Cooper that she was exhausted. She just wanted to crawl into bed. Nevertheless, she called home as she left work. Quinton had called earlier with a special Bible study task, and there was something she needed to do.
“Hey, Mama, it’s Coop.”
“I heard what happened today, honey,” Maggie said. “I’m so sorry. Did you know that woman?”
“I met her, but I didn’t know her. Look, I know we’re supposed to have a family dinner tonight, but the whole Bible study is meeting at Quinton’s house this evening. I’m headed over there now. I hope that’s all right.”
“You do whatever you need to do, honey. We’ll be praying for you.”
Cooper smiled. “Thanks, Mama. Save some dessert for me, will ya?”
With the radio keeping her awake on the drive, Cooper headed to Quinton’s. Familiar cars were already parked on the street outside of his house; she was the last to arrive. She quickly checked her hair in the rearview mirror and went to the door.
Quinton answered, immediately tossing an apron into her arms. “You’re on cookie duty,” he announced. “And welcome.”
Cooper hung her purse on a hook by the door and slung the apron around her neck as she followed Quinton into his kitchen. The whole Bible study was hard at work. “What’s going on here?”
“Cooking,” Trish replied from her seat on a stool by the counter. “When I found out about my cancer, everyone brought me food. At the time, I thought it was a lovely gesture, but it wasn’t until later that I realized how important it was. It was the best thing anybody could have done for me.”
“So who are we cooking for?”
“Pastor Matthews. He’s had a terrible experience, and it’s not over yet. He still has to deal with the police, talk to the teachers, students and parents about what happened, and help them all get through the situation. Everyone will be looking to him for guidance. We’re gonna do what we can to help him.”
“Sounds great!” Cooper tied the apron around her waist. “What’s the plan?”
“Savannah talked to all the Bible study groups. Each is making three meals for him, although if their meals are anything like ours, they’ll feed the pastor for several days each. He shouldn’t have to worry about food for a couple weeks . . . maybe longer. Quinton’s baking bread. Jake’s slicing ham. Nathan is in charge of vegetables, and Savannah and Bryant are packing meal-sized portions into freezable containers. You’re on cookie duty.”
“What about you?”
Trish grinned and adjusted her dark blue cloche. “I’m quality control.”
Quinton pointed Cooper to a little workplace already set up for her, complete with bowls, spoons, measuring cups and ingredients. “Got everything you need for chocolate chip cookies and snickerdoodles. Sorry you don’t get to make one of your fancy cookies.”
“I leave the fancier cookies to my mama,” Cooper replied, sorting through the ingredients. “Chocolate chip and snickerdoodle I can do.”
Quinton turned away to continue his own work. Nathan left his station and sidled up next to Cooper, holding her close and giving her a warm kiss on her temple. “I hear you had an interesting morning.”
Cooper relaxed in his embrace as she separated mixing bowls and measuring cups. “Interesting might not be the best word for it, but yes. Savannah and Jake were already at the church when I got there . . . them and Pastor Matthews.”
“I was glad you could make it,” Savannah said from her own work station at the other end of the island. “I think one of Inspector McNamara’s men overheard me talking about Parent Night. I must have said something about you—I’m sorry about that, by the way—and the next thing I know, the inspector says he wants to have a chat. I figured it’d be easier to just get it done with.”
“A lot easier than having one of our sit-downs at the station,” Cooper replied, recalling the times she’d sat uncomfortably in McNamara’s little interview room. McNamara was a good man, but he was cop through and through. Once he got someone in the interview room, he shot questions and flung insinuations. It was unnerving, to say the least. Cooper continued. “No need to apologize. I’m glad we got it taken care of.” She pushed Nathan away a few inches with a swift swing of her hips. “Don’t you have veggies to chop?”
He leaned in close, as if he were going to plant a lingering romantic kiss on her lips, right there in Quinton’s kitchen. In a sultry voice, he said, “I suppose I do.” Then he gave her a quick peck and returned to his work.
Cooper measured out the snickerdoodle ingredients first, combining eggs, sugar and butter in one bowl and the flour, baking soda and other ingredients in the other. She imagined as she did so that she was a great baker, like her mother, adding a touch of magical goodness to whatever she made. She started to hum “I Want to Hold Your Hand” but didn’t realize she was doing so loudly enough for others to hear until Bryant and Trish joined in. Jake quietly began singing the words, followed by Quinton and Nathan and finally Savannah. Instantly the kitchen was transformed from a quiet kitchen to a karaoke hall.
Cooper continued to work as they all sang, combining the bowl of wet ingredients with the bowl of dry ingredients. She put the dough in the fridge to rest and set the oven to preheat. When “I Want to Hold Your Hand” came to a close, Jake sang the first words of the “Open the Eyes of My Heart,” a favorite worship song, and the rest of the group joined the praise.
In the beautiful commotion of song and cooking, Cooper almost didn’t hear the doorbell ring.
Cooper double-checked to make sure the whole group was already present. Sure she hadn’t forgotten anyone, she glanced over at Quinton, who was doing the same thing.
Quinton turned to her and shrugged. “Looks like we have an unexpected guest.” He hurried toward the door.
Nathan shouted after him, “I’d be happy to share my veggie chopping duties!”
The singing quieted down as everyone listened to Quinton’s greeting. Who was at the door? The voices, however, were too low, save for a hearty laugh that was unmistakably Quinton’s. A moment later, the host reappeared with Edward Crosby at his side.
Savannah squinted and studied the guest. “Is that Edward I see?”
Edward cleared his throat. “Yeah. It’s me. Hi. Sorry to intrude on your . . . party . . .”
Nathan smiled and shook his hand. “You’re always welcome, Edward.”
“And it’s not really a party,” Quinton said, ushering him into the kitchen. “I’m sure you know what happened at the school today.”
Edward nodded.
“We’re working with the other Bible studies at church to provide Pastor Matthews with meals, so he can focus his energies on dealing with the situation. Care to jump in somewhere? We’ve got veggie chopping, meal packing . . .”
“I need to talk to Cooper.”
“Ah! Cookie making it is!”
As Edward made a beeline for Cooper, Quinton returned to his work.
“Want an apron?” Cooper asked.
“No. I’m not good with this kind of thing.”
“We’re making chocolate chip cookies.” Cooper pushed a mixing bowl in his direction. “They’re about as foolproof as baking gets.”
But Edward pushed the bowl right back toward her. “I’m not here to make cookies. We need to talk. You know she’s in this, right?”
Cooper thought fast, trying to figure out who “she” was and what “this” meant. “What are you talking about? I know who did what?”
“You know that Ms. Donna is involved in what happened at the school.”
Cooper stopped and stared at him. He wasn’t joking. She looked past him to the other Bible study members, who had also stopped their work to stare. Jake and Bryant burst into laughter.
“Ms. Donna?” Jake asked through his guffaws. “Little, harmless Ms. Donna?”
“She’s pretty terrifying,” Bryant jested. He turned to Savannah. “Did she scare you as much as she scared me?”
Edward’s face turned red. Cooper could tell that Jake and Bryant didn’t realize that Edward was serious, but Edward just thought he was being mocked. He turned his back to the others and lowered his voice. “You know I’m right.”
“How on earth would I know that?” Cooper asked, her tone and volume matching his. She could tell by his expression he was doing his very best to keep a level head; men like Edward didn’t take well to being laughed at. “Is it the security footage? Is she in it? Did the police see her?”
“You found out about that, huh?”
“I was there this morning when Pastor Matthews told the police, and I’m hoping it’ll be very useful to them. However, since I haven’t seen the footage, how do you expect me to know that you’re right about Ms. Donna?”
“Because we have a . . . a . . .” Edward searched for the proper words. He snapped his fingers. “We have a rapport. We’ve worked together, you and me. You know I know what I’m talking about.”
Cooper planted her flour-covered hands on her hips. “And you’re convinced that sweet little Ms. Donna broke into the church and murdered the art teacher?”
“I’m not saying she killed anybody,” Edward clarified. “I’m convinced she’s involved, though. Somehow.”
“Why? Why are you so quick to drag her into this?”
Past Edward, Cooper could see that everyone was watching. The laughter had dissipated as the other cooks listened intently to their conversation. Now they all realized that Edward wasn’t joking.
Edward turned his head so he could look at the rest of the Bible study members. He met each gaze in turn before he began. “When Ms. Donna came to your group on Sunday, she was sizing you up.”
Before Cooper could dismiss the claim outright, Nathan jumped in. Rather than reprimand Edward for jumping to conclusions, he wore a thoughtful expression, as if he were willing to consider it. “What do you mean, sizing us up?”
With that small encouragement, Edward straightened his shoulders, stood a little taller and explained. “She looked over each and every one of you—not the way a person does when they’re in a new location and they want to know their way around. This was different. She was studying your clothes, your purses, your jewelry. It was subtle, but she did it.”
Savannah set aside the sandwich bag she’d been holding. “Let’s pretend you’re right. Why would she do that? To what end?”
“My guess? Habit,” he said simply. “She’s a con artist. She was trying to figure out who you are and what you value. Once she has a good read, she can wheedle her way in and take what she wants.”
“That’s a bold charge,” Quinton commented. “Especially without evidence. Anything other than a hunch to back this up?”
The corners of Edward’s mouth turned up in a slight smile. “Takes one to know one, I guess. Once you’ve spent time in prison, surrounded by con men and criminals, you develop a kind of sixth sense about it. You can spot them, even when they don’t want to be spotted. Ms. Donna’s a con. I’d bet on it.”
His response was met with silence. There was something undeniably convincing in his sincerity, his confidence, and while Cooper wasn’t ready to accuse Ms. Donna, she realized she also wasn’t ready to dismiss Edward.
Edward turned to Cooper and continued. “What if I brought you the footage from the security camera?”
“Does it show Ms. Donna?”
“Not exactly. But I think you’ll agree it’s pretty damning . . . er . . . incriminating.”
Cooper considered the idea. “Bring the footage. I’ll have to judge for myself whether or not I think it’s incriminating, but if it is, well . . .” She hesitated. “We’ll figure out where to go from there. I’m not sure if you know this, but the police have Pastor Matthews’s computer, so if Ms. Donna’s in the video, they’ll see it.”
“I doubt they’ll catch what I did.”
“And on that same note—about the police having the computer—how exactly do you plan on getting a hold of the footage?”
“It’s easy,” Edward assured her. “The footage went to the pastor’s hard drive, but the computer automatically backs everything up to the church server. I found that out when I installed the new program. Anyway, I’ll show you the video, and you’ll know I’m right.”
Nathan drew in a deep breath. “If you bring incriminating evidence of Ms. Donna at the church, I think we’d all know you’re right. I’d hate to accuse her without something concrete, but if she’s guilty . . .”
He let his idea trail off into the silence. Cooper looked from friend to friend. Their troubled faces reflected the unease she felt. Indictments such as this were serious business, and no one wanted to believe Ms. Donna could have been involved. Cooper said a silent prayer and turned back to her cookies.
“I’ve said my piece,” Edward announced. “Have fun making meals.” With that, he stalked out of the kitchen and out of the house, pulling the door closed behind him.
“Do you really think it could be true?” Bryant asked them as soon as Edward was gone. “Do you think a lady like Ms. Donna could really be involved in something like murder?”
“Edward seems to think so,” Savannah replied.
“Sure,” Jake said. “But—don’t get me wrong—I’d hate to stake an accusation on his experience in prison. Which isn’t to say I don’t appreciate his struggles.”
Cooper walked over to Nathan, who’d just started to chop again.
“What do you think?” she asked.
Nathan shrugged. “I’m not about to blame her or dismiss him at this point. Not without something concrete. You?”
“The same,” Cooper replied. She hesitated. “I hope he’s wrong.”
Nathan stopped what he was doing. He hadn’t missed that hesitation. “Do you really?”
“Well . . . sure,” Cooper stammered, trying to arrange her thoughts. “I mean, I don’t want Ms. Donna to be guilty, but . . .”
“But what?”
“A part of me hopes he’s right . . . not because I want to send Ms. Donna to jail or anything. I think Edward’s still trying to find his self-worth. I want him to have this win under his belt, I guess.”
Cooper wandered back to her cookie station and mixed the ingredients for chocolate chip cookies. The oven beeped, announcing it had reached the proper temperature for baking. But Cooper had a hard time concentrating on the task at hand after Edward’s abrupt visit. If he was wrong, he’d feel humiliated and defeated. If he was right, it meant that Ms. Donna was really a wolf in kind church lady clothing. Either way, it wouldn’t be good.
 
• • •
 
The rest of the week passed slowly. Cooper’s employees, Bobby and Josh, went out to make repairs, while she stayed behind with the paperwork. Angela exchanged death glares with Mr. Farmer’s sister, who didn’t care for her brother’s choice in women. Emilio prattled on about his love life. Ben’s employee, Brandi, educated everyone in the office about indie music. For the most part, Cooper was on autopilot, somehow finishing her work while thinking about Pastor Matthews, Edward, Ms. Donna and Sylvia. She greeted her coworkers, but her mind was elsewhere. She ate lunch with them, but she kept seeing the police swarming around Hope Street Christian Academy. She carried on conversations, all the while remembering Edward’s accusation of Ms. Donna.
On Friday, she even spoke on the phone to a long-term client from Capitol City and made sure the machine they requested was available for lease. As she hung up the phone, someone knocked on her office door. She looked up to see Mr. Farmer standing in the opening, his face slick with sweat and his breathing labored.
“Mr. Farmer, are you all right?” she asked, waving him to a chair. “Are you sick? Do you need me to call someone?”
Mr. Farmer shook his head, sighed and mopped his bald brow with a handkerchief. “If only water would fix the problem. If only I were sick. This is potentially terrible!”
“What? What’s potentially terrible?”
“Cooper, one of the work laptops has gone missing.”
Cooper smiled and shrugged. “Is that all? Don’t worry about it, Mr. Farmer. One of the guys probably left it in his bag after a job and forgot to put it back. It’s a mistake, I’m sure. Not a big deal.”
“Maybe not, but several of the higher-end toner cartridges are gone, too.”
“Toner? Why would the toner be missing?”
Mr. Farmer looked over his shoulder at the door and then leaned in over Cooper’s desk. “They’re worth a couple hundred dollars each. Now, that may not be a lot of money if you take just one, but what if this isn’t the first time . . .”
“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” Cooper interjected. “You don’t really think somebody here is a thief, do you?”
Mr. Farmer wiped his face again. “I don’t want to, Cooper. But the computer, the toner, some tools . . . I can’t ignore the problem, as much as I wish I could!”
“Do you . . . have any suspicions?”
“I can’t imagine anyone here stealing, but that’s why I’m coming to you.”
Cooper crossed her arms. She didn’t like the sound of this . . . not at all.
Mr. Farmer continued. “I’ve already talked to Ben about this, and he’s on board. I need your help.”
“Help doing what?”
“Talking to your people, of course,” Mr. Farmer replied. “Get a feel for them. See if you think they’re capable of such a thing.”
“I take it you don’t think Ben or I did the stealing. Otherwise you wouldn’t be asking for our help.”
“I’ve known the two of you long enough. You’re in the clear.”
“I’m relieved to hear that.”
“The only thing I can figure is that maybe one of the newer employees hit a rough patch, and they’re trying to get some extra money. They must be desperate. That’s what I figure. They need help.”
Cooper smiled kindly at Mr. Farmer. “You know, I think you may be the only employer in the world who suspects there’s a thief in his midst, but still believes in the goodness of humanity.”
A brief smile pulled back Mr. Farmer’s chubby cheeks, but it vanished quickly. “Will you talk to Bobby and Josh?”
Cooper hesitated. “Mr. Farmer . . . I’m not sure I can do a good job with that right now.”
Mr. Farmer’s expression changed from worried to ashamed. “Cooper, I’m sorry. You’ve had a terrible week, I know. It’s not right of me to put this burden on you right now. I don’t want to add to your stress . . . but . . .”
“But we don’t really have a choice, do we?” Cooper asked. “We need to get to the bottom of this. I understand.”
“I knew you would. If I were better acquainted with the new employees, I could talk to them. But I’m not; I wouldn’t know what to look for. If they have a nervous tic or something, I won’t have any idea to look for it.”
Cooper nodded, exhaling slowly. “I’ll do what I can.”
“And you’ll just make it seem like you’re chatting, won’t you? I don’t want anyone to get worried—if they didn’t do anything—or scared—if they did. We’ll get all this ironed out.”
“Yes, we will. Don’t worry about that.”
Mr. Farmer returned to his office. As Cooper heard his door close, Angela walked in and sat opposite Cooper, as casually as if they were meeting at a café for brunch. She began to file her nails with an emery board. “So. I guess you’ve heard.”
“I’ve heard it, but I’m not sure I believe it. A thief at Make It Work!? That’s hard to swallow.”
Angela blew the dust from her nails and then went back to filing. “I bet you it’s Emilio.”
Cooper laughed. “Why do you think it’s Emilio? I remember a time when you were smitten with him.”
Angela looked at her in shock. “I was never smitten. But I do believe a man isn’t that handsome without having a dark secret somewhere. There had to be a flaw beneath that hair, those eyes, those muscles.” Angela paused for a moment, smiling at the mental image. “Anyhow, I bet this is his dark secret. I bet he’s a thief.”
“If Emilio’s the thief, why didn’t he steal anything until recently?”
“He probably did, but we just didn’t see it,” Angela replied confidently. “If you don’t think it’s him, then who do you think did it?”
Cooper shrugged. “I haven’t a clue. I’m still hoping this is all a big mistake. I know my head hasn’t been in the game this week, and I’m sure I’ve messed up some paperwork somewhere. I bet the same happened with someone else. A bookkeeping error or a moment’s forgetfulness. I’m not ready to panic just yet.”
“But you’ll still talk to Bobby and Josh?”
“Of course, if for no other reason than to reassure Mr. Farmer . . . I’m just not sure how to bring it up in conversation. Mr. Farmer doesn’t want the thief to know he’s been had.”
“You’ll think of something,” Angela assured her. “You always do.”
 
• • •
 
The end of the day couldn’t come quickly enough, and by Friday night Cooper was completely exhausted. When she got home from work, she dragged herself up to her little apartment over the garage, fell back onto her bed in her work clothes, closed her eyes and thanked the good Lord for the weekend.
She’d talked to someone from the Bible study group every single night to share updates and prayer requests, and at the office today she’d spent every spare moment trying to figure out a way to discuss the thefts with Bobby and Josh . . . without them knowing what she was doing. Now, she enjoyed a much-needed peaceful moment. No work. No murder. No stress.
The phone rang.
She groaned and considered allowing the call to go to voice mail. Why couldn’t she have one moment to herself? Might be something important, she told herself wearily as she rose to answer. When she said, “Hello,” she didn’t bother to hide her fatigue.
It was Nathan. “Everything all right? Is this a bad time?”
Cooper tried to soften her tone, if only a little. “Everything’s okay. I’m just tired. It’s been a long week.”
“That’s an understatement. I was wondering if you’d like to go out and relax for a while. There’s a new frozen yogurt place over by the car wash. You interested?”
Cooper looked herself over in the mirror. Her eyes were red and had dark bags beneath them. Her shoulders were stooped in the not-so-subtle hunch of exhaustion. And even though she’d only gotten to lie down for a minute, her hair was now doing wild and crazy things. She sighed. “If you don’t mind being seen in public with Medusa.”
He laughed. “So long as you don’t turn me to stone.”
“I make no guarantees.”
Forty-five minutes later, Cooper heard Nathan’s car pull into the driveway. She descended from her apartment, having traded her work clothes for fitted jeans and a red racerback top. She may have been tired, but at least she felt cute. That had to count for something.
Cooper’s feet fought against every step, but she willed them to Nathan’s car with the promise they could rest once she was seated. She got inside, fastened her seat belt, dropped her head back against the headrest and sighed.
Nathan took her hand and kissed it. “Are you sure you’re up for this?”
“No, but I’m determined to do it anyway.”
“We can do this another night.”
It was a tempting offer, but Cooper shook her head. “I’ve been stressed all week. I want an evening of fun.”
Nathan smiled. “Then an evening of fun you shall have. Just lean back and rest, and I’ll wake you up when we get to the yogurt place.”
But her mind was uneasy, and instead of sleep, Cooper leaned her seat back and launched into a tirade about work. She gave Nathan all the highlights of the theft situation and her own reluctance to question her employees. When he pulled into the parking lot, she’d just finished talking.
“Sounds like you’re doing the right thing,” Nathan said as he parked the car. “It won’t be easy to talk to your guys, but think about it this way. Instead of trying to establish guilt, you’re just establishing their innocence.”
Cooper smiled. “I needed to hear that.”
“Now, what do you say we relax and stuff ourselves with frozen yogurt?”
“I’d say let’s get the fun started.”
The shop was new enough that it was in pristine condition, but not so new that customers were flocking to the doors to get a glimpse of the shiny new toy. When Cooper and Nathan arrived, there were only a few other patrons: another couple and a mother with two young children who begged for more yogurt and more toppings.
One side of the shop was seating—a long bench that ran the length of the wall, tables and chairs opposite the bench. Four or five more tables were set up apart from this. The back wall was lined with ten self-serve yogurt spouts and a toppings station that wrapped around to the checkout counter, where the shop employee weighed yogurt and toppings to calculate the final price.
Feeling moderately invigorated after venting, Cooper went to the self-serve area, her feet no longer dragging.
“Get whatever you want,” Nathan said. “It’s my treat.”
Cooper grinned, grabbed a medium-sized bowl and studied the choices. The usual flavors came first—vanilla, chocolate, mint and various berries. After these were the more interesting selections, including green tea and taro, honey and jasmine, and coconut cappuccino.
“I’m in a mood today,” Cooper commented, eyeing the atypical flavors. “Normally I’d go with chocolate or strawberry. But I’ve got my eye on that coconut cappuccino.”
Nathan nodded approvingly. “You know what I bet would be really tasty . . . You could mix chocolate yogurt in with the coconut cappuccino yogurt.”
Cooper put her arms around Nathan and squeezed him tight. “That is just what I needed, Nathan.”
Cooper filled the left side of her bowl with chocolate and the right with coconut cappuccino, while Nathan mixed chocolate and mint. The topping station was a more difficult matter: fruits, candies, crumbled cookies, marshmallows, cereals, candy bar pieces, nuts and a greater variety of sprinkles than Cooper knew existed.
“Grammy would love this place,” she said, reaching for the cinnamon sugar sprinkles. “She’d probably get a whole bowl of toppings.” She added some chopped macadamia nuts and Nilla Wafer crumble. Nathan topped his chocolate mint with raspberries and white chocolate chips. While he paid, Cooper found them seats away from the other patrons at the end of the long bench. Nathan sat in the chair opposite her.
“Thanks for this,” Cooper said. She dug into the dessert and took a big bite, making sure to get a little of everything on her spoon. It was absolutely delicious.
Nathan waited until she took a bite and sunk into her seat in delight. He smiled. “You’re very welcome.”
For a few minutes they just sat and ate, and Cooper felt a peace she hadn’t had all week. Even though the yogurt was cold, she felt warm inside, like her soul was wrapped in a thick, fuzzy blanket. When she was growing up, desserts were always her mama’s way of turning a bad day around and allowing Cooper to loosen up. Apparently that approach still worked.
Nathan broke the silence. “So we’ve got a thief in the churches of Richmond and a thief at Make It Work!”
“I’m still hoping the Make It Work! theft is really a fluke. Mr. Farmer assumes whoever stole from him had a good reason for doing it.”
Nathan laughed. “That sounds like him.” He paused and grew serious. “Since we’re talking about good reasons for doing things, I have a confession to make.”
Cooper looked up from her yogurt nervously. What kind of confession was he planning on making here in the middle of the yogurt shop? “All right . . .”
“I brought you here for a reason, and I hope you’re okay with it.”
He reached into his pocket. Cooper gulped as everything slowed down. Was he going to reveal a little ring box? She pictured him dropping down on one knee, right here in the middle of the frozen yogurt shop. She could see herself throwing her arms around him, sobbing and accepting the ring, while the other patrons broke out into a round of applause for the happy couple.
But as Cooper held her breath, Nathan pulled out a book of coupons.
“This place is my newest client,” he explained, pushing the coupon book across the table so she could take a look. “They liked the site so much they sent my name out to all their small business contacts. And they gave me a special coupon book, usually reserved for employees.”
Cooper smiled and tried to be excited in spite of her disappointment. Would he ever pop the question? “That’s great! But why is that a confession?”
“Well, I brought you here instead of someplace else because I have coupons for free dessert. It seems a little cheap on my part.”
“Let’s call it frugal.”
“I like that.” Nathan grinned and stuffed a spoonful of yogurt in his mouth. “Did you hear about the celebration tomorrow?”
Cooper shook her head, trying to move past the coupon book letdown. After the week they’d had, the last thing she wanted was to ruin their evening with a “define the relationship” conversation.
Nathan went on. “Did you get the email from Pastor Matthews?”
“I haven’t really checked my personal emails this week.”
“Well, tomorrow night at Hope Street there’s gonna be a—well, they’re calling it a celebration. I think it’s kind of like a wake. Anyway, it’s to celebrate Sylvia Cassel’s life, her contribution to the school, her love of art. Everyone from the church is invited. I figured we’d probably go, since you met Sylvia and we both know Pastor Matthews pretty well, and he could definitely use the support.”
“Hmm. I guess so.”
“That is to say, I’m definitely going, but you don’t have to if you don’t want to. I’ll probably be running late, anyway.”
“Oh. Okay.”
In the past five minutes Cooper’s mood had gone from relaxed to excited to disappointed and now to sullen. She was no longer in the mood for frozen yogurt. She thought of Sylvia, of the life that was cut short in such a horrible way. That reminded Cooper of her own life, of the living she still intended to do and of what she really desired in this life, and it wasn’t a coupon book.
She poked at her dessert with her spoon, any hope of relaxation and fun gone. She thought about what she wanted to say to Nathan. I want more than this, she thought. I want more than date night and hanging out. Something is wrong with us, and I don’t know what it is, but I’m afraid that you’re just not committed. I want a real commitment. Why don’t you?
It sounded so good in her head.
Nathan looked at her with concern on his face. “Are you feeling all right? Should I take you home?”
She cleared her throat. “Um, Nathan?”
“Yeah?”
“I just, uh . . . Well, thanks for the yogurt.”
“Sure! Anything for my girl!”
If you want me to stay “your girl” you’d better do something about it! She cleared her throat again, uncomfortable in her own skin. “About that. I, uh . . . I think we should talk . . .”
Her phone began to ring in her purse, startling her. She jumped in her seat. “I’d better get that,” she said, relieved to have been interrupted. “With everything that’s going on, who knows . . .”
It was Ashley’s cell. “Hey, Ash, what’s going on?”
“Cooper! Oh, Coop, thank goodness you answered! Lincoln’s at work still, trying to hammer out a contract, and I couldn’t get a hold of him. And I didn’t want to call Mama and Daddy and make Grammy worry. I don’t want to be by myself! I mean, the nurse is here, but that hardly counts!”
Cooper stood, purse in hand, ready to leave. “Ash, what’s wrong?”
There was a pause, followed by some quick breathing. “Cooper, I think I’m in labor!”
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Cooper and Nathan left their yogurt on the table, ran to the car and sped to the Love house. Cooper hopped out before Nathan had come to a complete stop in the driveway and jogged to the front door, which she found unlocked. She went straight up to the master suite, skidding to a stop at the door. She peered inside, not sure what to do. Ashley lay on the bed, with Rhonda on one side and an elderly gentleman clad in a suit and tie on the other. The older man held a stethoscope to Ashley’s stomach, listening intently.
Rhonda was the first to notice Cooper. She put her finger to her lips as a signal to be quiet, and then waved Cooper into the room. Nathan was only a few steps behind. Cooper pulled him inside and held his hand.
He put his lips near Cooper’s ear and very quietly asked, “Who are these people?”
Cooper motioned to Rhonda. “That’s the nurse Lincoln hired to watch Ashley during the day, while he’s gone. I’m guessing the older man is her obstetrician.”
The doctor lowered the stethoscope from his ears and turned to them. “You must be her sister.”
“Yes. I’m Cooper, and this is Nathan.” Cooper hurried to the bed and took Ashley’s hand. “Is she okay?”
“She’s all right, and so is the baby,” the doctor replied.
Ashley squeezed her sister’s hand. She looked so tired. “Sorry to worry you, Coop. I guess it was a false alarm.”
Cooper shook her head. “Don’t you dare apologize! That’s what I’m here for . . . Now, what happened? On the phone you said you thought you were in labor.”
Ashley shrugged. “I guess I was wrong. I was sure I was in labor, Coop. I was having contractions and everything. Rhonda called Dr. Birnbaum, and he came right over to confirm it really was labor before making me move to the hospital.” Ashley offered the nurse a smile. “Thanks for calling him.”
Rhonda patted Ashley’s shoulder. “That’s what I’m here for. Can I get you anything?”
“Some answers,” Cooper interjected. “If she wasn’t in labor, what was going on?”
Dr. Birnbaum explained. “Mrs. Love, you were experiencing Braxton Hicks contractions.”
“Are they dangerous?” Cooper asked anxiously. “Are they dangerous for the baby?”
“They’re very common and normal,” Dr. Birnbaum replied. “And the baby is just fine. A lot of women have Braxton Hicks. However, because of the other complications, I will be coming by tomorrow to check on you. In the meantime, get some rest.”
Ashley groaned. “Rest? That’s all I’ve been getting for weeks!”
“Nevertheless, you need to get more of it now. Nurse, a word? I’d like to discuss Mrs. Love’s care for the next few days.”
Rhonda followed Dr. Birnbaum into the hallway.
As soon as they were out the door, Ashley burst into tears. Cooper held her hand. “It’s okay, Ashley. You’re safe. The baby’s safe . . .”
“I just want it to be over, Coop!” Ashley sobbed. “I mean, I want the baby born healthy, and I want to be healthy, too, but I’m so tired of being stuck in this room, in this bed, watching that stupid TV!” She threw a pillow at the massive flat-screen TV on the wall, but it fell short by a couple feet. Another wave of tears came over her. Her voice was pinched and muffled by sobs. “I can’t even throw a pillow far enough to hit that thing! And it’s a forty-three-inch screen!”
Don’t let that upset you, Cooper wanted to say. You never were great with hand-eye coordination. But she resisted as Ashley continued to cry.
“Cooper, I need this to be over!”
Cooper searched for the right words to calm her sister. “I know it’s hard, Ashley, but . . .”
“Oh, you know, do you?” The sobs halted suddenly, to Cooper’s surprise. In an instant, the sadness had transformed into anger. “How exactly do you know that, Cooper? Huh? Did you get some kind of divine revelation about pregnancy? Did you? Were you magically endowed with all the wisdom of pregnant women everywhere?”
Cooper forced a smile. Pregnancy hormones, she told herself. Just pregnancy hormones. “I’m sorry, Ash. I didn’t mean it that way. What I mean is that I can see how much it’s affecting you . . .”
A fresh stream of tears gushed onto Ashley’s cheeks. “Oh, Coop, you don’t know the half of it! It’s horrible! I’m so glad you’re here with me . . . And you, too, Nathan.”
Nathan smiled and took her hand for just a moment. While Ashley thanked him and Cooper in greater detail, he said nothing, but simply continued to smile and nod. There was nothing he could do to improve the situation. If he said anything, he might get yelled at, and he knew it. Nathan really was a very smart man.
Rhonda returned to the room, all smiles. “Well, this is an exciting evening!”
“That’s one way to put it,” Cooper said. “Is everything all right?”
The nurse nodded. “Dr. Birnbaum just wanted to make sure he and I were on the same page as far as Mrs. Love’s care is concerned.” She met Ashley’s gaze. “We want to do everything we can to make sure you and your baby are as safe and healthy as possible. That means bed rest.”
In another surprising transformation, Ashley sat a little taller, a maturity in her expression that Cooper hadn’t seen before. She took a deep breath. “As long as my baby’s going to be all right.”
Cooper leaned over and put her arms around Ashley as best she could. “You’re gonna make a great mom, Ash.”
Ashley returned the embrace. “I’m terrified.”
“I know you are. But you’re still gonna do a great job.”
Ashley laid her head back on her pillow. “As much as I hate to admit it, I do need some rest. Coop?”
“What is it?”
“Would you mind waiting here until Lincoln gets home?”
Cooper smiled. “I was already planning on staying, whether you wanted me here or not.” She gave Ashley a kiss on top of the head and walked with Nathan to the living room. When they were situated on the couch, she turned to him. “Do you mind staying?”
Nathan put his arm around her. “Not at all.”
“Thanks for coming tonight. I want you to know how much I appreciate it.”
“I’m just glad I could be here.”
Cooper sighed and let herself relax in Nathan’s embrace, her earlier disappointment overshadowed by what Rhonda had called “an exciting evening.”
“I still think of her as my little sis, you know?” Cooper said. “Immature and kind of bratty, but . . . She’s grown up. Just in the last few months, even, the last few minutes. She went from being concerned only about herself to being willing to do anything for the sake of her baby.” Cooper paused and looked up into Nathan’s face. “I’m proud of her.”
“You should tell her that. It’d mean a lot to her, coming from you.”
“I’ll wait until her hormones are a little more stable,” Cooper replied with a smile. “If I tell her I’m proud now, she might be happy, she might be sad, she might want to hurt me . . .”
“Then I think it’s a good idea to wait . . . You know, before we left the yogurt place, you started to say something. Sounded like it was important.”
Cooper tried to remember the eloquent speech she’d composed in her mind, but the words were all jumbled up after the call from Ashley. Besides that, she wanted to be cool and rational when she and Nathan had “the talk,” and now that she was thinking of children and pregnancy, she was already on the verge of tears.
She shook her head. “I’m too tired to think now. It can wait.”
 
• • •
 
The Hope Street Christian Academy parking lot was already filling up by the time Cooper arrived, and she was twenty or so minutes early. She wore black dress slacks and a blouse emblazoned with brushstrokes of color. It seemed a fitting way to honor Sylvia. Cooper stepped out of her truck, smoothed her clothes and hair, and took a deep breath. Events such as this were necessary and helpful to those grieving, but they were never easy. Tonight was sure to be exhausting, so Cooper prayed that she’d have the strength to encourage those who needed it most.
Her heels clicked on the asphalt as she made her way to the candle-lit path that began where the parking lot and sidewalk met and led to the main entrance to the school. The varying colors of the tea candle holders gave an artistic, if somber, ambiance to the entryway. Pastor Matthews stood at the door, greeting each mourner as they entered. Phillip Tyler, Trish’s husband, stood with him. Both were appropriately attired in dark suits, their expressions an appropriate blend of sadness and peace. Phillip, an elder at Hope Street Church, said nothing to the guests. Cooper assumed his presence was more for Pastor Matthews’s sake.
When Cooper reached the door, she greeted Pastor Matthews with a warm embrace and Phillip with a firm handshake.
“I’m glad you were able to make it,” the pastor said slowly. He forced a gentle smile, but his eyes betrayed his fatigue. “Everything’s set up in Ms. Cassel’s room. Just follow the candles. If you’d rather, some of the teachers and students are in the church chapel. You’re welcome to join them.”
“Can I do anything to help?”
He shook his head. “You and the other Hope Street people being here is enough. We can really celebrate Sylvia’s life.”
The hallway lights were dimmed so that the candles marking the path were more distinct. At each turn in the hall there stood an easel with a Hope Street yearbook photo, every one of them including Sylvia. The glow of candlelight danced on the lockers and bulletin boards. Entranced by the light and the mood, Cooper accidentally kicked one of the little tea candles over. She bent down to put it upright before the flame caught the carpet, only to find that it wasn’t a real candle at all. It was battery-operated. She made a mental note to thank Pastor Matthews later for his forethought in safety . . . anything to encourage him through this difficult time.
When the candle was again in its place, Cooper continued toward Sylvia’s room. Parents and students huddled in groups of three and four, speaking in hushed tones in the dim light, away from the room full of people. Cooper tried to hear their whispered conversations as she passed, wondering what drew them out of the classroom and into the hallway. Cooper hadn’t known Sylvia, but if she were mourning the loss of a friend tonight, she’d want to be around people, around friends and family, not hiding away from the group.
Everyone grieves in their own way, Cooper reminded herself as she came to the classroom. There is no one right way to mourn.
Cooper stepped out of the hallway and into the room, which was a stark contrast to the hall. Inside, the overhead lights were on and bright. People spoke at a normal volume, and while all the voices were sorrowful, they also held some degree of hope. Rather than easels with dark pictures bathed in candlelight, the walls were nearly covered in Sylvia’s artwork and that of her students—watercolors, sketches, still life photographs and oil paintings. It was a true tribute to who Sylvia was, who she had been and how much her students loved her.
The desks had been moved out of the room and chairs were placed along the wall, leaving the middle of the room for mingling. A coffeemaker sat brewing on a table beside the door, accompanied by a bakery box of muffins and all the necessary coffee accoutrements.
At the front of the classroom, beside the chalkboard, was a second table, draped in a clean white cloth. A large photograph of Sylvia served as the centerpiece, set between two tall white candles—real candles. The photo depicted Sylvia wrapped in a heavy green shawl, her red hair blowing in a strong wind and two dimples deep in her cheeks from a broad smile. She stood before a magnificent brick house, two stories high, with a body of water stretching out behind it. She looked so happy, so full of life.
A guest book was opened in front of the photo, signed by mourners, many of whom wrote a note about Sylvia’s impact on them or their children. Cooper considered writing something meaningful, but in the end only signed her name. She hadn’t known Sylvia well enough to write more.
The art room—one of the school’s larger classrooms—was filled to capacity with parents, teachers, students and friends. There had to be at least seventy people in the classroom and hallway, plus an unknown number in the church chapel. And it was still fifteen minutes before the celebration was scheduled to begin. Despite the stifling space, Cooper was glad to see such a good turnout. It was plain to see that Sylvia Cassel had touched many lives, and those influenced by her were ready to celebrate the woman they’d known.
Cooper looked around, seeking a familiar face. She spotted the Sunrise Bible Study members in the corner, sitting together and talking over coffee and muffins. She made her way through the crowd to join them.
Trish was the first to spot her and waved the end of her yellow scarf in greeting. She wore a blue fedora and a gray pant suit, which Cooper recognized from Trish’s real estate ads all over town. Beside Trish was Savannah, her hair down on her shoulders, draped over the wide neck of her long black chemise. Jake stood nearby in blue jeans, a work shirt and blazer, fiddling with his tie. Bryant and Quinton, both clad in dark suits, book-ended the group, each holding a snack plate with a couple muffins. One by one, as they saw Cooper approach, they met her gaze and smiled.
“Good to see you,” Trish greeted her. “Even under the circumstances.”
Cooper glanced over her shoulder. “I wasn’t expecting so many people.”
“Sylvia was a blessing to many,” Savannah replied. She took Jake’s hand. “Gives me something to aspire to.”
Jake lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it. “If only you knew how many people were blessed by you every day.”
Cooper smiled at the warmth of the exchange. “I agree with Jake. And as for the crowd, I’m glad they all came out to spend time together in honor of Sylvia’s life. I saw Phillip outside with Pastor Matthews.”
Trish nodded. “He’s been the pastor’s right-hand man through a lot of this. Everyone at the school is being questioned, so Pastor Matthews doesn’t feel like he can ask any of them for help. Phillip volunteered to assist the pastor as much as he can.”
“He’s a good man,” Quinton declared through a mouthful of blueberry muffin.
“Which?” Bryant asked. “The pastor or Trish’s husband?”
“Both.”
Cooper looked around the room once more. “Has anyone seen Nathan?”
Jake shook his head. “Nope. Is he coming tonight?”
“He said he’d be here. Of course, he also said he’d be late, and . . .” Cooper looked at her watch. “We’ve still got some time before the celebration officially starts.”
Savannah stood. “In that case, may I suggest we all mingle and spread some joy amid the sorrow?”
Bryant looked down at his now-empty snack plate. “I think I’ll go mingle with the food table.”
After Trish delivered a swift elbow to his ribs, Bryant grunted and amended himself. “That is, I think I’ll visit the food table by way of mingling and spreading joy amid the sorrow.”
The group separated and meandered in different directions. Cooper slowly went back toward the front of the room, to the table with the photograph and the guest book. She studied the chalkboard, which had become a canvas for Sylvia’s art students. As Cooper looked on, a girl twelve or thirteen years old walked up to the board and began to draw a flower. But it wasn’t a simple flower with a circle in the center and five bulging petals. It was a perfect rose, just beginning to unfurl.
After watching for a few minutes, Cooper went up to the girl. “That’s impressive. Did Ms. Cassel teach you how to do that?”
The girl nodded. “I always liked to draw, but my mom was never much into art. I was always embarrassed by it. I thought it was a . . . a silly thing to do.” The girl looked over her shoulder at a woman speaking to a group of adults. One of the women—apparently her mother—returned the look before continuing her conversation with the other adults. “My mom still doesn’t get it, but Ms. Cassel did. So I’m trying to . . . not be embarrassed.”
“Well, you shouldn’t be embarrassed,” Cooper said, smiling at the girl. “You should be proud. You have a wonderful gift.”
The girl smiled. “Did you know Ms. Cassel?”
“Not very well, but we met, and I thought she seemed very nice. How long was she your teacher?”
“Two years.” The girl bowed her head. “Who knows who I’ll have now . . .”
“Don’t worry. Pastor Matthews hired Ms. Cassel. He’ll find another great teacher.”
“Sure he will,” the girl said. “But I won’t be here. My mom’s transferring me to a charter school.”
Cooper glanced back at the girl’s mother. “Why?”
“She says she doesn’t feel like I’m safe here anymore. My teacher was killed, and the police don’t know who did it. Tonight’s the last night I’ll ever be in this room.” The girl sniffed and quickly wiped away a tear. “I’m gonna miss it.”
Cooper ducked down so she was nearer the girl’s height. “Wherever you go, you’re still an artist, and nobody can take that from you. And trust me, life gets so much better after junior high and high school. Don’t let transferring schools get you down too much. Tonight, just remember Ms. Cassel and what a blessing she was for you.”
The girl nodded gratefully, turned back to her chalk picture and began to shade the rose petals.
Cooper turned away, ready to mingle with the grown-ups in the room, when two familiar faces caught her eye, two faces she hadn’t expected to see.
“Inspector McNamara?” she asked, going to them. “And Officer Brayden?”
Officer Brayden grinned. “It’s just Will tonight, Ms. Lee.”
“And I’m Cooper.”
McNamara adjusted his sport coat. “I’m still Inspector.”
“Well, Inspector, I hadn’t planned on seeing you here tonight, either of you.”
“My niece is a student here,” McNamara replied. “I wanted to show my support for her so she knows that, even though this is a murder investigation, I do care about the people involved. However, I came straight here from the precinct and didn’t have a chance to eat anything. If you’ll excuse me, I’m headed over to those muffins.”
Left alone with Will Brayden, Cooper wasn’t sure what to say. She was ready to excuse herself, too, when he spoke.
“I thought you didn’t know Sylvia?”
“I didn’t. But I do know Pastor Matthews, and I know that he needs support. Plus, the church and school work together. My whole Bible study came tonight.”
Officer Brayden nodded, as if he accepted the answer as true.
It was Cooper’s turn. “I thought you didn’t know Sylvia.”
“I didn’t.”
“Then why are you here?”
“I thought the inspector might appreciate having another cop to talk to.” He leaned in and lowered his voice. “I’m also investigating a murder.”
“I see. This is a great place to get a feel for the people who were close to Sylvia.”
Officer Brayden nodded.
“Well, regardless of the reason you came, I’m sure your presence will mean a lot to the teachers . . . knowing the police are taking a personal interest in Sylvia’s death.”
Brayden met Cooper’s gaze, an odd warmth in his expression. He still stood close, his voice soft. “As long as it means something to somebody.”
For a moment, they stood, eyes locked, and Cooper wasn’t sure what to do. Something about that look in his eye drew her in. Something about Will drew her in. It was sudden. Strange. Unexpected.
A second ago, he was just Inspector McNamara’s lackey. Now he was a man—a handsome man, at that—and the change made Cooper incredibly uncomfortable. The heat crept up her neck and into her cheeks.
“Your eyes are so interesting,” he said, staring into Cooper’s face. “One blue and one green. Are those contacts?”
Cooper nervously glanced away, but found herself staring right back a moment later. “I had a field hockey accident in junior high. The green one was a transplant.”
“Well, they’re very interesting . . . beautiful.”
Suddenly, she felt an arm around her waist and smelled a familiar aftershave. She knew it was Nathan even before she looked. The peculiar moment with Officer Brayden passed as he took a step away from Cooper. With the space came clarity. The heat receded, disappearing from Cooper’s cheeks and under her collar once again.
Officer Brayden held out a hand to Nathan. “I’m Officer Will Brayden. You are?”
“Nathan. Nathan Dexter.” The two shook hands. “You’re the one who took Cooper’s statement, right?”
“That’s correct.”
“I thought the name sounded familiar.”
Brayden glanced again at Cooper, a satisfied half smile on his face. “She was talking about me?”
“Sure,” Nathan replied, oblivious to the tone in Officer Brayden’s voice. “She called me that night, told me all about—”
“We should get back to mingling and spreading joy,” Cooper interjected. “That’s what Savannah called it, at least. Good to see you again, Officer Brayden.”
“Like I said,” the officer replied. “Tonight, I’m Will.”
Cooper didn’t respond, but instead pulled Nathan away, toward the far corner of the room. She held tightly to his arm.
Nathan waited until they were out of earshot of Officer Brayden. “What was that about? Why’d we run off so fast?” He pried Cooper’s fingers loose from his arm and placed them in his hand instead. “Are you feeling okay?”
Cooper hesitated. She wasn’t sure how to respond. She wasn’t even sure how she was feeling. Why had Will Brayden made her feel so strange? “I’m fine,” she finally said. “He just makes me a little uncomfortable.”
“Well, he’s a cop. He’s after a killer. You can’t blame him for his bedside manner.”
“It’s not that. He was a little . . . That is, he seemed a bit too . . . friendly.”
Nathan chuckled. “You mean he was flirting with you?”
“I got that impression, yeah.”
Nathan stopped her and put his hands on her shoulders, demanding her full attention. “Cooper Lee, someday you’ll have to get used to the fact that you’re a beautiful woman, and men are going to be interested in you. It’s what you get for being gorgeous, talented . . . having a terrific personality and sense of humor. It’s your curse. Men are going to be attracted to you.”
“Does it bother you at all? That other men are—as you put it—attracted to me?”
Nathan shrugged and took her hand. “You’re holding on to me, not them.”
Cooper tried to shake off the last of the odd feeling, and she fought the urge to glance over at Officer Brayden. She leaned over and gave Nathan a kiss. “You’re right. No worries. Let’s socialize.”
As the two of them looked around the room, Cooper searched for the rest of the Bible study group, careful to avoid any lingering gaze at Officer Brayden. Quinton had joined a small group of men—fathers and teachers—at the back of the room. He had a hand on one of their shoulders and their heads were bowed in prayer. Jake stood beside Savannah, who spoke with a clique of teenage girls. Savannah was so kind and sincere that she could even win over the trust of teens. Near the table by the door, Trish listened as another woman talked, tissue in hand and eyes red from tears. Bryant was lost somewhere in the mass of people in the center of the room; he was good at maneuvering his way through crowds.
Cooper spotted a gentleman at the front of the room, standing alone and staring at the photograph of Sylvia. He dabbed his eyes with a handkerchief. Cooper nudged Nathan and nodded toward the man. “He looks like a good place to start.”
As they came nearer the man, Cooper studied his appearance. He was in his mid-forties, tall and gangly, with prominent cheekbones and a wide forehead. He wore a blue suit and gray tie with red diamonds that matched the bloodshot color of his eyes. The gray-tinged pallor in his cheeks indicated the depth of his grief. He must have been close to Sylvia.
Cooper and Nathan joined the man, and Cooper put a gentle hand on his shoulder. He turned his tired, sad eyes toward her.
“We’re sorry to bother you,” Cooper said. “But . . . you look like you knew Sylvia well.”
The man nodded and sniffed. “I knew her well. Very well. It’s silly, I guess, but I’d like to think I knew her better than almost anyone, that I was . . . that close to her.” He wiped his eyes. “She was a great teacher and a wonderful woman. Did you know her?”
“I only knew her a little. I met her and talked with her once. I’m Cooper. This is Nathan.”
“Harold Wintersteen, but you can call me Harry. I wish we could have met under better circumstances. How did you know my Sylvia?”
Cooper made a mental note of “my Sylvia.” “I met her at Parent Night last week.”
“Are you a parent?”
“No, no. Not yet, at least. I attend Hope Street Church, and my Bible study was in charge of snacks. Sylvia came over to get some food, and we got to talking. How did you know her?”
“We worked together.”
“Here at Hope Street?”
“For four years . . . four great years.” Harry sighed, his eyes glazed in a haze of nostalgia. “I met her the first day she came to work here. It was the week before fall classes started, planning time for the teachers. Sylvia’s hair was up in a tie, but red strands were sticking out all over. Her arms were full of art supplies. She was the quintessential artist—creative, a little unkempt, beautiful. I saw her five days a week after that, even at summer school sometimes. I always teach a science class during summer, and she always taught an art class.”
“So you were close.”
Harry nodded.
“Were you . . . together?”
“No. That isn’t to say I didn’t want to be closer to Sylvia, but I . . . I guess I missed my chance.”
“You never told her how you felt?”
“Oh, I dropped hints here and there.” Harry’s eyes sought out the photograph of Sylvia as he spoke. “I wasn’t certain how she felt about me, so I never came right out and asked her on a date or anything. And I know her friend didn’t like me.” His voice was suddenly filled with bitterness. “You’d think such a good friend would at least be here tonight, of all nights, but not Abbi. No, sir. She’s got work to do.”
“So Abbi doesn’t work at the school.”
“Not this one. Abbi Merken teaches creative writing at the community college—late-night classes for working adults. She and Sylvia met a few years back—after I met Sylvia—when Sylvia started teaching an art course at the community college on Saturday evenings.”
The conversation had gone from sad to awkward. Cooper smiled kindly through the unease, masking her discomfort. “Wow, Harry . . . You seem to know a lot about Sylvia’s other relationships. You really do care.”
“Of course I care! When you find someone as wonderful as Sylvia, you want to know about everything, including relationships.” His shoulders bent forward in a dejected slump. “I can’t believe she’s gone.”
Harry excused himself and wandered out of the room.
“Where do you suppose he’s going?” Nathan asked.
“My guess is the bathroom to cry some more. Was he creepy, or was it just me?”
“He was definitely . . . intense in his affection.”
A loud voice at the front of the room drew Cooper’s gaze from the door. “Could I get everyone’s attention?” It was Pastor Matthews. “I’d like to thank you all for coming here tonight to celebrate a beloved teacher, colleague and friend: Sylvia Cassel.”
One by one, the conversations ceased, and Pastor Matthews waited patiently for the room to quiet down. When all eyes were on him, he repeated, “Thank you for coming. Some of the parents here may not have known Sylvia very well. To you, she might have been the art teacher who inspired your child’s creativity. Or maybe she was a friendly face at Parent Night.
“Some of you here tonight would call her a friend. You knew her. You worked with her. You talked with her. She was a vibrant, loving and caring person. Me . . . I’d call her family. She was not only a part of the Hope Street Christian Academy family, but she was also like a sister to me in our shared faith. Sylvia will be dearly missed by every person here at Hope Street—teacher, administrator, student and parent alike.”
The comment was met by nods and a few “Amens” from the crowd. He went on. “But as much as we miss Sylvia and will continue to miss her, tonight is not a time to wallow in sorrow and self-pity or to lament our loss. Tonight we remember Sylvia. We recall what the apostle Paul said in his letter to the Thessalonians, that we do not grieve as those who have no hope. We have hope for Sylvia, for ourselves and for the future. That is a hope from God that not even death can overcome. So tonight, let’s celebrate Sylvia’s life and celebrate that hope. Please, pray with me.”
Cooper bowed her head and edged closer to Nathan. She was distinctly aware that Harry had reentered the room, and she didn’t want to be caught alone if he decided to come nearer. As Pastor Matthews prayed, however, and Cooper stole a glance at Harry, she saw that his gaze had settled intently on the photograph of Sylvia on the head table.
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Cooper and the rest of the Sunrise Bible Study remained at Hope Street until every parent and student was gone, until every battery-operated candle was turned off and every muffin crumb was cleaned off the floor. By the time Cooper got home it was well after midnight. So the next morning when Cooper came to Bible study, she was ecstatic to see that Quinton had brought his espresso machine to pick up the caffeine production where the coffeemaker left off.
She skipped right past the regular coffeemaker. “Espresso. Lovely.”
Quinton came to stand beside her. “Thought that might come in handy after our late night.”
Cooper smiled. “Have I ever told you you’re a genius, Quinton?”
“I’m glad to know you’ve realized that,” he teased.
“So how do I work this machine, Mr. Genius?”
Quinton set the machine to brew. “While that’s working its magic, you’re welcome to an éclair. I picked them up on the way.”
She feigned shock and disgust as she stared at the treats. “You mean you didn’t make something from scratch after our late night?”
Jake, seated beside Savannah, laughed. “He’s abiding by the Jake Lombardi rules of baking. Tell the bakery what you want and put it in a box!”
“I confess: I was too tired last night to bake and running too late this morning to do it.” Quinton refilled the espresso grounds. The smell was intoxicating. “But I have learned Jake’s rules.”
Cooper picked out a chocolate éclair and took a bite. “Mmm. You’ve learned his rules very well, I’d say. Give the bakery my compliments.”
The espresso cup in Quinton’s hand looked even smaller than it was, wrapped in his sausage fingers. “I’ll have time to do that, considering I’ll be up for the next day and a half. This is my second espresso.”
There was a cheerful cackle from the seating area. “That’d burn a hole in my stomach!”
Cooper turned to see Ms. Donna in the chair on the other side of Savannah from Jake. “Oh, Ms. Donna, I didn’t see you there.”
“Got here right after you did, sweetie,” Ms. Donna replied, adjusting her straw Breton back farther on her head. Adorning the hat was a sage green flower that matched Ms. Donna’s dress and flats. “You were so entranced by that heartburn machine, you didn’t hear me come in.”
Savannah set her coffee cup on the floor by her chair. She’d opted for the less-caffeinated option. “I hope you’re not too troubled by our coffee. I had a friend who got sick at the smell of it.”
Jake snorted. “And that’s why they’re not friends anymore.”
“It is not,” Savannah insisted. “As a matter of fact, we still keep in touch. She moved away. I just wanted to make sure Ms. Donna wasn’t bothered by the smell.”
“That’s very thoughtful of you, sweetie,” Ms. Donna replied. “But I actually like the smell. I used to like the taste of it, too, until the heartburn came. Besides, I wouldn’t dare make you folks give up your coffee. So long as you keep bringing these baked treats, I’m fine!”
Bryant sighed loudly with melodramatic relief. “I was worried there for a minute. I don’t know how I’d pay attention in church if I didn’t have my coffee during Bible study.”
Trish gave him a look. “So how do you pay attention during Bible study?”
“Uh . . .” Bryant looked guilty. He took a swig of coffee and did some fast thinking. “The company is so stimulating, it keeps me tuned in?”
Everyone laughed. The espresso machine hissed and sputtered, signaling it was finished with the brew cycle. Quinton placed the little white cup on a matching saucer and handed both to Cooper.
She offered him a deeply grateful smile. “I owe you.”
“Just bring some of your mama’s cookies next week and we’ll call it even.”
“Deal.” Cooper took her espresso and éclair and sat down in the circle. For a few minutes, everyone chatted, talking mostly about the previous night’s memorial—or celebration. Cooper nodded at the comments and laughed at the jokes, which mostly concerned the amount of caffeine each of them ingested.
Just as she’d taken the last bite of her éclair, her eye was drawn by a movement in the hallway. Edward Crosby stood just outside the door, clad in his usual jeans and leather jacket. He waved at her with one hand and balanced a laptop in the other. He said nothing to alert the others of his presence, but only waved at Cooper, his gaze fixed on her.
Cooper considered replying with a loud “Hello” so that he’d have to come in, instead of playing whatever game he had in mind. But instead, she smiled politely to the circle and excused herself to the hallway.
“I’ve got it!” Edward announced in quiet jubilation. “I’ve got the video.”
Cooper grabbed his arm and pulled him around the corner. “The surveillance footage? How? Please tell me you didn’t steal it from the cops. No, wait, don’t tell me anything! I want to have plausible deniability.”
“I didn’t steal anything. Have a little faith, will ya?”
“So says the man accusing a little old grandma of being a thief and murderer.”
“I don’t think she’s a murderer. Just a thief.” Edward pushed a few keys on the laptop’s keyboard. “And like I said, the footage uploaded to the church server, and your pastor let me check out the server.”
“Did he realize why you wanted to ‘check out’ the server?”
“I told him I wanted to view the surveillance footage to see if I noticed anything helpful—which is the truth.” He turned the screen so Cooper could see it and pressed play.
Cooper watched the still scene at the back of the church. Over the door shone a yellow light, which illuminated part of the building, along with the sidewalk from the parking lot. The time code in the lower right-hand corner said “0200”—2:00 a.m.
“Okay, what am I looking it?” Cooper asked, crossing her arms, suddenly uncomfortable. Now she understood what her sister and Pastor Matthews had meant about people feeling spied on in church. She felt as though she were intruding on someone’s privacy, and all she was seeing was the church’s back door.
Edward hesitated, and then replied, “You’ll know it when you see it.”
Cooper continued to watch, waiting for the damning evidence of Ms. Donna’s guilt. For a few seconds, nothing happened. Then a dark figure appeared in the corner of the screen, making its way toward the door. The person had a large black bag slung over a shoulder and a blue ski mask over his—or her—face. All the skin, save for the eyes, was covered: long sleeves, gloves, hiking boots. Whoever it was went to the door, pulled a screwdriver from the bag and proceeded to break in.
Edward paused the video, a triumphant smile on his face. “Did you see?”
“I saw an anonymous, masked individual break into the church, yeah.”
Edward sighed and rewound the tape. “Watch closer.”
“This would probably go faster if you just told me whatever it is I’m missing.”
“Just watch.” He played the video again, and this time Cooper concentrated on the stranger in the video. Tool bag, dark clothes, blue mask. Then she saw it.
“Wait,” she said. “Rewind it again.”
Edward did as she asked, and Cooper studied the footage one more time. The intruder didn’t just walk to the door. She limped, favoring her right leg, and her shoulders were bent in a slight hunch. It was then Cooper noticed the intruder’s height and shape—the same as Ms. Donna’s.
Cooper staggered back a step and leaned against the wall. Could it be that sweet Ms. Donna was a thief? A criminal? Could it be that Edward was right and their new friend was simply sizing them up?
“Why would she . . .” Cooper began slowly. “That is, if it’s her, why would she stay? Why would she still be here?”
“Because she’s a con first. A thief just breaks in and steals. A con cozies up to folks, gains their trust and then takes. A good con keeps up the act even after the theft is done.”
“To avoid suspicion?”
Edward nodded. “And so they can steal some more later, if they want.”
Cooper turned, stepped quietly around the corner and peered into the science room. Ms. Donna had set her purse in a chair beside Savannah and was headed to the snack table for a piece of Quinton’s angel food cake.
Same limp, same hunch, same height, Cooper thought. It is her.
But as certain as her brain was, Cooper’s heart was still unsure. She began to pace in the hallway.
Edward followed her, the laptop still open. “Well?”
“Well what? I bet a million people have that same limp.”
“You’re probably right. But that limp, with that stoop, her height, her knowledge about the inside of the church, who’s here, what you’ve got . . . and if you were really paying attention, you saw the orthopedic shoes.”
“I missed those.” Cooper sighed, shaking her head. “But is it really enough proof? More importantly, what do we do now?”
Edward shrugged. “I say you turn her in to the cops.”
“Who are we turning in to the cops?” Nathan rounded the corner, Bible in hand and a spring in his step. At least he was still having a good morning.
Cooper greeted him with a big hug. She needed someone to lean on right now. “I’m so glad you’re here.”
“So am I,” he replied with a smile, holding her tightly. “What’s up?”
Cooper looked to Edward. “You’d better show him.”
Nathan had to watch the video four times before he saw it. His expression went from skeptical to pained. So much for having a good morning. “Oh. Wow. Seriously?”
“Seriously,” Cooper said.
“So are you turning her in? Is that the conversation I walked in on before?”
Cooper drew in a deep breath. “We can’t turn her in. Not yet, anyway. What we have here is some compelling evidence, but like I said, I’m not sure it’s enough proof. I can’t abide the idea of turning her over to the police without having something more concrete.”
“You want a confession.”
“If at all possible.”
Edward laughed. “Somebody like her won’t confess her crimes. She’s too good at what she does.”
Cooper thought for a moment. “Edward, you said something earlier . . . You said you thought she was guilty of theft, but not murder. Why?”
“She’s a con artist, not a killer. Murdering somebody would mess up her whole plan, and it’s a carefully laid plan. My guess is, she and the killer happened to be here on the same night. Pastor Matthews told me a stereo was missing from the music room, but it was found out back. Nothing was actually stolen from the church. Her plan was interrupted.”
“Maybe she saw something.”
“Maybe. That would explain why she didn’t finish her job. What does that have to do with anything?”
Nathan raised a hand. Being in a school was getting to him. “I have a question for you, Edward. Why are you so hell-bent on proving Ms. Donna’s guilt?”
Edward looked at him thoughtfully and nodded appreciatively. “That’s a fair question. I turned my life around. I did the time, and the old me is gone. I can’t be associated with criminals. I won’t let her come in and screw up everything I’ve worked for. That’s why I’m hell-bent on proving Ms. Donna’s guilt. Now, Coop, your turn to answer my question.”
“What do I care if Ms. Donna saw something?” Cooper asked. “Well, the obvious reason is that if Ms. Donna saw the killer, she can help catch the killer. But as you so eloquently put it, Edward, she won’t confess her crimes . . . unless we can make her think she’s being accused of a worse crime. As far as we know, the police are looking for one suspect—a thief and killer. They don’t suspect that two different people just happened to break into Hope Street at the same time. If I confront Ms. Donna and make it clear she’ll be accused not only of robbery but of murder as well, she may be more willing to help us out.”
Edward grinned deviously. “So you’ll con the con artist. I like it.”
“I’m not really conning her. If the police had compelling evidence of her guilt in the robbery, they would assume she’s guilty of all the crimes.”
Nathan took hold of Cooper’s hand. “Just to be clear, your plan is to confront our dear criminal.”
“Yes.”
“Alone?”
“I think that’d be best. I’ll try to put her at her ease.”
“Even though it’s possible she did kill Sylvia Cassel?”
Cooper paused. It hadn’t occurred to her that Ms. Donna really could be guilty. She’d been relying on Edward’s gut feeling, not thinking through the situation on her own. “I’ll be careful,” she finally replied. “Don’t worry.”
Nathan slipped his hand up around her waist. “Coop, I understand you’ll be careful, but how exactly are you going to talk to her about it? ‘Hey, my friends think you may be the church thief. Is that true?’”
“Well, I won’t say that,” Cooper assured him. “I’ll think of something.”
And all through Bible study, Cooper tried to think of something. She didn’t hear the discussion, and she didn’t follow along in her workbook. She paid just enough attention to know when to bow her head and when to gather her things. During church, she and Nathan sat in a row with Savannah, Jake and Ms. Donna, and Cooper caught herself staring at the harmless-looking woman several times during the sermon. Pastor Matthews was preaching on the Gospel of John, but Cooper missed most of that, too. When the pastor invited them to pray with bowed heads and closed eyes, she watched Ms. Donna instead.
As soon as the service was done, everyone began to file out of the chapel, chatting, laughing and making lunch plans. Cooper hung back. So did Ms. Donna.
When they were finally alone at the back of the church, Ms. Donna took a seat beside her, smiled kindly and took Cooper’s hand. “Sweetie, if I’m not mistaken, you want to talk with me.”
Cooper swallowed hard. “Yes, I do. Although I’m not really sure where to start.”
Ms. Donna settled more comfortably in her seat and rearranged her hat. “Best to start at the beginning. That’s what my grandmother always told me.”
Cooper forced a smile. “Good advice.” But she struggled to begin. Was there a proper way to accuse someone of theft? Were there written rules? A code of etiquette? “This isn’t going to be easy—to hear or to say,” she said, at last. “And I hope you know that I don’t think badly of you as a person. I’m just trying to . . . to find the truth.”
Ms. Donna arched a suspicious brow. “All right.”
“You see, a friend of mine has a . . . a kind of sixth sense when it comes to certain less-than-legal subjects. He understands certain things about that
life that I don’t. Again, I don’t think badly of you, and I won’t, no matter what you say.”
“Spit it out, sweetie. You’ve got me on the edge of my seat!”
“My friend seems to believe that you . . . Ms. Donna, he says that you’re a . . .”
“Out with it, sweetie.”
Cooper took a deep breath, said a quick, silent prayer, and continued. “He thinks you may be involved in the church robberies, specifically the attempted robbery of this church.”
Ms. Donna’s jaw dropped and her eyes widened. “Your friend thinks I steal from churches?”
“Yes.”
The older woman looked positively shocked. “Dear me, does he think I killed that woman, too?”
“No!” Cooper replied quickly. “No, not at all. He’s quite convinced you had nothing to do with the murder . . . just the robbery.”
“Oh, well, I’m glad he has such a high opinion of me. Is that why you were so quiet this morning? Trying to decide if I was guilty?”
“Less trying to determine guilt and more trying to figure out how to broach the subject.”
Ms. Donna shook her head, ringing her hands. “Do you think I’m a thief?”
Cooper hesitated, and Ms. Donna saw it.
“I don’t . . . I don’t want to think that,” Cooper finally explained. “There’s video footage of the break-in, of someone opening the back door and sneaking into the church.”
The momentary expression of panic that crossed Ms. Donna’s otherwise indignant face removed all doubt from Cooper’s mind. It was the look of a wrongdoer on the verge of being caught—guilt mixed with dread. As a con artist, Ms. Donna had been fully prepared to face an accusation and respond appropriately, but she wasn’t prepared to face real evidence.
Confidently, Cooper straightened up and looked Ms. Donna in the eye. “I don’t think you’re a killer, Ms. Donna. But if the police arrest someone for the robbery, they’ll also try to blame that person for murder. You need to tell me what happened that night.”
“This is ridiculous!” Ms. Donna insisted, her voice less sure, more uneven than before. “I don’t have to sit here and take this!”
“You’re right. You don’t. You should know, however, that the police have the video I saw, and if my friend and I were able to connect the dots, the cops will, too. It’s only a matter of time . . . time that will be shortened significantly if someone calls in a tip about the identity of the thief.”
Ms. Donna’s face went gray. “You wouldn’t.”
“Not immediately, no.”
“You’re trying to blackmail me.”
“It’s only blackmail if you have something to hide, Ms. Donna. If you’re innocent, I have no leverage.”
Ms. Donna ran her tongue against the inside of her cheek and then clamped her lips together. She gave Cooper a steely glare. Her voice was flat, cold. “I think I’ll be leaving now.”
“I’d think twice about leaving the city, if I were you,” Cooper replied as Ms. Donna stepped past her and hurried toward the door. “It wouldn’t look good if the police found you trying to run away.”
Ms. Donna paused, glanced over her shoulder with a seething scowl and stormed out.
Cooper rubbed her hands together and drew in a few deep breaths. “A woman her age robbing churches,” she muttered. “I have a new kind of respect for my elders.”
 
• • •
 
“Oh, she’s guilty,” Cooper insisted, keeping her voice low enough that the other Cracker Barrel patrons wouldn’t overhear. The Sunrise Bible Study members, including Edward, were crowded around a rectangular table not quite large enough for the whole group. The place was packed with the Sunday lunch crowd.
“That’s unsettling,” Savannah whispered, shaking her head. She was the most distressed of all of them; she was the one who invited Ms. Donna in the first place. “She’s such a nice woman. How sure are you?”
“She’s a con artist, all right,” Edward declared, positive and more than a little proud that his deduction had been proven correct. “An average, run-of-the-mill con artist. That’s how she wheedled her way into the other churches. Everybody thought she was just a nice lady looking for a place to fit in.”
“It makes sense, when you think about it,” Trish said as she stirred her tea. “That’s why there haven’t been multiple robberies in a single area or denomination. One Catholic church. One Baptist. One Methodist and so on.”
Bryant nodded. “Our Ms. Donna—if that’s even her real name—couldn’t risk being seen at a function by people from a church she’d left. There’s less chance of crossing paths with someone from an old church if you switch areas and types of churches. Unfortunately, you don’t see a lot of interdenominational events, where all believers get together, regardless of the type of church they attend.”
Jake washed down a bite of sandwich with a drink of iced tea. “You’re right. If we did have more of those internomin . . . interdima . . . intermination . . . whatever it is you said, it’s more likely she would’ve been caught. But surely someone noticed that she left their church right after the robbery.”
“She didn’t leave right after the robbery,” Savannah replied. “With our church, she came back after she tried to rob it. She probably did the same elsewhere. If she’d left immediately, without a word, someone would have been suspicious. On the other hand, who’d suspect a sweet grandmother who continued to attend church after such a terrible incident.”
“Exactly,” Edward agreed. “She covered her tracks by returning. I’ve been thinking about it; when it came to your church, it was especially important that she come back after the job was done.”
Nathan furrowed his brow. “Why’s that?”
“Because of the murder. It’s like what Cooper said about getting a confession. If Ms. Donna didn’t want to get nabbed for theft, she really didn’t want to be suspected of murder. That meant her cover story was even more important here than in the other churches.”
“Remember that story she gave us about her daughter?” Cooper asked. “The first time she came to Bible study she told us that she came to Richmond to be with her daughter and grandkids, but her daughter’s recently laid-off husband got a job and relocation to Florida. What do you want to bet that in the next couple weeks Ms. Donna was going to hear from that daughter? And that the daughter has a room all set up for her dear mother? Ms. Donna would be free to leave . . . with our blessings. She probably had a similar story at every church.”
Nathan shook his head. “It’s so strange to think of someone living a life of lies. At any rate, where does that leave us with Sylvia’s murder? I may have to admit that Ms. Donna is a con artist and a thief, but surely she’s not a killer!”
“She isn’t,” Edward replied confidently. “That’s not her style, and she’s not the type to get scared, lose her temper and kill. Like when you confronted her, Coop, she ran off. If Sylvia walked in on the robbery, Ms. Donna would’ve run away then, too. My guess is that she saw Sylvia’s dead body and ran, terrified.”
Cooper rubbed her temples. Her head was beginning to ache. “That would make sense. The robbery at Hope Street followed the same MO as the other church robberies—the method of entry and the stereo missing from the music room.”
“But there’s a big difference,” Quinton said. “Unlike the other robberies, nothing in the pastor’s office was stolen. She broke in through the back door, went straight to the music room and took the brand-new speaker. Then she went to the office to finish the work . . .”
Nathan picked up where Quinton left off. “Only she couldn’t, because there was a body. She panicked, leaving the stereo in back of the church. But how did the killer get inside? Did he follow Ms. Donna?”
Edward’s eyes narrowed in thought. “It’s possible, but not probable, unless the killer knew Ms. Donna’s plan, which I doubt. A con artist can only succeed if they work in secret.”
Cooper picked at her sandwich. “So it’s possible there’s a second point of entry somewhere.”
There was a silence as everyone processed the theory. Then Bryant raised his hand slightly. “I have a question . . . Cooper, you said that Pastor Matthews locks his office at night. Why was Sylvia in the pastor’s office at all?”
Cooper looked at each member of the group in turn. Everyone shook their heads. None had an idea to share. “Maybe if we can learn the answer to that, we’ll be a step closer to figuring out who killed her. Perhaps Pastor Matthews would know why she was there.”
“Or maybe,” Nathan suggested, “we should talk to the friend that weird guy was talking about—Abbi Merken. I’m free tomorrow evening for a little snooping. Anyone else?”
“Can’t,” Edward replied. “I’ve got work in the evenings. Cooper?”
“Why not? It can’t hurt, right?” Cooper thought for a moment. “Or maybe we should start at the school and talk to the weird guy, along with the rest of the teachers.”
“I’ll come early to catch them right after their last class,” Quinton volunteered.
“Me, too,” Bryant offered. “We may be able to sniff out some other info at the school.”
Trish wiped a drop of soup from her chin. “I probably won’t make it to the school, but if you’re going to talk to Abbi Merken after that, I’ll go with you, Coop . . . That is, if Nathan doesn’t mind.”
“Not at all,” Nathan replied. “I’ll help Bryant and Quinton. You can meet Coop at the school and then head out to see the friend.”
Cooper smiled. “Perfect! Hope Street and then the community college.”
“And we’ll go talk to Pastor Matthews,” Savannah added, looking to Jake. “I’ve been wanting to talk to him anyway, about how he’s doing. I’m sure he won’t mind us asking some questions about Sylvia.”
“Great!” Cooper exclaimed. “We’ll snoop around this week and reconvene next Sunday to compare notes.”
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Monday, Cooper had to make herself go to work. She’d spent all day Sunday thinking about the church thief. She didn’t want to spend today thinking about a Make It Work! thief.
Maybe Mr. Farmer already figured out who it was, she thought as she parked in the Make It Work! lot and slowly headed for the door. Maybe it’s all resolved. Better yet, maybe all the missing items were found and the whole thing was just a big mistake.
She stopped at Angela’s desk before going to her office, hoping for good news. Angela was on the phone with a supplier, so Cooper waited. A dozen fresh white roses sat on the desk; Angela always brought roses on Mondays to start the week off right. Cooper leaned into the bouquet and breathed in the fragrance. It really was a great way to start off a sour-looking week.
Finally, Angela hung up the phone. “Well, that didn’t go well!” she announced in a huff.
“Problems? Smell a rose!”
Angela didn’t laugh. She didn’t even smile. “I was just talking to the hardware supplier. I was hoping the last shipment was short.”
Cooper’s hope vanished. “Mr. Farmer’s thief?”
“Afraid so. Thursday afternoon we got in the shipment of hard drives—the ones for those new-fangled machines . . .”
Cooper nodded. They’d had complaints about hard drive malfunctions in some of the newer office equipment and needed replacement parts ASAP. “Don’t tell me. A hard drive is missing.”
“As of this morning, yes. Worse, I’m pretty sure the fellow I talked to knows why I was asking, and he works with people over at Capitol City. If he blabs, and our clients catch wind of our problems, they may doubt our ability to get work done. Once word spreads . . .” She slumped in her chair. “Cooper, we could lose so much business over this!”
“We won’t lose business,” Cooper assured her, though she wasn’t quite sure herself. “Don’t worry about that.”
“Are you talking to Bobby and Josh today? About the thefts?”
“I’m gonna try to. They’ve both been busy on jobs, so I’ll have to find the right time.” She breathed in the rose fragrance once more. “I should get to work so I can . . . you know . . . take a break to accuse my employees of stealing.”
“Don’t do that!” Angela exclaimed.
“No worries, Angela. I’ll be tactful.”
Cooper immersed herself in work until her cell phone rang. She glanced at the clock. It was already eleven.
She answered the phone in a preoccupied voice, without bothering to look at the caller ID. “Cooper Lee.”
“Hi, Coop, it’s Lincoln.”
Cooper snapped to attention, her preoccupation with work gone. Her brother-in-law never called during the workday, and it sent Cooper into an immediate panic. “Lincoln? Is everything okay? Is Ashley all right?”
“She’s just fine,” Lincoln assured her, his voice calm. “I just wanted to catch you before it got too late, so you’d have some time to consider. I have a favor to ask.”
Cooper leaned back, her panic gone, and stretched her back. “I won’t need any time. I’m glad to do what I can to help you guys. You are family, after all!”
“Thanks, Coop. The problem is I’ve been trying to get some contracts finalized here at work.” He paused to say something to one of his employees at Love Motors. “Working with the bank is taking forever.”
“How else do you expect them to make a living?”
“Good point. Anyway, I hired Rhonda to be at the house from eight till five. I pay her overtime if I have to work late, but tomorrow night she has other plans. She can’t stay past five.”
“You want me to come over?” Cooper asked. She did enjoy being an older sister and taking care of her little sis once in a while, especially now that her little sis was having a little one of her own.
“Could you? I was hoping to catch you before you made other plans, but I realize one day isn’t a whole lot of notice.”
“I’d love to come bug Ash for a while. Maybe I’ll bring over a picnic. Make it a real party.”
“That would be great, Coop. I don’t know how to thank you.”
“Well, you can forgive me if I accidentally spill nail polish on your comforter.”
“Consider it done.”
Cooper smiled to herself when she’d hung up the phone. Since Ashley had gotten pregnant, Cooper and Lincoln had a special understanding. They were closer now than they’d ever been—two people who loved Ashley and wanted what was best for her. She was glad she could be of help.
Her moment of gladness was dashed when she spotted Bobby’s truck out the window. He was back from his morning job, and that meant it was time to have the awkward conversation. She heaved a sigh, said a prayer for the right words and meandered back the locker room.
Bobby Weller was a kindly, hardworking man in his mid-forties and one of Cooper’s employees in the Leasing and Maintenance Division, where he’d been working for nearly half a year. He had six children with his high school sweetheart and was one of the most good-natured people Cooper had ever met. Cooper also enjoyed the company of his wife, whom she’d met the day after Bobby was hired on. Cooper and Mrs. Weller had spent a good deal of time talking at the Make It Work! summer picnic, which Angela had insisted Mr. Farmer throw “for the sake of company morale.” The entire Weller family was a delight.
And now Cooper had the unpleasant task of tactfully interrogating him. She’d been racking her brain since Friday for a diplomatic way to approach the subject, but as she slowly walked to the locker room, she still had nothing. Then again, given her less-than-successful interaction with Ms. Donna yesterday, maybe she just wasn’t any good at subtle approaches.
“Two thieves in one week,” she muttered. “How did I get myself into this?”
Bobby was by himself at his locker, trading the company shirt he wore for a fresh one. He’d spilled toner on himself, a stain Mrs. Weller would not appreciate come laundry day.
“Hey, Bobby!”
Her glanced up at her with a smile. “’Morning, Cooper. Got another job for me already? Good to see business is so healthy around here!”
“Business is healthy, but I don’t have anything else for you yet. I just . . . I wanted to see how the job went this morning. Looks like you had a toner mishap.”
Bobby shrugged. “You know how toner is. Likes to put up a fight sometimes, but I won in the end. Other than that, it was smooth sailing.” He stretched his arms up, and his slight paunch poked out from beneath his undershirt. He donned his clean company shirt. “Mostly the machines just needed a tune-up. The clients are happy. I’m happy. The office equipment is happy.”
“Glad to hear it.” Cooper paused, searching for the words. “So how’s your wife? I haven’t seen her since the picnic.”
“She’s doing really well, thanks for asking. I know she really enjoyed getting to meet everyone from work. I think she’d like to have another picnic, if Mr. Farmer would go for it. She talks about having you over for dinner sometime, if you’d be interested.”
“I’d love to!” Guilt washed over Cooper. Why did he have to be so nice while she was trying to question him? “I’ll mention the picnic to Angela, and she’ll make it happen . . . How are the kids?”
“Right as rain. Happy and healthy. Nothing to complain about there!”
Cooper nodded. “Good. Good . . . Boy, this economy is something else, am I right?” Bobby looked slightly confused at the sudden subject change, which was fitting, considering how awkward Cooper felt and probably sounded.
He shrugged. “It’s not the best, but I’m glad to have steady work.”
“Right. Good attitude.” Cooper bobbed her head up and down, praying that something heavy would fall on her head and deliver her from the awkward situation. “Well, uh, I . . . um. I’ll go get back to work.”
She left Bobby to button his clean shirt and hurried to Mr. Farmer’s office.
“I can’t do it!” she announced, barging into the room without bothering to knock. She didn’t quite slam the door behind her, but she didn’t close it gently, either.
He looked up from his computer, brows raised and eyes wide. “I beg your pardon? What can’t you do?”
“I can’t interrogate my employees secretly, without them knowing they’re being interrogated! I just talked to Bobby Weller—who is an honest and upright man, by the way—and not only did I feel like a horrible person just allowing myself to think he might be guilty, but now he probably thinks I’m a socially inept idiot!”
Mr. Farmer bade Cooper sit, folded his hands on his desk and nodded. “I know this isn’t easy, Cooper, but it has to be done. I’ve weighed the options, and at this point it’s either you and Ben question your employees discreetly or we search every employee—person, locker, car. As a last resort we could call in the police, but I’m really hoping it won’t go that far.”
Cooper imagined Mr. Farmer emptying her locker and digging through the junk in her truck’s glove compartment. She imagined the police storming into Make It Work!, clad in full body armor, with riot shields and batons. It probably wasn’t what Mr. Farmer had in mind, but the visual persuaded her to rethink her reluctance to talk to her employees.
“Fine,” she finally sighed. “I’ll do my best to find what I can. But for the record, I don’t like it.”
“Duly noted. Have you had a chance to talk to Josh?”
Cooper shook her head. “Not yet, and I probably won’t today. He’s on a call, and I’m planning on leaving a little early, if that’s all right. I’ll find some time with him later this week.”
“Sounds like a good plan. Thank you, Cooper.”
“For what?”
“I know this isn’t easy for you,” he replied, smiling gratefully. “I appreciate you doing it anyway.”
 
• • •
 
By the time Cooper arrived at Hope Street, Quinton, Bryant and Nathan had already talked to most of the teachers, and the teachers to whom they’d spoken had left for the day. But the one Cooper was most interested in was still there in his science classroom, obsessively erasing every speck of writing from his board.
Leaving the male investigators to spend a few minutes with Pastor Matthews, Cooper poked her head into Harry’s room. “Harry?”
He turned from the board, a blank look on his face.
“You may not remember me, but . . .”
“Oh, right!” he snapped his fingers. “It’s Cooper, isn’t it? You were at my Sylvia’s memorial.”
Cooper fought to keep from shuddering at how creepy it sounded when he said my Sylvia. “Yes,” she answered. “That’s where we met. I wanted to talk to you some more about Sylvia, if you have a minute.”
Harry nodded. “I’m glad to talk about my Sylvia. She was beautiful, wasn’t she? And so talented.”
“She was a great artist and teacher,” Cooper agreed. “The students were very sad to lose her.”
“Everyone is sad to have lost her.” He sniffed and wiped his eyes. “Yes, Sylvia won’t be easy to replace . . . in any capacity.”
Cooper ventured further into the room. It was hard to believe this was the same room where the fun, lighthearted Sunrise Bible Study met each week. With Harry here it seemed dark and a little creepy. “Did you know much about what was going on in Sylvia’s life?”
“My Sylvia’s life? Of course I did! That’s what you do when you care about someone: you find out about them. You learn everything you can. So that’s what I did with my Sylvia. Is this about her death?”
“Actually, I’d like to start with her life, if you don’t mind.”
He clapped his hands together. “I would love to talk about my Sylvia’s life! She was born in Michigan. Did you know that? And her family was—”
“That’s a little further back than I need to go.” Cooper suddenly felt very uncomfortable. Harry was more than intense . . . He was obsessed. “Do you know of anyone who wanted to hurt her? Or any reason someone might have disliked her?”
“No one disliked my Sylvia,” he replied defensively. “Although some of us did have difficulty getting her to see how genuine our emotions were.”
“What does that mean?”
“Every time I made an overture, Sylvia was oblivious to my affections.” He spoke as bitterly as he had at the memorial. “Or rather, she was made oblivious to my affections.”
Cooper cocked her head in curiosity. “What do you mean? She was made oblivious?”
“I really shouldn’t get into it. It isn’t my place to . . .”
“Harry, if you need to talk about this, I’m here to listen.”
“Thanks. Very much.” He took a deep breath. “It’s just that . . . I always thought that someone was getting in the way. Every time I made an overture—albeit a subtle one—and I was sure Sylvia saw how I felt, she’d talk to a friend. I think that friend convinced Sylvia I didn’t mean anything by it.”
Rather than ask how an overture could be subtle, Cooper put on her best empathetic face. “That can be a difficult situation. Is this the same friend you mentioned at the memorial? Abbi Merken?
He nodded. “Have you spoken to her?”
“Not yet. I’m going to.”
“Well, she’s the one to talk to. She was the puppet master and my poor Sylvia was being manipulated by her.” Harry sighed. “My poor, poor Sylvia.”
Sensing that he was about to launch into sonnets or a complete history of Sylvia’s life, Cooper took a step toward the door. “Thank you, Harry, for your time. I’d better be going.”
“Cooper, would you do me a favor?”
Reluctantly, Cooper replied, “Sure . . . within reason.”
“Would you keep me updated on what you know about Sylvia? That would mean the world to me.”
Cooper smiled. “I’ll do my best.”
 
• • •
 
“It’s been so long since I was in college,” Trish said with a nostalgic look in her eye. She and Cooper walked together through Burnette Hall at the J. Sargeant Reynolds Community College Parham Road Campus. The school was located about a mile off the highway in northern Richmond, a nice drive away from the hustle and bustle.
They were on their way to see Abbi Merken. “Ah,” Trish sighed. “The good old days.”
“I remember all-nighters, grouchy professors and a lot of homework,” Cooper replied as she studied the “Announcement” wall. It was a mixture of official announcements and student ones, from course cancellations and schedule changes to a recent engagement and a keg party.
“No responsibility, all the energy you could ever want and a metabolism that allowed me to have my cake and eat it to. Of course, you still look gorgeous. After two kids I just don’t have the same body I had in college.”
Cooper laughed. “You look great. In fact, if you’re not careful, you might get some nice young college man inviting you to the keg party.”
“Ha! Can you imagine? Me at a college party? I’d be calling home every half hour to check on Phil and the kids, and I’d fall asleep by ten.”
“I don’t think those parties start until ten.”
Trish grinned. “Then I’d have to sleepwalk to attend at all!”
Burnette Hall was centrally located on the campus, between administrative offices and student life facilities. Here, during the day, Abbi Merken taught English to students in their late teens and early twenties. In the evenings, she taught working adults who could only take night classes.
Trish and Cooper meandered slowly down the hallway. Their target was in the room at the end, but since class wouldn’t be over for another fifteen minutes, they took their time getting there. Cooper scanned all of the school announcements and then studied the photos on the opposite wall. They were pictures of employees, and right in the center was Abbi Merken, sitting on a bench outside. She had the longest hair Cooper had ever seen, dark brown and pulled back in a ponytail that disappeared off the edge of the picture. She wore a fractal patterned top, a long skirt and reading glasses with thin, purple metal frames. She was immersed in Bram Stoker’s Dracula.
“Abbi Merken certainly looks like an English professor,” Trish commented. “Don’t you think she looks like an English professor?”
Cooper laughed. “I can’t deny that she does. Actually, she reminds me of my lit professor—in looks, anyway. Fun and eccentric.”
“I’m betting your professor wasn’t involved in murder.”
“She was too boring for that sort of thing. In all fairness, Abbi’s not involved in murder, either . . . that we know of.”
“Touché.”
They continued down the hall until they reached Abbi’s room. The door was propped open, and from the hall, Cooper could see the professor and hear the lecture.
“Never underestimate the value of words. Words come from the soul!” Abbi pounded her fist over her heart. “And how we string them together, how we choose to stop the flow of words and start it again, the words we use, all of that tells something about who we are.” She came to stand in front of one student. “So in answer to your question, no. It makes a very big difference which word you choose. You can’t just pick a synonym from the thesaurus willy-nilly and expect it to work. If you’re lucky, it’ll fit, but it may or may not convey the necessary connotations. It may not say what you want it to.”
Her tone was so convicting that Cooper was entranced.
Abbi glanced at her watch and continued. “Any other questions?”
Cooper leaned over to Trish and whispered, “I take it back. My professor wasn’t like that at all.”
“No?”
“I wish I’d had a professor with that much passion in college. I wouldn’t’ve gotten such bad grades in English.”
One of the students made a comment Cooper couldn’t make out, and then, with a flourish, Abbi announced, “Class dismissed.”
Fifteen students flooded out of the room, all of them checking their phones at once and cramming notebooks into their bags as they walked. Cooper and Trish waited until the students had left before entering the room. Abbi glanced up at them.
“I’m afraid the class is full,” she said. “You’ll have to wait for the next course.”
“We aren’t enrolling,” Cooper replied. “But we did catch the end of your lecture. It was quite inspiring.”
“Oh, that?” Abbi laughed. “There’s always someone who thinks word choice is random. They either learn quickly that that’s not the case, or they don’t care. Usually the classes comprised of more mature students learn quickly. What brings you to my class, if not to enroll?”
“We’re here to ask you some questions about Sylvia Cassel.”
The smile vanished from Abbi’s face. “I already spoke with the police. Have a good night.” She picked up her briefcase and started for the door.
“Wait, please,” Trish said. “We attend Hope Street Church, and Cooper here met Sylvia at an event at Hope Street Christian Academy. We just want to help.”
Abbi slowed, then stopped, and she returned to where Cooper and Trish stood at the head of the class. “Why do you want to help?”
“Because she was killed at our church,” Cooper replied. She took a step nearer Abbi, pleading with her tone and expression. “I met the woman, and she was murdered in our pastor’s office. Anything we can do to get Sylvia some justice, we’ll do it. Talk to us, please.”
Abbi’s tone was skeptical. “Why do you want to talk to me?”
“We were told that you and Sylvia were good friends.”
“And who told you that?”
“One of the other teachers at Hope Street. Harry Wintersteen.”
Abbi rolled her eyes and slammed her briefcase on the front table. “What did that jerk say? I told Sylvia she ought to get a restraining order, but did she? No. And look at how that worked out!”
Cooper cast a sidelong glance at Trish. “Are you saying you believe Harry killed Sylvia?”
Abbi sat on the edge of the table and rubbed her eyes. It was only then that Cooper saw how tired the woman really was. She could hide her grief while she taught, masking it with conviction about the English language, but now, without the audience, she was exhausted.
“I don’t know,” Abbi finally replied. “I . . . I doubt it. I’m just angry. Don’t listen to it. Harry’s a creep, but I don’t know that he’d go as far as murder. Then again, I have a hard time believing anyone would go as far as murder. I have a good imagination—I have to with what I teach—but I have a hard time comprehending some of the darker realities of life.”
“It’s difficult to think of people being that evil,” Cooper agreed. “To willfully take another person’s life in cold blood . . . It’s probably better to not comprehend it.”
The corner of Abbi’s mouth turned upward. “You make a very good point. I’m Abbi Merken, but you already know that. You’re Cooper . . .”
“Cooper Lee, and this is Trish Tyler,” Cooper said.
Abbi stared at Trish for a moment. “I swear I know you from somewhere.” Before Trish could mention her business ads, Abbi snapped her fingers. “Yes, I do know you from somewhere! I thought I recognized your face. My brother bought a house from you a year or so back. I saw your face on the ‘Sold’ sign.”
Trish beamed. “That’s me! Tyler Fine Properties. If you need to buy or sell a house, please give me a call.”
“I’ll let you know if the need should arise.”
Cooper waited until the moment had passed. She didn’t want to interrupt Trish’s pitch. “Back to Sylvia . . .”
“Yes, Sylvia,” Abbi said. “I don’t know that I’ll be any help.”
“Anything you can tell us would be beneficial,” Cooper replied. “Enemies, financial troubles, relationship problems, anything like that. Do you know what she would have been doing at the school in the middle of the night?”
Abbi settled back on the table. “I know she often went there after hours to use the kiln, but I don’t think it was usually in the middle of the night. Although, when Sylvia became immersed in a project, she lost all track of time.”
“So it’s possible she was working on her art.”
“Sure.”
Cooper turned to Trish. “That still doesn’t tell us why she was in the pastor’s office.”
Abbi cocked her head to the side. “Is it all that strange that she was in an office?”
“The pastor locks his office at night,” Cooper explained. “That means either Sylvia broke into the office and entered, or her killer broke in and she entered.”
Abbi nodded. “I see. Is it possible the door was unlocked?”
Trish answered, “Sure. But that still doesn’t explain what Sylvia was doing there. We’re hoping that if we can learn what she was doing at the school in the office, we’ll have a better picture of what happened and why.”
“I don’t know what to tell you,” Abbi said slowly. “If she was doing something she shouldn’t have been doing . . . she didn’t tell me. I didn’t know she was there at all that night.”
“Did Sylvia have problems with anyone?” Trish asked. “Was there anyone who may have been angry with her or may have had some kind of grudge against her?”
“Harry Wintersteen comes to mind.”
Cooper took a few steps to the wall and leaned against it. “I thought Harry liked Sylvia.”
“He did. A lot. But she didn’t like him back.”
“According to Harry Wintersteen, she didn’t realize he was making romantic overtures. He said that Sylvia’s obliviousness to his feelings was your fault.”
Abbi let out a loud and incredulous “Ha!” Then she composed herself. “Sylvia confided in me about Harry’s behavior. He was in that gray area between admirer and stalker. Sylvia said he was always dropping hints about their future relationship, as if it were a foregone conclusion. We’re not talking, ‘I’d like to go out next Friday.’ No. Harry was more along the lines of, ‘What should we name our third child?’”
Cooper grimaced. “Creepy.”
“That’s what I said. I told Sylvia she ought to report him, but Sylvia didn’t like causing problems. She didn’t want to get him fired. I told her that if she wasn’t going to file a report, she ought to ignore him, pretend she didn’t hear the hints. She did.”
“And did that work?”
“It kept Sylvia sane and didn’t encourage old Harry, if that’s what you mean. It didn’t stop him, but it didn’t make matters worse. If Harry wants to blame me for their lack of a relationship, that’s fine, as long as it got him away from Sylvia. I never saw him enough to care if he had a bad opinion of me.”
“Is there anyone other than Harry?” Cooper asked. “Anyone who had a problem with Sylvia or vice versa?”
“She didn’t have the best relationship with her ex-husband,” Abbi answered. “But really, who does?”
An ex-husband, Cooper thought. I hadn’t heard of that. “I didn’t realize she was married.”
Abbi nodded. “He’s a real piece of work, too. Gambler. Sylvia said he wanted to move here from her old home—Detroit—so they could patch up their relationship away from the old haunts.”
“I take it that didn’t work.”
“For a while it did. Once they moved, they had money in the bank. They were happy. But it didn’t take long for old Lewis to fall off the wagon and onto a horse track. I met Sylvia right after their divorce, and she was barely scraping by. She came from money, too, but when her parents died, Lewis squandered most of it away.”
“That’s his name?” Cooper asked. “Lewis?”
“Lewis Wilburson.”
Trish perked up. “Coop, it looks like we have another person to talk to.”
Cooper nodded. “I don’t suppose you know what part of town he lives in. We can probably track him down, but it’d be easier if we had some idea where to start.”
“I’ll do you one better,” Abbi replied. “I went with Sylvia once to his house to pick up a box of her things, because she didn’t want to go alone. I can give you his address.”
 
• • •
 
While Trish went home and did some research on Lewis Wilburson’s neighborhood, Cooper had a plan to share with her family. Lincoln was expecting Cooper to go and entertain her sister, but Cooper was thinking of something even better. By the time she got home from the Parham Road Campus, dinner was done and put away. Cooper dug leftover casserole out of the fridge and waved her mama over to the table as she ate.
Maggie sat beside her, wiping her hands on an apron. “Ashley called. She said you’re going over to visit tomorrow evening.”
Cooper swallowed an oversized bite. “Lincoln said he’d be running late, and the nurse he hired can’t stay after five. I told him I’d keep Ash company.”
“Very nice of you.”
“Actually, I was thinking maybe we could do something—all of us. You, Daddy, Grammy, me. What if we all went over and surprised her? She hasn’t been able to come to a family gathering for a while.”
Maggie clapped her hands together. “We could have a picnic!”
“That’d be perfect!”
“I’m free all tomorrow afternoon. I’ll make fried chicken and those cheddar cheese biscuits she loves. Oh! And I bought some nice-looking butternut squash at the store today . . .” Maggie jumped up, crossed the kitchen and retrieved a pad of paper from beside the phone. She made notes as she spoke. “We’ll need a few warm dishes and a few cool ones—some variety so we’re sure to have something that tastes good to her. And of course, I’ll make a dessert . . . or two. A pie and some cookies. Maybe two pies. We’ll see.”
Cooper smiled to herself. She was glad Maggie was so excited, and she was even more glad Maggie loved to cook. While her mama continued to plan and check the pantry for ingredients, Cooper headed up to her apartment.
Just as she was falling asleep, her phone rang.
“Hello?” she answered groggily.
“Hello, Cooper? This is Harry Wintersteen. Just checking to see if you have any updates.”
Instantly, Cooper was wide awake. “Harry? I don’t remember giving you my number.”
“You didn’t. I got it from Pastor Matthews.”
“Pastor Matthews just gave you my number?”
There was a pause. “Not exactly. He left his phone on his desk, and so I looked in his contacts. I hope you don’t mind.”
“To be honest, Harry, I’d rather you’d asked for it. And I don’t have any updates.”
“Did you talk to Abbi?”
“Yes.”
“And?”
Cooper sighed. “Harry, I don’t have anything useful to share. I’ll let you know if I do, provided you don’t keep calling me.”
There was another pause. “All right. I can do that. You have a good night, Cooper.”
Cooper stared at her cell for a good thirty seconds, praying that this wasn’t the beginning of her own stalker-like experience. When she finally calmed down, she changed into her pajamas. Her head barely touched the pillow before she fell fast asleep.
 
• • •
 
The next day was long and uncomfortable, as Cooper looked for a good time to talk to her other employee, Josh Whitaker. Part of her wanted to get it over with; another part wanted to put it off for as long as possible. Since Josh was out on repairs most of the day and Cooper was on the phone whenever he was around, the second part won.
Cooper was out the door that evening as soon as the clock over Angela’s desk read 4:00 p.m. She got home just as Maggie and Grammy were packing picnic baskets.
“Did you get the pecan pie?” Grammy asked, licking her lips.
“And the English crème pie, and the cookies,” Maggie replied. She peered into one of the baskets, double-checked for desserts, and then set it aside. She picked up an empty basket and set it up on the counter. “We’ll put the hot foods in here, so they’ll keep each other warm.” She gestured to the third basket, empty on the floor. “And that’ll hold the cold food.”
Maggie looked over her shoulder at Cooper, who stood in the kitchen doorway, watching the proceedings with interest. “You’re here right on time!”
“I thought I’d help pack the food,” Cooper replied, amazed at the amount of food her mother was able to make in a single afternoon. “But it looks like you’ve got it under control.”
“Enough food to feed an army,” Grammy commented, snatching a cheddar biscuit off the cooling rack. “Ought to be enough for my pregnant granddaughter.”
Cooper laughed. “She’s eating for two, Grammy, not for an army.”
“Sometimes when you’ve got a kiddo in you, you might as well be eating for an army.” Grammy wiggled a boney finger in Cooper’s face. “One of these days you’ll see what I mean.”
Cooper made no response. What would she say? Maybe I’ll never see what you mean. Maybe I’ll be living in the apartment over my parents’ garage forever. Instead of saying anything, Cooper moved the rest of the biscuits off the cooling rack and into a bag, but not before Grammy snagged one more.
“Apparently Ashley isn’t the only one who likes those biscuits,” Cooper teased.
Grammy wiped a crumb off her chin. “I figure I’ll have to leave most of ’em for Ashley once we get there. I’m just eating my share beforehand.”
Cooper ran up to change, and at five o’clock the whole family arrived at the Love house, just as Rhonda was ready to walk out the door.
“Oh, my! You brought a whole restaurant with you!” the nurse exclaimed, eyeing the baskets brimming over with food. “I’m sorry I have to leave or I’d crash your party! You have a good time with Mrs. Love.”
“We will,” Cooper assured her. “And if there are any leftovers, we’ll stick ’em in the fridge for you.”
As Rhonda walked out the door, locking it behind her, Ashley shouted from her room. “Cooper, is that you? Lincoln said you were coming over.”
Cooper put her finger to her lips to keep her family quiet. “Yep, it’s me. I brought some food and entertainment. I hope that’s all right.” She started up the stairs, followed silently by Maggie, Earl and Grammy.
“Oh, Cooper, I’ve been watching TV all day,” Ashley said. “I can’t stand another movie. Can’t we just talk?”
Cooper turned into the master bedroom carrying a basket. Ashley smiled through her exhaustion. “You brought me a picnic?”
Maggie stepped in beside her. “She brought more than that!” Then Earl and Grammy joined them. Ashley’s face lit up.
Cooper hurried to her bedside and gave her a hug. “In answer to your earlier question, I don’t think talking will be a problem.”
Ashley’s eyes welled with happy tears. “Lincoln just said you were coming, Coop! I didn’t know you were all gonna be here!”
“We wanted to surprise you,” Maggie said. She went to Ashley’s side, brushed her daughter’s hair back and gave her a kiss on the forehead.
Grammy was right behind her. “Your sister thought you might enjoy a family picnic, so your mama brought fifty pounds of food.”
Cooper sat on the bed on Ashley’s other side. “Hope you don’t mind the surprise.”
“Mind?” Ashley repeated, pulling her sister into a hearty embrace. “I’m so glad you’re my sister.”
Cooper hugged her right back. “Well, I’m glad you’re mine.”
Cooper could feel her sister’s uneven breaths as she cried. She just held Ashley close, until her little sister finally pulled away.
“Oh, you two,” Grammy snapped. Her eyes were wet. “Stop that blathering, and let’s eat.”
Cooper turned to the baskets, ready to unpack the food, only to see that Earl had already taken care of it. He’d brought TV trays from the den and set up the food buffet-style at the foot of the bed. While everyone else had been talking, he’d been putting together a sampler plate for Ashley.
He handed her a plate and a glass and kissed her on the cheek.
Ashley gave his hand a squeeze. “Thank you, Daddy.”
His smile was subtle, but his daughters knew it well. “I’ll let your mama give you the dinner tour. If you want seconds, you just give a holler.”
Maggie rubbed her hands together excitedly and identified each course. “Fried chicken, cheddar cheese biscuits and some roasted butternut squash. The glass is peach soup—nice and cool. And there’s macaroni salad and some wilted spinach.”
Grammy poked Maggie with an elbow. “Tell her about dessert.”
Maggie did as she was told. “For dessert, there’s English crème pie—made from my mama’s secret family recipe—along with my special pecan pie. And dessert just wouldn’t be complete without some blackberry cheesecake bars.”
Ashley wasn’t even trying to control her crying. She probably couldn’t. “You did all this for me?” she asked.
Cooper patted Ashley on the head, a grin on her face. “Of course. We kind of like you, sis.”
“Thanks. Thanks so much.”
Once everyone had their food and had found a place to sit, the room fell silent as they ate the wonderful dinner cooked with love. The chicken was perfectly fried and the biscuits still warm. The peach soup was sweet and icy cold. The courses were a perfect combination.
At least twenty minutes passed before anyone spoke, and it was Grammy who broke the silence while she waited for Earl to fetch her dessert.
“So, Granddaughter,” Grammy began. “You still don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl?”
“No, Grammy,” Ashley answered. “We’ve had enough to worry about with the high-risk pregnancy, and not knowing the gender gives us both something to think about without being worried. We thought it would be fun to be surprised. Plus, if I don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl, I can’t worry about decorating a nursery, which is nice, since I really can’t right now. I can barely get to the bathroom on my own.”
“Well, you won’t have time to redecorate after the baby comes,” Grammy shot back.
“Oh, Grammy,” Maggie said, laughing. “They can hire someone to design and decorate if they want to. Better Ashley takes this time to rest.”
“What about names?” Grammy asked. “You gonna wait to think of names until after the baby comes, too? What’ll it say on the birth certificate? ‘Unnamed Love’? Sounds like a rock ’n roll song about fornication.”
Ashley laughed. “Actually we’ve been thinking about some names. Do you want to hear them?”
“Of course we do!” Cooper exclaimed, delivering a plate of dessert to her sister. “And might I put Cooper into the running?”
Ashley exchanged her empty plate for the full one. “We actually considered that, but we figured it’d get confusing at family events.”
“True. What names have you narrowed it down to?”
“If it’s a boy, we’re thinking he needs a good strong name, like his daddy’s. I’m a fan of Jefferson, but Lincoln doesn’t want to start a trend of being too presidential. Then there’s Ethan and Brandon. I like Brandon Jefferson Love myself, but I haven’t quite convinced Lincoln. We’ve narrowed down the girl’s names to three, also. Amy and Madison . . . But Madison is still too presidential . . . My favorite is Hannah.”
“I like it,” Cooper said, stroking her chin thoughtfully. “What about Cooper Madison Love? Has a nice ring to it.”
Grammy cackled. “And if it’s a boy? Are you still gonna push for the name Cooper then?”
Cooper shrugged. “Maybe I will.”
For the next two hours, they laughed and talked and laughed some more, until Lincoln arrived. He was expecting to see Cooper. What he found was the entire Lee clan.
“Well, well, what’s this?” he asked as he entered the master bedroom. “Looks like I missed a party.”
Ashley waved him over and gave him a big hug. “They surprised me with a family picnic! Isn’t that wonderful!”
Lincoln smiled at Cooper. “That is absolutely wonderful. Thank you.”
Cooper put an arm around his shoulders in a sisterly half hug. “We’re always glad to invade your home, Lincoln. Always.”
Shortly thereafter, the Lee family bade Ashley and Lincoln good-bye and left the couple to relax with several weeks’ worth of leftovers.
As they walked to the car, Maggie wore a contented smile. “That was just lovely. It’s been a while since we had a good family sit-down.”
Grammy sighed. “Once that baby comes, I have a feeling we’ll be eating most every meal together if you and Earl get your way.”
“We’ll try to give them their space,” Maggie argued. “I don’t know that we’ll succeed. Don’t tell me you’ll mind if we have your granddaughter and great-grandchild over for dinner regularly . . .”
“Heavens, no! Every day, if you can manage! I’m just itching to see my first great-grandchild, but until then, we ought to have more of them big meal parties. I enjoy a good meal with family and friends.”
“I agree.” Maggie stood in the Loves’ driveway, thinking. “Cooper, why don’t you invite your Bible study for lunch after church this Sunday?”
“You sure?” Cooper asked, counting Bible study members in her head and comparing that to the number of chairs at her parents’ table. “Will there be room?”
“Sure there will be!” Maggie exclaimed. “We’ll pull in a few folding chairs if we have to. Earl!”
Cooper’s daddy snapped his head up from the car’s side mirror, which he’d been polishing with a handkerchief. “Hmm?”
“Earl, this works out just perfect! I can cook that roast you bought on sale.” Maggie put her arm around Cooper. “Your daddy bought a roast big enough to feed the whole church, because he said he got a good deal on it. I’ve been trying to figure out the best way to cook it or freeze it, but that’d be a good size for your group! I’ll put it in early, and if you get home in time for a late meal, it ought to be just perfect!”
Cooper couldn’t resist her mother’s enthusiasm. “I think a big lunch sounds great. I’ll let everyone know.”
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Cooper called the Sunrise Bible Study members as soon as she got home and was glad to hear that everyone was excited for a lunch with her family. They exchanged info about Sylvia—Cooper giving the lowdown on Abbi Merken and Nathan sharing the conversations he, Quinton and Bryant had had with the Hope Street teachers. Unfortunately those conversations hadn’t amounted to much. No one knew of anyone who had a grudge against Sylvia, and they all sincerely missed her.
Cooper was also glad to find that Savannah and Bryant were willing to go with her to visit Sylvia’s ex-husband, Lewis, the following evening.
“I was hoping Nathan could come,” she explained to Savannah, her last phone call of the night. “He’s busy with a client.”
“Nathan’s busy these days,” Savannah replied.
“He did a site for a new frozen yogurt shop, and they’ve referred all their small business associates to him.”
There was a pause before Savannah spoke again. “You sound like you’re not entirely thrilled.”
Cooper took a deep breath. “I’m just . . . concerned.”
“That he’s working too hard?”
“That he’s working so hard because . . . You know what? It doesn’t matter. He’s working. Quinton has baking plans with his girlfriend, and Trish and Phillip have a date night.”
“Good for them!”
“She said they hired a sitter so they have the whole evening to themselves. What about Jake? Is he available?”
“He has work, too, I’m afraid. It seems there’s always some plumbing work that needs to be done.”
“In that case, it looks like it’ll be the three of us—you, me and Bryant. I’ll swing by your place after work.”
“And I’ll check and see if Bryant can meet us here,” Savannah said. “Talk to you tomorrow.”
 
• • •
 
Another awkward day of work passed as Cooper tried to find an opportunity to talk with Josh about the work thefts. But the moment never felt right. By mid-afternoon, she gave up for the day and focused solely on her work. As soon as five o’clock rolled around, she bolted, heading toward Savannah’s house. Bryant was already there when she arrived, and he and Savannah were out the door before Cooper had even parked.
“Good to see you,” Bryant said as he opened the passenger door for Savannah. He hopped in the backseat.
“You, too.” Cooper eyed a covered baking dish Savannah held on her lap. “Whatcha got there?”
“I thought a casserole might make a nice icebreaker for when we meet the man,” Savannah replied. “From what you said about him, he may not have many friends who’ll bring him food during his time of mourning. Are you all right, Cooper? You look tired.”
“I, uh. I guess I didn’t tell you guys what’s going on at work.” Cooper backed out of the driveway. “With the whole Ms. Donna situation, I didn’t think about it while I was with you Sunday. Some stuff has gone missing at work, and my boss thinks there’s a thief in our midst.”
“That’s tough,” Bryant said, shaking his head. “Too much theft going on around here, if you ask me.”
“People want more stuff and more money.”
Savannah adjusted one of the air vents. “Sometimes they just fall on hard times and don’t see any other way out.”
“You sound like Mr. Farmer,” Cooper said with a laugh. “He’s convinced there’s a thief, but he’s also convinced whoever it is must have a good reason.”
Bryant poked his head up between the driver and passenger seats. “There’s no good reason to steal from somebody else.”
“I’m not saying there is,” Savannah countered. “But I am saying that folks sometimes don’t realize there’s another way.”
Bryant sat back in his seat. “Well, I’m sorry for what’s going on at work, Coop, but as far as this evening goes, I think we’re off to a good start.”
Cooper glanced back over her shoulder. “How so?”
“You knew Sylvia, so you’ve got an in.”
“I didn’t really know her.”
“You knew her better than either of us did. And Savannah’s an artist, like Sylvia was. This Lewis guy may trust her because she has that in common with the woman he lost.”
“Or he may distrust me because of it,” Savannah argued.
“True. That is a possibility. But if he distrusts you, then I’m here.”
“What’s your in?”
“I’ve been married three times. I understand bad marriage and divorce. Whatever his story is, I can empathize, to a degree—his fault, her fault, circumstances beyond their control. I’ve been there and done that.”
Cooper hadn’t thought about it until now, but Bryant was right. Their trio was perfectly suited. “We’ll work him from all angles. Artist, divorcé, acquaintance and casserole. Do you suppose this is how Inspector McNamara interrogates people?”
They laughed in response and then turned up the radio and listened to music all the way across town.
Lewis Wilburson lived in a small one-story with a red-brick edifice that needed a good power washing. His front porch furniture was made of rotting plastic and rusted metal, and the planter under the front window contained only dirt—not even the remains of a plant.
Cooper knocked, making sure Savannah and her casserole were in view of the eye hole in the peeling brown door. If Lewis didn’t want to see people, the food might be their best bet of gaining entry and starting a conversation. Bryant brought up the rear, wearing his classic smile, which made him such a popular meteorologist with the female population of Richmond. After a third bout of knocking, the door opened.
Lewis was a thin man, somewhere between emaciated and healthily slight. He had a scraggly black beard speckled with little bald patches, wide eyes and unkempt black hair with a few streaks of white. He looked utterly shocked to see people on his porch.
“Can I help you?” he asked, his voice more gruff than Cooper had expected. He looked down at the casserole. “Not buying anything and not interested in giving to no charities.”
He started to shut the door, but Cooper blocked it with her foot. “Are you Lewis Wilburson?”
He studied her through a narrow gaze. “Who are you to be asking about Lewis Wilburson?” He held the door still, ready to slam it as soon as she moved her foot, which she had no intention of doing.
“We’re members of a Bible study at Hope Street Church, which works with Hope Street Christian Academy, where Sylvia worked. We wanted to offer you our condolences.” She glanced at the casserole, hoping to direct Lewis’s attention to it.
Savannah removed the dish’s cover and the smell of homemade chicken pot pie casserole filled the air. “May we come in and talk for a bit?”
Lewis, entranced by the smell, took a long, deep sniff of the air. He licked his lips. “I s’pose if you came all this way . . .” He stood aside and opened the door.
They made their introductions as they entered and then followed Lewis to the living room. The interior of the house was in the same state of disrepair as the outside. At first, Cooper wasn’t sure if Lewis was so distraught over Sylvia’s death that he’d let the housework go, or if he was just a slob. The closer she looked, the more she bet on the latter; the dust and dirt on every surface had been building up for months, possibly even years.
The air was stale and sour, but Cooper, Savannah and Bryant smiled anyway, taking seats on a dusty couch when Lewis bade them sit. He made himself comfortable in a padded rocker beside the fireplace. Photos on the mantel provided the room’s only color and life. Everything else was drab and dirty.
A few uneasy, silent moments passed.
“Thanks for letting us in,” Cooper finally said. “We’re sorry to bother you.”
Lewis replied with a grunt as he rocked in his chair, eyeing each of them in turn. His eyes went back to the casserole, and Cooper wondered if there would be any discussion at all. Lewis’s only interest seemed to be the casserole.
Suddenly, Lewis brightened a little. “Coffee? I was just about to make some.”
His visitors nodded, and he scurried off to the kitchen, but not before Savannah handed him the casserole.
“Wow,” Bryant whispered, glancing around the room. “I was never this bad a housekeeper after a divorce.”
“To be fair,” Savannah said, “this may have nothing to do with the divorce. He was likely a terrible housekeeper from birth.”
“Yeah, but . . . wow. How do you live like this?”
Cooper shrugged. “I imagine you get used to it after a while.” The window shades were all closed and filthy. The coffee table was covered in papers—various household bills, letters from friends expressing sorrow at Sylvia’s passing and a pile of advertisements. “Do you think he’ll talk at all? Will he tell us anything useful?”
Lewis returned shortly with four cups of hot coffee. He had a crumb on his chin, evidence that he’d already tasted Savannah’s casserole. Hopefully it would loosen his tongue.
“Ran out of sugar,” he said. “And the milk’s gone sour. Hope you like it black.”
Cooper smiled and took a drink. The coffee was strong and bitter. She forced herself to swallow. “Coffee is coffee, right?”
Lewis drank half his mug in one gulp, with no sign that he found anything wrong with the flavor. Whether it was from the caffeine or the casserole Cooper didn’t know, but Lewis suddenly perked up. He sat taller. His eyes were brighter. And he started to talk. “So you knew Sylvia?”
Cooper cleared her throat to give herself a moment to answer. The last thing she wanted to do here was lie to Lewis’s face now that he was talking. Finally she answered, “I met her at a recent school function, and she was very nice, very amiable.”
Savannah set her cup down on the coffee table. “We saw her artwork in her room. She was very talented.”
“That’s nice of you to say,” Lewis said.
Bryant jumped in. “Savannah here is an artist, too, so she really knows what she’s talking about.”
Lewis studied Savannah’s face quizzically. “You’re an artist?”
Savannah smiled and then laughed. “A legally blind artist. I know. It’s like the beginning of a bad joke. But, yes, I’m a folk artist.”
“Well, how do you like that?” Lewis nodded approvingly. “I bet Sylvia would’ve liked to get to know you. She has a soft spot for folk art. Leastwise she did back when I knew her. I suppose I don’t know what she had a soft spot for these days.”
“How long had you been married?” Bryant asked. Cooper cringed. It was a personal question out of left field, and she wasn’t sure how well Lewis would handle its intrusive nature. But as Lewis was considering his answer, Bryant added, “I’m a divorcé myself. It’s never easy.”
“You look too young to be divorced,” Lewis replied.
Bryant smiled sheepishly. “Three times.”
“Well, I only had the one, and that was enough for me. We were married for six years. Divorced four years ago, but we were on the rocks for a good long while before.”
Cooper took another drink of her coffee, immediately regretting it. “I’m sorry you had to go through all that.”
“I’m sorry, too, but at the same time I’m not. Bryant here’ll tell you the same, I’m sure. I hated the bad times, but I wouldn’t give up the good times. Me and Sylvia . . . we really did love each other in the beginning, and things were great.”
Bryant’s expression was one of pained empathy. “What happened? If you don’t mind my asking.”
Lewis drew in a deep breath. “I don’t mind. Haven’t had anyone to talk to. And if you knew Sylvia, then, well, you must be good folks. She always knew good folks. I was the exception.”
“You seem like a nice man,” Cooper argued.
“Afraid not. No. You see, in the beginning, when me and Sylvia had it good, she thought I was a good man, too. She was teaching art at Coughlin Prep School in Detroit—real fancy place for the well-to-do. She’d grown up around there and loved it. I was doing some contract work. We had money; we had jobs we loved; we thought we had it all.” He sighed.
Bryant leaned forward, empathy in his face. “Then life got in the way.”
“You know the old story. Boy meets girl. They’re happy. Then boy meets horse track.” Lewis cleared his throat. “I lost a lot of money there, and Sylvia wasn’t happy about it. We moved here to try and start a new life, but the damage was already done. Two years after we bought this house, Sylvia filed for divorce.”
“That must have been a shock, after you’d gone through so much to try and rebuild your relationship,” Savannah said gently.
“Not really,” Lewis replied. “Sylvia came from money. When her folks died, she was their only heir. By the time we split, most of her inheritance was gone.” As he paused, hesitating, an uncomfortable expression came over his face.
He’s hiding something, Cooper thought.
The look vanished as suddenly as it appeared, and Lewis continued. “She used to work because she loved it, but then she worked because she had to just to pay the bills, and sometimes she didn’t have enough for that . . .”
There was a catch in Lewis’s voice. He became silent, focusing on his coffee, as Cooper and Bryant exchanged glances. He was guilty of something, although Cooper wasn’t sure what it was or why she was so certain of his guilt. Was it that uncomfortable expression? His tone of voice? His tendency to avoid eye contact? And what exactly was he guilty of? He’d obviously used Sylvia for her money, but if what Abbi said was true—about Sylvia supporting him even after the divorce—Sylvia was an enabler.
“Did Sylvia have any enemies?” Bryant asked after giving Lewis sufficient time to stare into his mug. “Did she have a beef with anybody?”
Lewis laughed. “Besides me? No, no. Sylvia was a lover, not a fighter. She thought that all the world’s ills could be solved with the right piece of art.”
“You said she sometimes didn’t have enough money to pay the bills. Could she have borrowed money from the wrong person?” Cooper asked. “And when she couldn’t pay them back, they . . .”
“The only person I know of that she borrowed from was a friend of hers. Sweet gal. A teacher at the community college, I think.”
“Abbi Merken?”
Lewis nodded. “That’s her. I only met her once. She didn’t seem to like me very much, but that only made me trust her more!” Another pause. Another guilty look. “Now don’t go thinking what you’re probably thinking. That Abbi gal was like a sister to Sylvia, near as I could tell, and I don’t believe there was nearly enough money involved to lead to murder.”
“Unfortunately, enough money is a relative term,” Savannah said. “To some people, twenty dollars is enough motive to kill. To others, a million wouldn’t come close.”
“I suppose that’s true. Still, I can’t believe Sylvia’s friend would do that sort of thing. Sylvia trusted Abbi a lot more than she trusted me, but then again, I’d have trusted Abbi more than I trust me. In fact, she made Abbi executor of her will.”
“That’s a hefty responsibility,” Cooper said. “Although it sounds like Sylvia didn’t have much to leave anyone.”
“Only her insurance. In case you’re wondering, I’m the primary beneficiary on that.”
Bryant looked shocked. “Really? My ex-wives took my name off the paperwork as soon as the divorces went through.”
“I suppose Sylvia knew I’d always be needing money. She was always trying to fix things, even after we split. Always willing to lend a hand when I asked for it. Besides, she didn’t have any other family to give it to.”
“She could’ve signed it over to Abbi,” Cooper suggested.
“Abbi’s secondary beneficiary.”
Cooper and Bryant exchanged a look, and Cooper finally set her half-finished mug down. “Are you saying that Abbi was Sylvia’s beneficiary for a life insurance policy?”
“Secondary beneficiary,” Lewis corrected. “I only know because when Sylvia got the insurance a few years ago, she wanted to tell me I was the primary.”
He stared at the wall behind Cooper, tears welling in his eyes. They may have been divorced, but clearly Lewis still had feelings for Sylvia. Or maybe it was her money he’d loved the most.
Cooper took his change of expression as their cue. “Well, Mr. Wilburson, thank you for having us in and for the coffee.”
He stood and walked them to the door. “Thank you for the casserole.”
On the way out, Savannah took Lewis’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “I’m glad we got to have this time.”
Lewis coughed uncomfortably. “Uh. Yeah. Sure.”
They piled back into Cooper’s truck, and as she pulled out of the driveway, she watched Lewis slowly close the door. “Did anyone else get the impression he’s hiding something?”
Bryant poked his head up between the seats. “He seemed pretty open about his gambling and the fact that his ex didn’t trust him at all.”
“Yes, which led him to telling us about how Abbi Merken is the executor of Sylvia’s will and secondary beneficiary to the life insurance, making Abbi a prime suspect. Awfully convenient that even as Lewis was opening up about his bad qualities, he was subtly incriminating someone else.”
“That doesn’t necessarily mean he’s hiding something. Maybe Abbi should be a prime suspect.”
“I’m not sure about that.”
“Why not?” Bryant adjusted his seat belt, which was digging into his stomach, as he pulled forward on it. “She told you about Lewis. She gave you his address. She told you about Sylvia’s stalker, the science teacher. And she neglected to mention that she was executor and beneficiary. If you ask me, that’s awfully convenient.”
Savannah rested her head against the side window. “I don’t deny that we need to learn more about Abbi, but I agree with Cooper. Lewis is grieving, and he’s lost, and that breaks my heart. But something in his manner said there’s more to the story than he was telling. Although I’m not sure what we can do to dig deeper. We don’t have the authority to look into Sylvia’s documents—her will, her insurance.”
Cooper turned onto the highway. “Maybe we don’t have authority, but we do have something nearly as good.”
“What?”
“An ally. If Abbi isn’t trying to hide anything, she may be willing to share information about the will and insurance. I’ll see if Trish wants to go with me to talk to Abbi again. She may be willing to help us more than we realize.”
Bryant sat back in his seat. “Or she may be guilty.”
Savannah’s cell began to ring, and Cooper and Bryant stopped talking so she could answer it. Cooper tried not to eavesdrop, concentrating instead on the road and their visit with Lewis.
A few minutes later, Savannah rejoined the conversation. “That was Pastor Matthews,” she announced.
Cooper paid attention once more. “How is he?”
“As well as can be expected. I know our little group has been doing a lot since Sylvia’s death, but Pastor Matthews has asked us for one more favor.”
“We’re glad to help,” Bryant replied. “What does he need?”
“The police gave him the okay to pack up Sylvia’s things in her classroom. He’s wondering if our group could give him a hand tomorrow evening.”
“I’ll be there,” Cooper said. “Are they close to having a replacement for Sylvia.”
“They don’t have anyone yet, but he needs to start accepting applications and interviewing candidates soon. He doesn’t want prospective teachers to be faced with all the memories of a dead teacher when they walk into the art room.”
“What are they doing in the meantime? Canceling the art classes?”
“Actually, that was the other reason Pastor Matthews called. He’s lining up substitute teachers for the next few weeks, and he asked if I’d be willing to teach for a day.”
“That’ll be great!” Bryant exclaimed. “What did you tell him?”
“I told him I’d think about it.”
Cooper smiled encouragingly. “What’s there to think about? Those kids will love you! You remember how quickly they took to you at Sylvia’s memorial.”
Savannah shook her head. “I don’t know. I’d need to have a ride there and home, and I don’t know how that would work out with all of my dear friends having jobs they have to get to and stay at all day.”
“We’ll figure something out,” Cooper declared. “If you want to sub, we’ll find you a ride. Where there’s a will, there’s a carpool.”
Savannah considered, a little grin on her face. “It would be a fun experience. There’s a lot of talent among those students, as far as I could tell. A lot of colors and shapes in their pictures and unique pottery. I’d like to get to know the students better and maybe encourage them a bit.”
“You’d be a great encouragement. They’d learn so much from you. Tell Pastor Matthews you’ll do it.”
“You’ve inspired me!” Savannah finally said. “All right, I’ll do it!”
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At a little after one p.m. the next day, Cooper took a well-deserved and desperately needed lunch break. As soon as she sat down in her truck, her phone rang.
“Cooper here,” she answered.
“Cooper? Hi, this is Harry Wintersteen.”
Cooper rolled her eyes. “Harry, I asked you not to call.”
“I know, but I hadn’t heard from you in a few days, so I thought I’d check in. Better to be safe than sorry, you know.”
“Harry, I don’t have anything useful to tell you. Try talking to the police. They probably know more than I do.”
“I’ve been calling them, too, but they’re not very helpful,” Harry replied. “And they’re not nearly as nice and polite as you are.”
Cooper gritted her teeth, trying to muster up the nerve to be mean and impolite, but she just couldn’t. Her folks had raised her better than that. “Harry,” she finally said. “You need to not call me anymore. If I learn something I think you need to hear, I’ll let you know.”
“All right,” he sighed. “I just can’t stand waiting around for bits of information about my Sylvia’s death.”
“Well, I’m afraid that’s what you’re going to have to do.”
Harry sighed again, more loudly this time. “Thanks for your time.”
Cooper hung up her phone, took a few minutes to breathe and pushed Harry Wintersteen out of her mind. Hopefully this time he’d respect her wishes. Surely he wouldn’t call again.
Somewhat calmer, Cooper took a leisurely drive to Casa Grande and brought a chicken quesadilla back to the office. She planned to spend a relaxing half hour in the conference room, which often served as a lunch room when it wasn’t being used for a meeting.
“Ah,” she muttered. “No computer. No office. No office phone . . . for a whole thirty minutes.”
But when she entered the room, she saw that she wasn’t alone. Josh Whittaker was already there, eating a sub sandwich at the table. Her plans for a peaceful lunch disappeared in a puff of wishful thinking. She had put off talking to Josh because they hadn’t been in the same room, just the two of them, for any extended period of time. Now he was only halfway through his sandwich, and she hadn’t started her food. They’d have all the time they needed.
She took a deep breath, prayed for the right words to say, and took a seat, all smiles.
“Mind if I join you?” she asked, after she’d already sat down.
He swallowed an oversized bite. “Please do. I’m not a big fan of eating lunch alone. Back when I worked for Mr. and Mrs. Peterman, we’d all eat together. Mrs. Peterman brought food for all three of us. It was like family time. I like to have somebody to eat with.”
Cooper recalled Josh’s former employers, the Petermans, an elderly couple that treated him like a son, or grandson. He often mentioned them, in the same way that other employees talked about their families. “Have you heard from the Petermans lately?”
Josh nodded, wiping a drop of sauce from his chin. “Got a letter from Mrs. P. last week. They’re loving Florida and spending a lot of time with the grandkids. You know what’s weird? I’m still getting used to the fact that they don’t like e-mail. I just don’t think of snail mail anymore. I have to keep an eye on my mailbox so I don’t miss those letters!”
Cooper unwrapped her quesadilla. “I’m glad they’re staying in touch. You don’t find that kind of genuine concern in employers very often.” Now was the time for transition. “You know, Mr. Farmer cares about his employees. I do, too. So, how is everything with you these days?”
“Great! I moved into a new apartment a couple weeks ago, so I’m kind of living around boxes right now.”
“Nice place?”
“Not a whole lot nicer than the last one, but it’s closer to work, and it’s got a little breakfast nook. And a fireplace. I guess that does make it nicer than my old apartment.”
“That sounds lovely. If you don’t mind my asking, is it expensive?”
Josh responded with a laugh. “Expensive? It has a lovely view of an alleyway, and if I open up the window in the breakfast nook, the whole place is filled with the aroma of rotting refuse. Does that answer your question?”
Cooper grimaced at the thought of smelling garbage while eating breakfast. “Yes, that answers it very vividly.”
“Don’t get me wrong,” Josh continued. “I love the place. I’ve never been a big fan of having my windows open, anyway. I suppose the view and smell would’ve been more pleasant elsewhere in the building, but that would’ve cost a lot more. I’d rather live within my means and leave the windows closed than go broke in some fancy condo. Probably sounds horrible to you, doesn’t it?”
“Me? Not at all! I live in an apartment over my parents’ garage, so I’m not in a position to judge living arrangements.”
Josh nearly choked on his sandwich. “Really?” he asked after a brief coughing fit. “But you’re my boss! You could live in your own nice place!” He paused, his face flushed. “I’m so sorry. That’s not my business! I didn’t mean anything . . .”
“Relax, Josh. It’s okay,” Cooper assured him. “No harm done. And you’re right, I could move out. Originally, the move was temporary. My old . . . living arrangements suddenly stopped working out, and my parents opened up their home to me. Since then, I just got so used to being close to family that it’s hard to think of being alone.”
Josh nodded. “I get that. Like I don’t like to eat lunch by myself.”
“Exactly. I have my autonomy now, but I’ve got family, too. If I left, maybe I’d be on my own, but I’d be giving up that closeness.”
Josh smiled and took another bite of his sub. As Cooper started on her quesadilla, she thought about the thefts and the possible suspects. She couldn’t imagine this young man stealing a penny.
 
• • •
 
Before she left work, Cooper related her conversation with Josh to Mr. Farmer, who agreed that he didn’t sound much like a master criminal. By the time Cooper got away, she was running late. She headed straight to Hope Street, where she found Savannah, Jake and Nathan already hard at work taking down Sylvia’s pictures and packing up the items in her desk.
She set her things by the door and went to Sylvia’s desk to help Nathan. He was sorting through files, packing most of them into a box and leaving a few for the sake of the next art teacher.
After greeting her friends, she sat on the floor behind the desk and asked Nathan, “Where’s Pastor Matthews?”
From across the room, where she was working with Jake to clean the area around the kiln, Savannah answered. “He’s here somewhere. He showed us what needed to be done in this room, but then he got so emotional that we all agreed it would be best if he didn’t put himself through an unnecessarily trying situation.”
Jake looked up from his broom. “Savannah here sent him to his office to do some work while we do the cleaning.”
A knock at the door was followed quickly by the request, “May I join you?” Cooper turned to the entryway to see Officer Brayden in uniform.
“Good evening, Officer,” she greeted him from the floor as she scooted closer to Nathan. “What brings you to the school?”
“The inspector sent me over. He wanted to make sure the packing and cleaning process goes smoothly.”
“You don’t expect to find evidence of some sort, do you?” Jake asked, looking a bit worried. “Because my fingerprints are all over this stuff now.”
Officer Brayden smiled. “If we were expecting to find something, we’d be packing all this up ourselves. We already searched the room, so there’s no need to worry about fingerprints. McNamara wants to keep tabs on things because of the nature of the crime. He wants folks to know the police force is strong, and—don’t tell him I said so—I think he’s trying to show to his niece that he’s involved.”
“Did his niece have Sylvia as a teacher?”
“I think so. I think all the kids did at one point or another.”
Cooper accepted a stack of folders from Nathan and began to sort through them. “I didn’t realize McNamara was such a softie. He sure does want to keep his niece happy.”
“You never can tell about people,” Nathan replied. “From what you said about Sylvia’s ex-husband, you’d never guess a girl like Sylvia would go for a guy like that.”
There was a gasp from the hallway. Harry Wintersteen pushed past Officer Brayden, a look of horror on his face. “Was he bad to her? Was that the problem? I didn’t even know she was married.”
Jake crossed the room and put his hands on Harry’s shoulders. “It’s not anything you need to worry about, Harry.”
“But . . . but . . . who was he?”
Officer Brayden joined the conversation. “You talking about Lewis Wilburson?”
Jake nodded, his attention still on Harry. Cooper couldn’t tell if he was really trying to console the science teacher or if he was simply trying to keep the teacher from getting nearer the ladies in the group. “A few of our Bible study members took him a casserole,” Jake explained, directing his comment at Harry. “You don’t need to even think about him, all right?”
Harry sighed. “But maybe he’s the real reason Sylvia and I couldn’t be. Maybe she was still hung up on him. Maybe she was so wounded from her previous relationship that she couldn’t let anyone else in.”
Cooper averted her eyes, unsure how to react. A part of her wanted to chuckle at his melodrama. Harry seemed to think that he and Sylvia were meant to be, and some cruel trick of fate was to blame for keeping them apart. Another part of her wanted to pat him on the head, as if he were a child. He obviously didn’t understand the situation . . . or women. But the third part of her wanted to take him by the shoulders, shake him and tell him the truth—that he was creepy and he needed to stop it.
Fortunately, Harry turned and slinked from the room, lost in his melancholy. Cooper and Nathan exchanged a glance, and Nathan handed a stack of papers over to her. “Coop, I think these are from Parent Night.”
Cooper read the flier, recognizing it immediately. “This is the paper I copied for Sylvia as a favor.”
Officer Brayden arched a brow. “I thought you said you didn’t know her well, but apparently you knew her well enough to be running errands for her.”
Cooper shot him a look. He was questioning her integrity, and she didn’t appreciate it. “She was stressed. Parents were flocking into the school, and she needed a hand. She asked me to make copies. I did. That’s all.”
She stuffed the fliers into a full box marked “Recycling” and continued. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll take this out to the bin.”
The box in her arms, Cooper hurried out the door, brushing past Officer Brayden and heading toward the teachers’ lounge to use the side door. As she stepped into the room, she heard someone behind her. She spun around to see Officer Brayden.
“Did you need something?” she asked, still annoyed at his earlier implication.
“Yes. I wanted to apologize. The way I posed my question before wasn’t very . . . friendly of me. You’re not under suspicion or anything. I went into cop mode is all.”
When Cooper saw the troubled look on his face, she relaxed. He really was sorry. “It’s all right,” she said, setting the box down. “It’s been a difficult couple of weeks, and I’m on edge . . . especially about people being accused of wrongdoing.”
“What happened?”
Cooper opened her mouth to answer but clapped it shut again. She couldn’t mention Ms. Donna. “It’s a work thing,” she finally answered. Maybe it wasn’t the whole story, but it was part of it.
“Are people being wrongly accused of things at your workplace?” the officer asked, his interest piqued. “Because you ought to talk to someone in charge . . .”
“There’s a thief.” Cooper slapped her hand over her mouth. She’d just told a cop there was a thief at work. Now the police would get involved. Slowly, she lowered her hand. “Please don’t tell anyone I told you that. We’re handling it in house. My boss really doesn’t want the authorities to be involved.”
“No worries, Ms. Lee. Right now, I’ll be Will instead of Officer Brayden. How’s that?”
For the first time, Cooper was glad to speak with Will, just Will.
“Now then,” he went on. “Tell me what happened. I may be able to offer some advice . . . as a friend.”
Funny. Cooper hadn’t really thought of him as a friend, but maybe that’s what he’d been trying to be all this time. She decided to give him a chance. She told him all that had transpired at Make It Work! It felt so good to share and Will listened so intently that she shared more details with him than she had with anyone else.
He listened patiently, absorbing every word, and he didn’t speak until she was finished. “I agree with you,” he said. “Your employees—Bobby and Josh, was it?—they don’t sound like hardened criminals. If I were you, I’d talk to the other manager. What was his name?”
“Ben.”
“Right. Ben. Talk to him about his employees. See if he’s had any luck. If not, you may have to move on to locker searches, which isn’t pleasant, but at least it’ll put your thief on hiatus. In the meantime, your boss can install a better security system, and by the time the thief gets up the courage to try again, he won’t be able to.”
“That’s a good idea. Nobody will be happy about the search, but if Mr. Farmer, Angela, Ben and I allow a search of our lockers, too, then we’ll all be in it together. We won’t be exempting ourselves and accusing the other employees.”
Will grinned. “Very good.” He stooped down and picked up the recycling box. “And if you need any help from a friend who happens to have some experience in the world of criminal justice . . .”
“I’ll give you a call. I promise.”
“Tell you what. Why don’t you get back to your Bible study group and I’ll take care of this?”
Cooper watched him walk toward the door, thinking that this friendship might just work. One of the fliers fell out of the box and onto the floor.
“Wait up,” Cooper said, bending over to grab the flier. As she straightened up, she noticed the copy machine and the sign that read “Out of Order.” The wheels in her head began to turn. “I know why Sylvia was in Pastor Matthews’s office.”
She ran back toward Sylvia’s classroom, followed closely by Will, and burst into the room with the announcement, “I know why she was in the pastor’s office!”
Nathan stood and wiped bits of paper off of his jeans. “Why?”
“She was making a copy,” Cooper explained. “The machine in the teachers’ lounge has been out of order. When I made copies for Sylvia at Parent Night, I had to use Pastor Matthews’s copier, the one in his office. I offered to take a look at the machine in the teachers’ lounge when I had a chance, but I completely forgot. The teachers were using his copier until theirs was fixed.”
“It must have been something important if she was willing to break into his office,” Savannah said. “What could have been so vital?”
“I don’t know. But that would explain why she was found in there.”
Officer Brayden shook his head. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but there wasn’t anything in the copier.”
Cooper sighed, deflated. “I was so sure I’d stumbled onto something.”
Nathan came to stand beside her and rubbed her shoulders. “It was a good thought.”
After another hour, the cleanup was nearly done, and Officer Brayden said his good-byes and headed out. Cooper, who’d been sitting on the floor sorting papers for a good twenty minutes, went for a little walk through the hallway to stretch her muscles. She was still thinking about the copier in Pastor Matthews’s office. That had to be the reason Sylvia was in there. It was the only good excuse. The question was, where was the image she’d been copying?
Cooper continued to walk as she thought, and before she knew it she was standing outside of Pastor Matthews’s office. She saw a light under the door. Cooper knocked.
Pastor Matthews’s muffled voice replied, “Come in.”
When Cooper opened the door, she saw Pastor Matthews sitting in a plush chair in the corner, his Bible in his lap and a cup of tea in hand. He looked up from his reading with weary eyes.
“Oh, good evening,” he mumbled. He marked his place with a piece of paper and closed the book. “Are you all done in Sylvia’s room?”
“Just about,” Cooper replied. She glanced at the copier. “I was just wondering if I could take a look at your copy machine.”
Pastor Matthews looked confused. “There’s nothing wrong with it.”
“I didn’t want to look at it to fix it.” Cooper lowered her voice. “I have an idea.”
“May I ask what that idea is?”
“I thought maybe Sylvia came in here to use the copier. Officer Brayden said they didn’t find anything, so I was wondering if whatever she copied might have fallen behind the machine. Mind if I check it out?”
Pastor Matthews waved her toward the machine. “Have at it. The police went through this place with a fine-toothed comb, but if you can find something they missed, then bless you all the more!”
Cooper started by searching the outside of the machine and the copying surface. It was clean, well cared for, with no paper on the copy surface. She pushed a button and opened the paper tray. Nothing jammed inside, either.
“Do you have a flashlight?” she asked.
Pastor Matthews answered, “Top drawer.”
Cooper retrieved it and shined it in the crevice around the side and back of the machine. Besides a few dust bunnies and a lot of cables, there was nothing. She leaned against the machine, drumming on it with her fingers. “Just doesn’t make sense,” she said to herself. “Why else would she be in here?”
She stared at the copier, deep in thought. “There’s something I’m missing. What . . .” She stopped short as she looked at the machine’s make and model. “Digital,” she muttered. “That means you have a hard drive.” She spun to face the pastor. “May I use your phone?”
She didn’t wait for an answer before picking up his desk landline and dialing. It rang twice.
“Inspector McNamara.”
Cooper let out a held breath. “Inspector! I’m so glad you’re still there.”
“Who is this?”
“Cooper. Cooper Lee. I’m over at Hope Street, and I think I may have a clue for you.”
Cooper heard him sigh. “How many times do I have to tell you to leave this sort of thing to the professionals?”
“In this case, I am the professional, Inspector. I think Sylvia was in Pastor Matthews’s office making a copy of something.”
“There wasn’t anything in the machine.”
“I know, I know. Will, er, Officer Brayden told me. I think whoever killed her took the original and the copy.”
“Then what makes you so sure she actually made a copy?”
“Hope, Inspector. Hope makes me sure.”
“I’ll bite. Why do you hope she made a copy?”
“Because if she had time to make a copy, it’s still in the machine.”
McNamara paused. “Like . . . a paper jam?”
“Better. Pastor Matthews’s copier is digital. That means it has a hard drive inside, and the copied images are stored on that hard drive.”
“And if the victim did make a copy, we can see what it was. All right, Ms. Lee. You’ve done a good job. I’ll send some men over to get the machine tonight, and we’ll have our techs get into the hard drive first thing.”
Cooper took a deep breath and pushed back. “Inspector, do your men have a lot of experience with taking apart office equipment?”
“Um. I don’t believe so. Some experience, but probably not a lot. Why?”
“Because I happen to be in that line of work . . .”
Inspector McNamara groaned. “Ms. Lee . . .”
“I’m serious! I’m head of the repairs and leasing division of Make It Work! I know copy machines better than just about anyone in this city. And I’m guessing you’d prefer an expert to a novice when it comes to evidence in a murder investigation.”
After a moment, McNamara replied, “Oh, all right.” Cooper could hear the irritation in his voice. “My men will retrieve the copier and log it into evidence tonight. Be at the station in the morning, first thing. Your services would be appreciated.”
 
• • •
 
Friday morning, Cooper arrived early at Make It Work! and went straight to Mr. Farmer’s office. She entered without knocking.
“Mr. Farmer, I’ve got an important job to do this morning, and—”
Angela sat on the edge of the desk, while Mr. Farmer stood, holding her in a tight embrace and kissing her passionately. Cooper wished she’d knocked.
It took a few seconds for the lovers to realize they weren’t alone. Mr. Farmer jumped away from Angela, his face bright red, and Angela stood, clearing her throat and making sure her clothes were straightened, as if that somehow would make Cooper less suspicious.
“Sorry to interrupt,” Cooper said, not that an apology would remove that image from her mind. “I, uh . . . uh . . .”
“I think I’ll get back to my desk,” Angela interjected. She winked at Cooper as she left.
Mr. Farmer took a seat at his desk, putting on his best employer face. “I apologize for my . . . unprofessional . . .”
“No need, sir,” Cooper assured him. “I’m just glad you and Angela are happy together.”
The corner of Mr. Farmer’s mouth turned up in a smile. “We are.” He caught himself smiling, erased the expression with a coughing fit and then continued. “Now, to work. What do you need, Cooper?”
“I’ve offered our services—or, my services—to the police as part of an investigation,” she explained, as Mr. Farmer’s brows shot up with interest. “I wanted to clear that with you before I head over this morning.”
Angela burst back into the room. “The police?” she asked, having been listening the whole time. “What on earth do they need you for?”
“They need some work done on a copy machine. It’s evidence, or it might be evidence. I said I’d go over this morning and take a look, but only if it’s all right with you, Mr. Farmer. I don’t want to involve your company in an investigation unless you’re on board.”
“Of course I’m on board,” Mr. Farmer replied. “Anything we can do to help the police. And who knows? Maybe this will turn into a regular thing for us—helping the police in their time of need. Think of the great reputation!”
“Think of the contracts we could get,” Angela added. “Think of the revenue!”
Cooper enjoyed how their minds worked so differently. When Mr. Farmer and Angela were finished, Cooper replied with a quick, “Thanks, sir,” before hurrying out. After all, McNamara had said to be at the station first thing.
She turned into the hallway with Angela at her heels. “I’d apologize for what you walked in on,” Angela said quietly, “except that I’m not really sorry. I wish you hadn’t walked in and interrupted it, but it was nice to have a romantic moment with Mr. Farmer.”
“So you two are pretty serious.”
“Cooper, it’s so wonderful! He’s such a kind man, and he cares about me so much. Do you know what he did?”
“What?”
“Well, you know how his sister is.”
Cooper nodded. She’d had the displeasure of meeting Mr. Farmer’s sibling—a bullheaded woman with a terrible attitude, whose choice to go by the name Mrs. Farmer had caused Angela a near heart attack when they’d first met. Angela had thought her man was actually married. As it turned out, Mrs. Farmer was a divorcée who used her maiden name but preferred the way “Mrs.” sounded. Cooper wasn’t a fan of Mrs. Farmer.
Angela continued. “We were eating dinner all together—the three of us—a couple weeks ago. She made a few comments about me being a secretary and about the business needing to be more efficient. The same comments she always makes. After we ate, Mr. Farmer pulled her aside and told her she needed to get used to me and try to like me because he planned on having me around for a very long time. A very long time. He doesn’t know I heard him, but I did.”
“Angela, that’s great!”
“And yesterday, we had to have dinner with her again, and she started to make the same comments. Mr. Farmer stuck to his guns! He told her again she’d better try to like me because I’d be around for a very long time. The same words and everything! A very long time.”
Cooper was glad to see her friend so happy. “It’s wonderful that he’s sticking up for you. But when he says a very long time, what do you think he means?”
“It means I might finally be looking at that white dress and veil!” Angela declared. “Oh, Cooper, you’ve no idea how excited I am!”
“I have an idea,” Cooper replied with a smile. “And I can’t even tell you how excited I am for you. But . . . just, don’t get your hopes up too soon. Mr. Farmer’s always done things in his own time, and he might not be asking you anything just yet.”
Angela cocked her head to the side in a pensive pose and smiled empathetically. “Still not sure what Nathan’s planning?”
“I’m still not sure if he is planning. As far as I know, he may be planning on dating for another five years, or . . . I don’t know.”
Angela smirked. “Maybe he’s waiting to see if you’re . . . physically compatible. You two still haven’t . . . you know.”
Cooper sighed. “It just never seems to happen. I spend the night at his place, and he sleeps on the couch. We kiss, and when I think it’s finally the right time, something inevitably happens. We’ve come very close on more than one occasion, but . . . You don’t really think that’s what he’s waiting for, do you?”
“The man may want to make sure he likes the popsicles before he buys the whole ice cream truck.”
The heat began to rise in Cooper’s neck, and she glanced at her watch. She was glad to see the morning was getting on; it gave her a way out of the uncomfortable conversation. “I’m sorry, Angela, but I have to go.”
As she left, Angela hollered after her, “See if you can get those cops to sign one of our annual contracts!”
Dear Angela—always looking out for Mr. Farmer’s business.
Cooper grabbed her old tool bag and a laptop and drove to the station. Normally she’d have listened to the radio or a CD, but today she couldn’t. Angela’s words went through her mind again and again. Was she correct about the problem? Did Nathan worry they wouldn’t be able to connect on an intimate level? Cooper felt herself getting angry. If that was Nathan’s concern, he should have said something. After all, the first time they almost slept together, it was Nathan who said he wanted sex to be more than just something physical; he wanted it to be “making love.” Was he so worried about the physical side of things now that he wouldn’t move their relationship forward?
She was still thinking about Angela’s comments when she arrived at the station, but she put on her best professional smile, walked to the front desk and asked for Inspector McNamara. He emerged from the office area a few minutes later.
“You’re late,” he said.
“I didn’t realize you had a set time for my arrival.”
“I said ‘first thing.’”
“Yes, well, I had to go to the office first. I wanted my boss to sign off on my helping you before I did it. You don’t want me to get in trouble, do you?”
McNamara took a swig of steaming coffee. “Follow me.”
Cooper walked with the inspector back into a part of the station she’d never seen before. They stopped at a window, behind which sat a policeman going through stacks of paperwork. McNamara rapped on the window. The policeman inside slid a clipboard under the window and McNamara signed his name to it.
“This is Cooper Lee,” the inspector told the other man. “She’s here to see the copy machine we took from Hope Street Church yesterday.”
The policeman nodded, pushed a button, and a door by the window unlocked. McNamara took Cooper inside. The room was large, like a warehouse within the police station. Shelving rose from the floor to the ceiling, in labyrinthine style, the shelves lined with marked plastic bags.
“This is evidence,” McNamara explained as Cooper scanned the room. “You touch nothing, but that.” He pointed to the copier set up a few feet away, close to the door. “You don’t touch. You don’t look. You don’t even breathe on anything but that copier. Got it?”
Cooper nodded. His words and gruff tone left no room for misinterpretation. Cooper was doing her best to stare at the copier and only the copier when the door opened again. It was Officer Brayden.
“Good,” McNamara said. “Officer Brayden here is going to keep an eye on you.”
“Do you think I’m going to try and steal something?”
McNamara laughed. “I doubt that. But chain of evidence is important in these investigations. I need someone here who can swear in court that the evidence wasn’t compromised.” The inspector reached into his pocket and retrieved a USB thumb drive, still in the original package. “Put everything on here, give it to Officer Brayden, and he’ll deliver it to me. Understood?”
Cooper took the drive. “I understand.”
Before McNamara had even left the room, Cooper was at work on the copy machine. She checked the outside of it, making sure she knew where everything was located, where every screw belonged and how it fit together. Then she retrieved a screwdriver from her tool bag and began to remove the copier’s back plate.
“So, you work on office machines for a living?” Officer Brayden asked, leaning on the wall and smiling at Cooper as she worked. “I like a woman who can work with her hands. Shows character.”
“Mostly it just shows grease stains,” Cooper joked in return. “But I appreciate the sentiment.” When the plate was loose enough, she set it aside carefully, keeping the screws on top of it. She moved on to the hard drive casing inside the machine.
Officer Brayden watched intently. “What got you into this line of work?”
“I like fixing things.” Cooper smiled to herself. It had been a while since she’d been in the “trenches” of machine repair, and she was enjoying it immensely. “My daddy’s in charge of maintenance at one of the local schools. I suppose I got my tinkering nature from him. Once I see a problem, my fix-it side kicks in, and I can’t stop myself.”
“McNamara told me about your fix-it nature. Is that why you always seem to be caught up in the middle of a homicide investigation?”
Cooper paused and turned to look up at Officer Brayden. “Out of curiosity, which bothers the inspector more: that I stick my nose into his investigations or that I’m actually helpful?”
Brayden laughed. “Six of one, half a dozen of the other.”
Cooper returned her attention to the copier and slid the hard drive out of its housing inside the machine. She looked around for a place to continue her work and spotted a table in the corner. She pointed to it. “May I?”
Brayden nodded, and Cooper took the hard drive and her bag to the table. She unpacked her laptop and several cables and connected her computer to the drive. As she did so, she was struck by a brilliant idea. Her help in the investigation didn’t have to stop with the copier this morning. She could continue to help . . . if she knew what Sylvia was copying.
And all she had to do was copy the hard drive onto her own computer at the same time as she saved the contents to McNamara’s USB.
She needed to keep Officer Brayden away from the computer screen so he wouldn’t suspect. “So, Officer, what got you interested in police work?” she asked, trying to distract him from the actual work at hand. “Are you one of those guys who always wanted to be a cop?”
“I thought I told you to call me Will,” he said, smiling, as Cooper inserted McNamara’s USB drive into her computer. She opened a special program to read the copier’s files and nodded.
“Yes, you did. I wasn’t sure if you were Officer Brayden or Will this morning.”
“I’d rather be Will.”
“All right then. So, Will, what got you interested in police work?”
Will took a few steps closer. Cooper tilted the screen away from him. Fortunately, he didn’t seem to notice.
“I was never sure what I wanted to be,” he said. “When I went to college, I got into an entry-level criminal justice class, because I heard all you did was watch a lot of videos about procedure. I thought it would be easy and I’d never have to think about it again.”
Cooper watched the progress bar on her screen as the hard drive copied to both her computer and McNamara’s drive. “I guess it didn’t work out that way.”
“Nope. It got me interested. I enrolled in a few more justice courses the next semester, and my advisor told me if I liked it that much, I ought to major in it. Next thing I knew, I graduated with a degree in criminal justice and entered the academy.”
Just another minute. Cooper rested her hand on her chin to cover the screen in case Will came too near. “So what do you like to do when you’re not getting criminals off the streets of Richmond?”
Will laughed. “I’m a boring person. Enough about me. I’d be more interested to hear about what you like to do.”
Uh-oh, Cooper thought as she watched his face. There it was. A look in Will’s eye that was definitely more than friendly. She was giving him the wrong impression. She sat back to appear less interested and glanced at the screen. Just a few more seconds.
“I like to do a lot of things,” she replied slowly. “I make birdhouses. I like to garden. I help my grammy take care of her animals, and sometimes I help my mama with her baking.”
“And what about that boyfriend of yours? What’s the story with you two?”
Cooper paused. If he knew about her boyfriend, why was he still looking at her that way? She forced a smile, wondering if their “friendship” was really such a good idea. “We’ve been together for over a year.”
Officer Brayden moved closer. “So you’re serious?”
“Yes,” Cooper answered, a little too quickly. “Yes, we are.”
“Then may I ask you a question?”
“It’s a free country.”
He took another step toward her, his smile warm and his voice low and soft. “If you’re serious with him, why are you flirting with me?”
Cooper’s neck grew hot. She was uncomfortable with his behavior, but at the same time she felt . . . flattered. And she couldn’t explain it. Will’s eyes said that she was desirable, and she liked the idea of being desired. Nathan said he loved her, but he never looked at her like that.
“I wasn’t,” Cooper replied meekly, staring at her laptop screen. The copies were complete. Quickly, she ejected the USB drive and closed the laptop, stuffing it haphazardly into her bag, along with her tools. She stood, ready to leave, but Officer Brayden blocked her path. He closed the distance between them with one final step.
“Do you love this guy?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said, but her voice was quiet, and she couldn’t seem to make it any louder. He was so close, Cooper could feel his breath on her hair, smell his aftershave. Her heart beat more quickly, and she was sure her neck was bright red.
“Really?”
Cooper swallowed, avoiding his gaze, avoiding the passion in his eyes. “Mmm-hmm.”
He took a deep breath, his muscular chest nearly touching her. She could feel the weight of his stare. Cooper wasn’t sure how much time had passed. All she knew was that Officer Brayden was very attractive and very close.
And she wanted to see that look one more time.
She raised her eyes to his—dark, intense, unwavering. They were filled with desire and a little jealousy. She wished it was Nathan’s eyes she was staring into now, Nathan’s gaze that made her feel hot and unsteady. She wanted Nathan to adore her the way Officer Brayden apparently did.
But this wasn’t Nathan. It was someone else stirring up confusing yet delightful feelings.
“You really do have beautiful eyes,” Will said softly.
Cooper struggled to keep herself from closing the few inches between them, and just as she felt herself losing the struggle, the moment she started to lean in, the door to the evidence room opened. Cooper quickly backed away.
Two officers entered, nodding a greeting to Officer Brayden. Cooper caught the door before it closed. Will followed her.
Once they were out in the hall, Cooper took a few deep breaths to calm herself. She turned to face Officer Brayden again, and she handed him the USB drive. He took it, his grasp lingering on her fingertips for a few seconds. His hand was strong and rough with calluses. Cooper got the feeling he might take hold of her right there, with witnesses walking the hall. She wasn’t sure she’d mind if he did.
But Officer Brayden released her hand and smiled. “I hope I see you again soon.”
“If you’re working on this investigation, you’ll probably see me sooner or later, Officer Brayden.”
“It’s Will.”
Cooper nodded but didn’t call him by name. It was safer for her if she only thought of him as Officer Brayden now, not as Will, not as a friend. He stayed a few paces behind as he walked her to the front door. Before she left, she shook his hand.
“Thank you for keeping an eye on me, Officer Brayden.”
That look was in his eyes again, for just an instant, and then it was gone, buried under etiquette and civility. “Anytime, Ms. Lee.”
Cooper was turning to leave, when out of the corner of her eye something caught her attention. Or rather, someone caught her attention. A figure she could have sworn she knew disappeared into the offices—an older woman with a very particular limp and hunch.
She stared for a moment, then turned away. You’re stressed, she thought. You’re just not thinking straight. Not after what just happened—what almost happened—with Will. You won’t be thinking straight for quite a while.
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“This is Harry Wintersteen,” the caller said. “I was just checking in.”
Cooper stomped her foot against the pavement. She’d just returned to work from the station when he called. “Harry, stop calling me.”
“But, I . . .”
“I have no news. I’m not a policeman or an official detective, so I probably won’t have any news. If I learn anything worthwhile, I’ll pass it on to the police. I’m sorry, but your best bet is to check with them.”
“They don’t want to talk to me about it,” Harry whined.
“I’m sorry, Harry, but I’m at work, and I have to go.” She hung up the phone. “I know what I’ll do,” she muttered, pressing a few buttons. “Not sure why I didn’t do it sooner.” She saved the number as the contact “Do Not Answer,” shoved her phone back into her pocket and continued walking across the parking lot.
“You look exhausted,” Angela exclaimed as Cooper walked in the door. “What happened? Did those cops interrogate you?”
Cooper shook her head. “Nothing like that. It was just a more . . . intense visit than I’d anticipated. I’ll get to work now. If anyone asks, the tools are in my truck. I’ll bring them in later. I didn’t steal them.”
But as she made her way back toward her office, Angela followed.
Cooper spun around to face her in the hallway. “Really, I’m okay.”
“You’re not a very good liar. Tell me all about it.”
“Angela, I . . .”
“If you’re worried about confidentiality, then rest assured, I am the very soul of discretion.” Angela lowered her voice. “Is it something about the case?”
“Not exactly.”
“Then what?”
With a defeated sigh, Cooper led Angela into her office and closed her door behind them. “There’s an officer at the station. His name’s Will Brayden.”
“And he’s giving you a hard time?”
Cooper hesitated. “He . . . kind of . . . came on to me while I was there.”
Angel’s penciled brows rose with interest. “As in . . . romantically?”
Cooper nodded.
“And what did we do about this little indiscretion?”
“I left.”
“Did you report him?”
Cooper remained silent.
“Did you tell him off?”
Still, Cooper said nothing, knowing that, at this point, any answer would get her into trouble with Angela. As it turned out, no answer was just as bad.
A wicked little smile crept onto Angela’s face. “Did you like it?”
Cooper rubbed her cool hand over her hot neck and sank down in her desk chair. “This is all your fault, you know.”
“Gracious! How is it my fault? And don’t think I didn’t notice you avoiding my last question.”
“It’s your fault because of that comment you made about Nathan,” Cooper explained. “You said that maybe his commitment stumbling block was that we don’t have much of a physical relationship. I couldn’t stop thinking about that all the way to the station, and then when Will—Officer Brayden—looked at me with that . . . I realized that Nathan doesn’t look at me that way. I don’t know that he ever has.”
“What way is that?”
“Like I’m the only woman—the only person—in the world that he can see.”
Angela smiled in sympathetic kindness. “Well, I’m sorry I got you all worried, Coop, but my comment wasn’t the cause of that man’s advances or of you enjoying those advances. Sounds like you need to sort some things out with Nathan.” Angela nodded in affirmation of her own advice. “Now then . . . what exactly happened?”
Cooper told her every detail of the encounter, from the humdrum removal of the copier plate to the heated standoff to the quasi-professional good-bye.
By the end of the tale, Angela was fanning herself with a piece of paper. “Well, Cooper Lee, you vixen!” She paused as the phone on her desk down the hall started to ring. Even through the door, it was a loud ring. “I suppose I ought to get back to work. Good luck concentrating on your work, Cooper. I know I’ll be having a hard time of it!”
 
• • •
 
Sure enough, Cooper couldn’t concentrate on her work for the rest of the day. The morning’s events played over in her mind so vividly she could still smell Will’s aftershave. When she closed her eyes, she imagined what might have happened—a long, lingering kiss, an embrace so tight she almost couldn’t breathe, a moment unreal and passionate. Then she opened her eyes again and the world was as it should be.
It was very distracting. She tried not to close her eyes.
When it was finally time to leave for the day, Cooper meandered down the hall and into the parking lot, absentminded until she saw Ben, the Document Security manager at Make It Work! She waved him down, and he pulled his car up in front of her, rolling down his window.
Ben was a good-looking man, married with no children. His former obsession with physical fitness had subsided somewhat of late. Cooper hoped it had something to do with his wife.
Ben’s wife was an alcoholic, and Cooper had a feeling that his daily two-hour jaunts at the gym were his means of escaping the reality of his home life. These days he was down to two hours three days a week, which, Cooper prayed, meant that he and his wife were moving forward and that she was getting the help she needed.
Now he had to deal with office drama.
“Thanks for stopping,” Cooper said when Ben parked before her. “I was wondering if you have a second to talk about . . .” She looked over her shoulder and then lowered her voice. “To talk about that thing Mr. Farmer talked to us about. You know . . .”
Ben hesitated and then turned off his ignition. “Yeah, I know what you’re getting at. I talked to Emilio about it. Actually, he talked to me. I made one comment about a news story I saw—about a woman selling stuff she stole from her office.”
Cooper chuckled. “Very subtle.”
“It worked. He launched into a tirade about it. ‘When you steal from an office, you steal from everybody in the office.’” Ben did his best impression of Emilio’s accent and attitude as he continued. “‘The Man won’t pay for everything outta his pocket, so what does he do? Yup! He docks everybody’s pay. Everyone there’s got to deal with it. Pretty rotten, if you ask me.’”
“Could be that he was trying to cover his tracks by adamantly speaking out against workplace theft.”
“I suppose. But I don’t think so. I got the impression he’s been burned by workplace thefts before. You should have heard the venom in his voice. Besides, you know Emilio. He can be a little . . . a little . . .”
“The word you’re looking for is sleazy.”
“Sure. A little sleazy. And arrogant. And kinda irritating sometimes. But does he really strike you as a thief?”
Cooper sighed. “No. What about Brandi?”
Ben’s face fell. “About that . . .”
“Oh, no.” Cooper tried to read his downcast expression but couldn’t figure out what it meant. “What’s wrong?”
“I keep trying to talk to her, but it’s difficult when it’s a male boss and a female employee. We really should have this particular discussion when it’s just the two of us, but that doesn’t happen very often. I’ve had to manufacture situations so we can be alone. Frankly, I think she’s got the wrong impression.” He lowered his voice. “I’m kind of worried she may complain about sexual harassment or something.”
“I doubt that,” Cooper replied. “You just don’t come across that way, I’m glad to say. If anything, she probably thinks you’re trying to micromanage her. Besides, she knows you’re married.”
“She knows it, yeah, but unfortunately in this day and age, that doesn’t necessarily mean I’m a loyal husband.” Ben paused and then snapped his fingers. “Say . . . she’s a girl.”
“Uh, yeah. You have great observation skills.”
“And you’re a girl.”
Cooper crossed her arms, not sure she liked where this was going. “You’re very perceptive.”
“Maybe you could . . . you know . . . talk to her for me.”
Cooper shook her head. “I already talked to my two guys.”
“And?”
“Neither one seems like a criminal. The point is, I did my part of the dirty work. Now it’s your turn. Or do you think it’s easy being a female boss talking to male employees?”
“I guess not, but please, Coop,” he pleaded. “Throw me a bone here. You girls can all talk about anything. You can get a read on her. Go to lunch and casually mention—”
“Casually mention workplace thefts?” Cooper interrupted. She clamped her lips together, irritated that she actually felt inclined to help. “Fine. I’ll see what I can do.”
Ben smiled and thanked her repeatedly before driving away. Cooper stood in the parking lot for a few more minutes, racking her brain and trying to think of a way to confront Brandi.
Finally, she sighed, shook her head and walked to her truck. “I’ll talk to Angela on Monday,” she mumbled to herself. “Maybe she’ll have an idea.”
 
• • •
 
By Saturday morning, Cooper was thoroughly discombobulated. During the night she’d dreamt that Nathan caught her kissing Will. Will pulled out a gun to shoot Nathan, but Nathan drew a limited-edition light saber replica from his Star Wars collection. The light saber glowed, and Nathan used it to cut Will’s gun in half. What ensued was a very awkward wrestling match between the cop and the web designer.
Then Cooper woke up, more confused than before.
She spent much of her morning in the greenhouse, but every time she blinked she saw either Nathan or Will . . . or Nathan in a policeman’s uniform. In the afternoon, she went to the craft store to get paint and finishing touches for her Halloween birdhouse. She picked out several shades of brown for the house itself and found small balsa wood squares perfect for shingles. For the graveyard, she bought gray paint for the headstones and sand-textured spray paint for the ground.
With an armload of supplies, she headed to the register, at every step expecting to see one of the men in her dream. Thankfully, neither had a good reason to visit the craft store on a Saturday afternoon. As she stood in the checkout line, however, and glanced over at the open manager’s office, she did see something that piqued her interest. A digital copier.
In the drama and emotion of yesterday, she’d completely forgotten about the copier and the images on its hard drive, images she had on the work computer in her truck, the computer she’d forgotten to return.
Cooper hurried home from the craft store, paint supplies and work computer in her arms, and went straight to her apartment. The birdhouse would have to wait.
She turned on her work laptop and started the recovery software Make It Work! used to retrieve encrypted information from copier hard drives. Nearly two hundred files—receipts, checks, reports, choir music, school tests, and so on—filled her screen. She scrolled down through the files to the last image copied, opened the file and stared. It was a sketch of a young woman.
So you’re worth killing for, Cooper muttered. Who are you?
 
• • •
 
When Sunday finally rolled around, Cooper arrived early and sat in the Hope Street parking lot. She had a copy of the sketch in her bag, but it wasn’t the sketch that kept her sitting in her truck.
Should she talk to Nathan about Will? And if she did, what should she say? The only other time during their relationship that she’d been tempted by another man, it was Edward, and the problem was temporary. She’d realized quickly that Edward was a fleeting infatuation. Nathan was the one she wanted. This time, however, it was different. This time, Cooper wasn’t torn between two men, really. She was torn between two ideas. One man was obviously attracted to her, and the other . . . well, she didn’t know, and that was the problem. She wasn’t sure if she was the one Nathan wanted.
And Cooper wanted to be wanted.
She rehearsed a few lines of conversation in her head, but nothing sounded right. Finally, she muttered, “Nathan, I want you to look at me like he did.” However, without Officer Brayden here to demonstrate “the look,” that was an impossible request.
As she walked into the school and back to the science room, Cooper continued to think about it, and even while she greeted Savannah, Jake, Bryant and Quinton, her mind was elsewhere. A hundred different conversations coursed through her mind. In some of them, she came across as needy and a little whiney. In others, she was strong and confident. But none captured the spirit of what she wanted—or needed—to say to Nathan. Worst of all, she worried that he’d know something was wrong the moment he saw her, before she was ready to discuss it.
But it wasn’t Nathan’s appearance that ultimately made her uneasy. It was Ms. Donna.
The con artist/thief hobbled into the room, as if all were right with the world, as if nothing were strange or awkward. “Good morning, all!” she greeted the room, eyeing Cooper. The woman was all smiles. “Sweetie, could I have a word with you?”
Cooper nodded, set down her snack and hurried into the hallway. “I’m surprised to see you again.”
“Well, I’m surprised I came back. I got to thinking about what you said, though. I realized there’s some merit in it. If you could be so rude as to accuse an innocent woman of theft, then the police will likely do the same at some point. It would be better to be accused of robbery than robbery and murder.”
“So you’re not admitting to anything.”
“Of course not.” Ms. Donna had a mischievous glint in her eye. “But, for the fun of it, let’s pretend for a moment.”
“All right. I’m game.”
“Let’s pretend that I did try to rob the church.”
“You say try. Why didn’t you succeed?”
“In this hypothetical situation, let’s pretend that I was interrupted. We’ll get back to that. If I had tried to rob the church and if I were interested in not being caught, I might be inclined to help you in exchange for you not giving the police a heads-up about whatever video footage you have.”
“I see,” Cooper replied. “However, I’m not sure I understand how you could help, unless you saw something that night, something that would help find the killer.”
Ms. Donna reached into her massive purse and retrieved a thick file folder. “People always underestimate me, sweetie.” She winked. “That’s how I do what I do.”
“Was that an admission?”
“Not in the slightest.” Ms. Donna handed her the folder. “Think of this as a gift from me to you.”
Cooper opened it up to find it was the police file on Sylvia Cassel’s murder. “How did you get this?” Then she remembered the old woman at the station Friday morning. “That was you I saw at the police station!”
Ms. Donna shrugged. “I may or may not have paid a neighborly visit to the station. I don’t rightly remember; sometimes my memory isn’t what it used to be. Although if I did go, I might have been worried you were there to turn me in.”
“I didn’t.”
“Well, if I had anything to hide, I’d surely appreciate that. One thing I’ll say for sure is that I’d like to help you find whoever murdered that poor woman. Everything you need to get started ought to be in that file.”
Cooper flipped through the pages. “How on earth did you get this?”
“Oh, like I said. My memory isn’t what it used to be. But if I were an intelligent person, I’d have made sure to leave the original file with your inspector, so they wouldn’t miss the copy.”
Cooper tucked the file under her arm. “Well, thanks . . . I think. Now, you’d better come on in with me. They’ll get suspicious if you leave so quickly.”
Ms. Donna nodded. “Good thinking. I have a feeling they’re already suspicious, though.”
“Of you, yes. I meant they’d worry about me.”
“Ah. They think I’m a killer.”
“Not really, but if I disappear after talking with you, I’m pretty sure they’ll change their minds.”
They reentered the room, and Cooper immediately tucked the file under her purse. As she sat, Nathan arrived with Edward by his side, talking computers and cyber-crime. At least if Nathan noticed something was wrong now, Cooper could blame it on Ms. Donna, and it wouldn’t be entirely untrue. Besides, seeing him, she didn’t feel as uneasy as she thought she would.
Nathan made a beeline for Cooper, and she rose, hugging him tightly before turning her attention back to her snack. If he noticed anything odd in her demeanor, he didn’t give any indication.
Maybe Angela was wrong. Maybe Cooper was a good liar. Or maybe Nathan just wasn’t seeing it.
Everyone was, however, seeing Ms. Donna. Throughout their Bible study, the group members exchanged glances with one another and sidelong looks at the con artist. Cooper saw the odd mix of curiosity and apprehension in their faces. They all wanted to know what was going on. But nobody was sure how to act or what to say, so no one said much of anything . . . until Savannah ended the study in prayer.
“Cooper, is lunch still on at your house?” Bryant asked.
Cooper had completely forgotten. She wished everyone else had forgotten, too, but by now her mama was busy in the kitchen. “Oh, right. Lunch is still on.” With a pause, Cooper turned to Ms. Donna. “You’re welcome to join us.”
“I don’t want to intrude.”
“You wouldn’t be intruding at all. My mama’s making enough food to feed the entire church, and it’ll give us all a chance to talk.”
Ms. Donna smiled, as if all were normal. “All right, then. I’d love to come and break bread with you all! But somebody’ll have to give me directions.”
“That won’t be a problem,” Jake said. “I don’t suppose you have a GPS, do you?”
Ms. Donna laughed. “I don’t hold to that new technology. Just draw me a little map.”
The first strains of worship music drifted in from the chapel. “I’ll get you a map before church is out,” Cooper said. “Not to worry.”
Savannah, in a true act of grace, pulled Ms. Donna along with her and walked arm in arm with the con artist to the chapel. Trish, Quinton, Jake and Bryant followed them, exchanging glances and whispers. Cooper, Edward and Nathan stayed behind.
“What’s she doing back?” Edward demanded as soon as the last person was out the door. “I thought she ran off.”
“She thought better of it,” Cooper replied. “She wants to help us find the killer.”
Nathan crossed his arms. “Do you think she really wants to help?”
“Pretty sure. If she runs and we go to the police with our suspicions, she may very well be blamed for theft and murder.” Cooper picked up her purse and the file and handed the folder to Nathan. “She borrowed this from the station. It’s everything the police have on Sylvia.”
Nathan shook his head. “It won’t be good if McNamara finds out you have that.”
“I know. I’m planning on returning it . . . after we get a good look. After lunch, we can have a meeting. And since Ms. Donna’s coming, we can get everything out in the open.”
Edward snorted. “She’s not coming to lunch! She gave you the file. She made nice so you won’t turn her in. Now she’ll run off again, and she’ll be out of the state before the police can catch her.”
Cooper wondered at what he said. Was it true Ms. Donna would run, now that she’d “helped”? She had an idea. “So maybe I don’t give her a map to my house. Maybe I insist on giving her a ride, instead. That way we can put our cards on the table before she has a chance to bolt.”
Edward nodded approvingly, and Nathan handed the folder back to her. Both of them seemed to be on her side, but Cooper found herself wondering what Officer Brayden would think if he knew what was going on.
Cooper, Nathan and Edward went to the chapel and sat in a row with Jake, Savannah and Ms. Donna. Cooper took a seat right next to the latter.
“Change of plans,” Cooper whispered to her. “I’ll drive you to my house after church.”
Ms. Donna stared back innocently. “What? Don’t you trust me to get there on my own?”
“No.”
Ms. Donna patted her on the cheek condescendingly. “You’re a very smart girl.”
 
• • •
 
Alone with Ms. Donna in the truck, Cooper thought of a thousand questions to ask her travel companion, but every time she opened her mouth to speak, something inside stopped her. She couldn’t form the words, and Ms. Donna wasn’t doing any talking. She was probably thinking up stories that would make her look more innocent than she was, which made Cooper more anxious to ask questions.
Still, nothing came out. Cooper chalked it up to nerves and contented herself listening to the radio on their otherwise silent drive. She and Ms. Donna were the first to arrive at the Lee house.
“I haven’t told my folks about . . . you know,” Cooper said quietly as they neared the front door. “All they know is that you’re part of the Sunrise Bible Study.”
Ms. Donna straightened and plastered a smile on her face. “Then I won’t tell them either. I’ll let you decide on the best way to handle your folks.”
Cooper opened the door to a smorgasbord of scents—meat, bread, vegetables and sauces. “They’re coming!” she announced.
From the kitchen, Grammy replied, “We’ll be ready for ’em!”
Maggie’s laugh carried. “What she means is, the food is about ready.”
As Ms. Donna set her things down on the table by the front door, Popeye ran to meet her. The pug sat on its hind legs, pawing the air, his floppy tongue hanging out of his mouth.
Ms. Donna knelt to pet him, and the dog immediately took to her. “And who’s this?”
“Popeye. One of Grammy’s rescues. Do you like animals?”
“I love them! Given my line of work, I can’t really keep one, but as a child I always had a dog.”
“Well, Grammy’s got a fat tomcat and a hawk, too, if you’re interested.” Odd how easy it was to fall into a normal conversation with a con artist. “I’m sure she’d love to show you her animals.”
“Until she finds out about me.”
“There’s no reason for her to, not today, at least.” Cooper didn’t relish the idea of keeping secrets from her family. On the other hand, she needed Ms. Donna’s trust if they were going to work together to find Sylvia’s killer. “Just enjoy lunch, and we’ll deal with the particulars afterward. Now, come on in and meet everybody.”
Cooper led her back to the kitchen to find the food already in serving dishes on the counters and the place settings stacked and ready to be laid out on the table. Maggie was just taking rolls out of the oven, while Grammy, like a vulture poised over its prey, waited to snatch one. The smell in the kitchen was intoxicating.
With a deep breath, Cooper smiled. “This is amazing, Mama! You outdid yourself.”
“Oh, it isn’t much,” Maggie replied, blushing at the compliment. “I thought it’d be nice to go all out for your friends.”
“Speaking of which . . .” Cooper stepped aside so Maggie and Grammy had a clear view of the first guest. “This is Ms. Donna Linley. Ms. Donna, this is my mama, Maggie, and my grammy.”
Maggie bypassed the traditional handshake and went straight for the hug, taking Ms. Donna by surprise. “I’m so glad to meet you.”
After the initial shock, Ms. Donna’s face softened, and she smiled. But, Cooper noted, there was something different in this smile. Something Cooper couldn’t quite identify. What was going on in Ms. Donna’s mind?
When Maggie finally let her go, Ms. Donna took a step back. “And I’m glad to meet you both. You raised yourself a fine daughter.”
“I’m proud of how she came out,” Maggie replied, smiling at Cooper. “I hope you’ll make yourself at home, Ms. Donna. You and Cooper are welcome to have a seat in the living room and wait.”
“I’d be glad to help,” Ms. Donna offered. “I’m no stranger to housework!”
Cooper’s phone rang, and when she looked at the ID, it read, “Do Not Answer.” Harry again. She ignored the call and grabbed the stack of plates. “Mama, we’ll get the table set while you finish with the food.”
Maggie nodded approvingly before turning back to the rolls . . . and just in time. Grammy had already downed one and was reaching for a second.
Ms. Donna took the silverware and Cooper the dishes, and they went out to the table. They did their work in silence at first until Ms. Donna suddenly stopped and stared at Cooper.
Cooper gazed back uncomfortably. “Is there a problem?”
“No problem. A lot of people have invited me for meals over the past few years. They thought I was just a lonely woman in need of company. Nobody knew what I actually am, and if they did, they’d never have let me into their homes. I wouldn’t blame them for it, either. But you . . . Even knowing what I do, that I may not be the most honest person in the world, you still invited me here. You still brought me into your home.” She took a deep breath, and Cooper thought she saw tears in the woman’s eyes. “I guess what I’m trying to say is thank you, Cooper. I appreciate it.”
In that moment Cooper realized what was different about Ms. Donna’s smile. This time, it was real.
As soon as the two of them had set the table, Maggie and Grammy began to deliver food, and before they were finished the rest of the guests arrived. When the initial chatter died down, they took their seats around a massive homemade meal. The oversized pot roast was just the beginning. Buttery rolls, salad, scalloped potatoes and green bean casserole were somehow squeezed onto the table among the dishes, and for dessert, Maggie served apple streusel with homemade ice cream.
The group carried on polite conversation, the Bible study members exchanging furtive glances with one another and Ms. Donna, while Cooper’s family appeared oblivious to it. At one point Grammy mentioned the church robberies, but Cooper expertly changed the subject from church robberies to Ashley’s church being robbed to Ashley’s pregnancy. Grammy took the bait and for the rest of the meal talked about how much better pregnant women had it today than when she was, as she put it, with child.
When they’d all eaten their fill, Maggie and Earl cleared the dishes while Grammy went to her room to take a nap, leaving the group to talk on their own. As soon as her family was out of earshot Cooper shot a look at Ms. Donna, who nodded in response to the unspoken question. Yes. It was time to get down to business.
Cooper leaned back in her chair, stretched her arms over her head and then leaned in. “The answer to the question you’re all asking is, ‘Yes.’”
All eyes turned to Ms. Donna, who smiled sweetly. “I never actually said that, sweetie.”
“Oh, right. The answer is, ‘Hypothetically speaking, if Ms. Donna had broken into the church with the intention of robbing it, she’d want to help us find the killer so she wouldn’t be accused of murder.’” Cooper turned to Ms. Donna. “Did I get that right?”
“Sounded perfect, sweetie.”
Savannah contorted her face in confusion. “You’re being awfully cryptic. Couldn’t we just . . . get to the truth?”
Edward sighed. “You’d think so, but no. Ms. Donna isn’t going to admit to committing a crime.”
“So where does that leave us?” Trish asked. “No admission of guilt for the robbery, and no leads for the murder. We have nothing.”
Nathan smiled. “Don’t give up hope just yet. It seems Ms. Donna here has produced something very useful. Cooper?”
Cooper jumped up. “I left it with my purse. Hold on a sec.” She hurried to her things by the door and returned with the police file. She set it in the center of the table. “This is a gift from Ms. Donna . . . a copy of Sylvia’s file from the police station. Ms. Donna would honestly like to help us find Sylvia’s murderer.”
“Wait a minute,” Bryant said, waving his hands back and forth in front of him. “Ms. Donna, you stole that from the station?”
Cooper shook her head. “Don’t bother. It seems our Ms. Donna has convenient memory problems.”
Ms. Donna shrugged. “I’m not sure I’d call the problem convenient, but I’m afraid I just can’t remember where I happened across that file.”
Edward rolled his eyes. “She stole it from the station.”
“So . . .” Bryant hesitated. “Is there a reason she’s here instead of the police station?”
Cooper set down the file. “Yes. First of all, the only evidence we have against her is a video of a masked person with a limp. The police have that same video. It isn’t proof she did anything. Second, she’s had plenty of time to fence all the stolen goods, so I doubt we’d find any of them.” Ms. Donna’s lips curled up in a thin little smile. Cooper went on. “Third, she could’ve left town after I confronted her. Instead, she came back. I’m convinced that she actually wants to help us find the killer, and I think she could be a real asset.”
“I vote we turn her in,” Edward said. “But you know that already.”
Nathan picked up his water glass, as if to toast. “If Cooper thinks she’s trustworthy, then I agree.”
Ms. Donna laughed. “Don’t go putting words in her mouth, young man. She never claimed I was trustworthy.”
Savannah studied Ms. Donna for a few moments, her eyes taking in the shapes and shading, seeing so much more than what was visible to most healthy eyes. “Before we make any kind of group decision, I think I’d like to hear from Ms. Donna why exactly she wants to help us. I realize it would be better to find the murderer than to be blamed for murder, but . . . It seems there ought to be more than that. I’d like to know what happened that night Sylvia died—Ms. Donna’s version of the story.”
Ms. Donna settled back into her seat. “I can give you my hypothetical version of the story.”
Jake grunted. Savannah replied, “We’ll settle for that.”
“All right then.” Ms. Donna closed her eyes, remembering. Then she began. “On the understanding that this is all theoretical . . . It was dark and quiet at the church that night, no sign that anyone else was around. No cars in the parking lot, no lights on that were visible from the outside. The back door came to be opened, so a thief looking for valuables was able to just go right in.”
Quinton stopped her. “When you say that the door ‘came to be opened,’ do you mean it was already opened? Or do you mean you opened it? In theory, of course.”
“If it were already opened, it would have been a sign that someone else was there,” Ms. Donna explained. “Where was I? Ah, yes. Once inside, the thief would start with the storage area where the choir keeps its sound system and computers. Then the thief would go to the office. That night, however, the office door was open, and a person was already inside.”
Cooper whispered, “Sylvia?”
But Ms. Donna shook her head. “Not her. Someone else. Tall. Dressed a lot like . . . like a thief: in black with a mask. It looked to be a man, by the figure and build. He stood over that poor woman, a knife in his hand.”
She paused, her voice unsteady, and Cooper realized that the events of that night had probably affected Ms. Donna more than she wanted to admit. With a deep, calming breath, Ms. Donna continued. “Instead of attacking, he took a couple of papers from the copy machine and ran out the second office door, the one that leads to the chapel.”
Cooper put a gentle hand on Ms. Donna’s arm. “What might the thief do then?”
“The thief checked the woman’s pulse and listened for breathing, because a thief isn’t necessarily a monster, not like the person who murdered that woman. On finding that the woman was dead already, the thief ran.”
“Hypothetically,” Savannah added.
Ms. Donna nodded quietly. The group sat in silence, each of them mulling over Ms. Donna’s story. As Cooper thought about the night Sylvia was killed, two things stood out in her mind. One: Ms. Donna’s offer to assist was about more than just clearing her own name. She may not have been willing to say it, but Ms. Donna wanted to catch the man she’d seen standing over Sylvia’s lifeless body. And two: Cooper had been correct in her assumption that the copy machine—and the last image copied on it—was the key.
She quickly went to her purse once more, retrieved the sketch image and brought it back to the table. She handed it over to Ms. Donna. “Recognize this?”
Ms. Donna took the paper and studied it. “I only saw it for a moment, but . . . I’d say this is the picture the man took off of your pastor’s copy machine. The same sketch, same face. How’d you find it?”
“I found it on the copy machine.”
“But I swear he took everything . . .”
“I didn’t find the paper on the copy machine,” Cooper explained. “I found the image on the machine’s hard drive. That’s why I was at the police station on Friday. I had a hunch that maybe Sylvia was in Pastor Matthews’s office to use his copier; it was the only reason I could think of for her to be in there. This was the last image copied.” Ms. Donna passed the sketch around the table.
Trish held it close, examining all the little lines. “Do we know this person?”
“I don’t,” Cooper answered. “I was hoping one of you might.”
But as each person saw the sketch in turn, they responded with a headshake or a simple “No.” No one recognized the girl in the picture.
Ms. Donna took the police file in hand and began to open it. “Well, if nobody can ID her, let’s have a look-see in here. I haven’t had a chance to go over it, and I’m awful curious.”
In an instant, Edward was out of his seat and at Ms. Donna’s side, his hand clamped on the folder, holding it closed. “Hold on. I don’t trust you with that.”
Ms. Donna motioned toward the chair beside her, in which Cooper sat. “Then ask our host nicely to switch seats with you, and have a look with me.”
Cooper stood. “I don’t mind moving.”
“No,” Edward argued, a brow raised. “No, I can be a gentleman. I’ll just look over her shoulder.” And so, refusing to sit, Edward stood right behind Ms. Donna’s chair and looked over the report. For a few minutes, everyone watched the two of them scouring the pages, waiting for an “Aha!” moment. Edward became so entranced by the report that he leaned in until he hovered over Ms. Donna’s shoulder. Finally, he pointed to something on one of the pages.
“Did you see that?” he asked.
Ms. Donna shot him an irritated look. “Of course I see that! I’m not senile, young man. Why do you think I hadn’t turned the page? I was waiting for you to notice it.”
“Humph,” Edward snorted as he rolled his eyes. “Well, do you know what it means?” The condescension in his tone matched hers perfectly. If Cooper didn’t know better, at this moment she’d swear the two were mother and son.
“I’ve been around longer than you have,” Ms. Donna quipped. “And I know better than you do what it means.”
“I doubt that,” he muttered.
Cooper listened patiently to the exchange, expecting them to share their findings. When they didn’t, she cleared her throat loudly enough to distract them and asked, “Are you going to share with the rest of us?”
Ms. Donna glanced back at Edward. “Go ahead. I’m sure you’re just aching to tell ’em.”
Edward gritted his teeth together. “I’ll tell them, but it’s because I don’t trust you to actually tell the truth.” He snatched the paper from the file and held it up. It was Sylvia’s autopsy report. “This tells us how Sylvia died.”
“Wasn’t she stabbed?” Bryant asked. “Ms. Donna said the man who killed Sylvia had a knife.”
Ms. Donna took a drink and smacked her lips. “He did have a knife, but that report tells us more than what I saw.”
Edward continued. “She was stabbed multiple times, but it wasn’t blood loss or puncturing an organ that killed her. The killer stabbed her in the back of the neck, between the bones. It causes instant death—very little blood, no pain, just . . . lights out.”
Cooper looked from Edward to Donna. “So?”
“It was a clean cut,” Edward said.
“Again . . . So?”
“The killer aimed for that spot, stabbed in and pulled the knife out again—no cutting side to side, no hesitation. He aimed for it.”
“But she was stabbed multiple times. How do you know he aimed for that spot?”
“She was stabbed before the death blow and after, but that was the stab that did the deed. The others were meant to mask it.”
“I don’t understand,” Savannah said, shaking her head. “What’s the significance of that?”
“Yeah, Edward,” Cooper agreed. “You need to explain a little more.”
Ms. Donna raised her hand, and Edward civilly stepped aside as she explained. “That’s not a particularly easy wound to inflict. It takes practice. Whoever killed this woman wanted it to look like a more amateur job; that’s why she was stabbed before and after the wound to the back of her neck. That one was really the only necessary injury. But if the killer had only stabbed her there, it would’ve been obvious he wasn’t an amateur.”
“What are you saying exactly?” Cooper asked, although she had a feeling she already knew the answer.
Edward picked up where Ms. Donna stopped. “We’re saying that this was a professional hit, meant to look like it was amateur . . . probably meant to blend in with the church robberies, although I’m sure the killer wasn’t planning on coming face-to-face with the real church robber that night.”
Cooper was slow to comprehend. A professional? Trying to look like an amateur? It made no sense. Looking around the table at the troubled expressions, she saw she wasn’t the only one confused and bewildered.
Savannah had her head bowed, probably in silent prayer, and Jake, beside her, had one hand on her shoulder and one on the table, playing with his water glass. Quinton sat back in his chair, wringing his hands. Trish just shook her head slowly, and Bryant—wide-eyed—stared at the empty table.
Nathan rubbed his forehead and then rested his chin on his fists. He was the first to speak. “Why would a professional killer be after Sylvia? She was an art teacher at a private school.”
“Professional killers are interested in one thing,” Edward replied. “Money. He was after Sylvia because someone paid him. That someone wanted to make sure Sylvia was dead, but they didn’t want the police to immediately suspect a hired gun.”
“But . . . but,” Nathan sputtered. “Why?”
Ms. Donna set the file down. “That’s the real question, isn’t it? Who would have sent a killer after the teacher? Furthermore, why mask the professional hit? Apparently your Sylvia had enemies. Now it’s up to you to figure out who they were.”
Voices rose in whispers, and Savannah raised her hands to stave off the impending chatter. “Before we continue with this,” she said. “I feel we ought to pray together. There’s something much more evil in this than we’d realized, and it sounds as though it’s also much more dangerous than we realized.”
As they bowed their heads and Savannah spoke, Cooper’s mind lingered on Edward and Ms. Donna’s conclusion, that someone was hired to kill Sylvia Cassel. She thought back to the people she’d spoken with thus far, concerning the teacher and her past: Abbi Merken, Harry Wintersteen, Lewis Wilburson. Of the three of them, Abbi seemed the most forthright; Harry, the most devoted to Sylvia in life; and Lewis, the most dependent on Sylvia. Harry was creepy, but he did seem loyal. When Cooper had visited with Lewis, on the other hand, she’d felt he was hiding something, that there was more to the story than what he was willing to say. Maybe it was time to talk to him again.
Just as the prayer ended in a chorus of Amens, Cooper decided to pay Lewis Wilburson another visit. This time, she’d find out what he was hiding.
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By the time supper rolled around, Cooper was still so full that she skipped the meal and spent the evening parked in front of her computer. After everyone had left, she’d spent the afternoon thinking about Lewis Wilburson, who he was, what he’d said and what he might have been hiding.
She closed her eyes and pictured that first conversation with Lewis. He’d acted strangely as he spoke of Sylvia’s family’s money and Sylvia’s job. Whatever he was hiding had to be connected to one of those things . . . or both. Either there was another side to Sylvia’s life, linked to her family or career, or else there was simply more to the story than Lewis had let on.
So Cooper started by searching the Internet for any mention of the Cassel family in Detroit, since, according to Lewis, that’s where Sylvia grew up.
What she found was a list of charities to which the Cassel family had donated in years past, along with articles about the hospital wing, library and children’s center bearing the Cassel name. She also stumbled on the obituary for Sylvia’s parents, which was run in a Detroit paper.
“You really did come from money,” Cooper said to herself, amazed at the vast wealth of the family. In the obituary, Sylvia was named as the only surviving relative. “You inherited everything, and Lewis squandered it all away.” Cooper shook her head. “How could anyone gamble that much money?”
The obituary was long and involved, and in it were several pictures of the Cassels at various social functions and family gatherings. One image in particular caught Cooper’s eye. It was the Cassel family at the same red-brick house as was in the photo at Sylvia’s memorial. Cooper studied the picture—the home, the yard, and the water in the background. “Must have been nice to grow up there.”
She closed the article and opened a new search window, moving on to the next item that seemed to make Lewis uncomfortable: Sylvia’s former place of employment. “Coughlin Prep School,” she muttered aloud.
Cooper repeated Lewis’s description. “Fancy place for the well-to-do . . .” She typed the school name into the search box. “It would take someone well-to-do to hire a killer.”
She followed a link to the school’s website, scouring over the photographs on the homepage. The institution looked more like a historical site than a school, with tall, stone edifices, broad steps, thick pillars and marble statues that dwarfed the unsmiling, uniformed schoolchildren. She read about the school’s founding and history and the legacy of its students. It had a proud tradition, but nothing that might make Lewis uncomfortable, unless he was uncomfortable with all that wealth, which very well could have been the case.
Cooper continued her hunt for information, scrolling through the other search results. Most linked to pages on the school’s official website or to news stories about school sport events, theater productions or famous students. Cooper directed her attention to a series of news articles, hoping that something might jump out.
And jump something did. On the third page of the search results, she found a very different sort of news story. The headline read, “Mobster Vanishes as Police Close In.”
“Hmmm,” Cooper hummed as she clicked the link. “What does that have to do with the prep school?”
 
 
 
Alleged crime boss Johnathan Edgar Borreo II disappeared only hours before local police arrived at his personal residence to arrest him yesterday afternoon. His whereabouts are unknown, although officials believe he left the state and is in hiding.
Borreo has long been the subject of an investigation into Detroit’s organized crime, but officials have not yet obtained sufficient evidence to lead to his arrest. After reviewing evidence and hearing testimony at 1 p.m. yesterday, Judge Lionel Pritchet signed an arrest warrant. Borreo was not at his home, and those connected to his work are refusing to answer questions regarding his whereabouts.
Borreo’s 8-year-old son has also disappeared. Officials at Coughlin Preparatory School claim he left the school at the end of the day, as usual, but failed to show up the next morning.
The police are asking that anyone with information regarding John Borreo’s whereabouts call the information hotline. All information will be kept confidential.
 
 
Cooper reread the article, vaguely aware that the doorbell downstairs was ringing. The story was from six years ago, the year Lewis and Sylvia left Detroit and came to Richmond. That couldn’t possibly be a coincidence.
She was mulling over what it might mean, when Maggie shouted from the base of the stairs, “Cooper, you have a guest!”
After a moment’s hesitation at the screen, Cooper left her computer and descended to the main house, information from the article still echoing in her mind. Johnathan Edgar Borreo II. The name was completely alien to her, but she wondered if Lewis knew who this gangster was. Maybe Sylvia knew him, too. After all, Johnathan Borreo’s son had attended Coughlin Prep while Sylvia was teaching there, and what was it Officer Brayden had said about Sylvia? All students had her at one time or another.
That made her think about Will Brayden. She tried to focus. Was it possible that Lewis was involved in something, and Sylvia wasn’t the original target? Cooper thought of Will’s aftershave. It smelled so good. No, she had to concentrate. Maybe Sylvia died because of Lewis’s mistakes. Maybe her death was meant to send him a message.
It would certainly explain why he was hiding something.
Will was probably a good kisser.
Cooper shook her head. No more thinking about Will, she told herself. A woman is dead. Her ex is hiding something. That’s more important than Will’s aftershave . . . or him being a good kisser . . . or how good-looking he is.
Cooper entered the living room, her thoughts leaping from Sylvia to Lewis to Will. It took a moment for her guest’s face to register.
“Ms. Donna?” Cooper asked, not quite believing her eyes. “What are you doing here?”
Maggie arched her brows in surprise. “Cooper! That’s no way to welcome Ms. Donna into our home.” She sounded as if she were scolding a teenager.
Cooper ignored her mother’s tone; she had no idea what she was dealing with. “You’re right, Mama, but the question still stands.”
“I was wondering if I could speak to you . . . privately,” Ms. Donna replied, not at all deterred by Cooper’s manner. “It’s important.”
Cooper walked Ms. Donna into the kitchen and looked to make sure Maggie and Earl were out of earshot. “Now, Ms. Donna,” she whispered. “What are you doing here?”
“I’m sorry to drop in on you like this, but . . . But I wasn’t sure who else to talk to.”
“I’m listening.”
Ms. Donna fidgeted with her purse. “I might need to leave town.”
“What?”
“I . . . uh . . . I don’t think it’s safe for me here, and I think it might be best if I leave. However, I don’t want anyone thinking I’m admitting guilt, and I thought you’d be the one to talk to.”
“Ms. Donna, if you leave Richmond, there’ll be no doubt of your guilt, if there’s any doubt now.” Cooper was getting tired of the games, but she played along. “Why do you think it’s not safe?”
Ms. Donna looked over her shoulder into the living room, and then took a step closer to Cooper. Her voice was low and unsteady. “Someone was in my house.”
Cooper gave her a look. “Really? Let me guess. Somebody stole all the stolen goods from you.”
“I’m serious!” Ms. Donna snapped, and Cooper suddenly saw the fear in the woman’s eyes. “I’d just pulled into the driveway of my rental. Before I could get out of the car, a movement caught my eye. It was a person . . . inside the house . . . passing by the bay window. I could only see him because the blinds over the back window were open. When he walked by, I had a clear view of his silhouette.”
Cooper grabbed Ms. Donna’s shoulders. “Are you sure?”
“Positive. The worst part is . . .” She paused, wetting her dry lips. “He stopped while I was looking at him, and I swear he looked at me. Right at me. He disappeared in the direction of the front door. I was worried he was going to come out to get me, so I pulled out and drove away as fast as I could.”
Ms. Donna sniffed and her hands shook. Cooper pulled her into a hug, her own heart breaking. The woman may have been a con artist and a thief, but right now she was simply terrified.
For a solid minute, Ms. Donna hugged her back without saying a word. Then she pulled away and wiped her eyes.
“Do you have any idea who it was?” Cooper asked, her voice gentle.
“I don’t know for certain, but I have my guess. If your Sylvia was killed by a professional, the killer was certainly able to find out who I am . . . that I was the one at the church that night. I don’t know how they found out, but with the right resources, anything is possible.”
“Why would they come after you?”
“I’m a witness, Cooper. I’m the only witness.”
“But you didn’t see anything, not really.”
“I saw the sketch from the copier. I saw the killer leave by the front office door. And they don’t know for sure what else I saw. I can’t stay in town.”
Cooper processed the information as quickly as she could. Her first concern was the safety of her own family. “Did anyone follow you here?”
“Not a chance. I made sure of it. If there’s two things I can do it’s jimmy a lock and spot a tail.”
Cooper began to pace. “Good. It’s gonna be okay, Ms. Donna.”
“You understand why I have to leave town.”
Cooper shook her head. “If I were a master criminal with contacts and resources, I’d expect you to run scared. The first thing I’d do is station some people on the main roads out of town . . . to watch for you.”
Ms. Donna shuddered. “I hadn’t thought of that. What do I do?”
Cooper had an idea, but she wasn’t sure she liked it. “You could . . . stay here . . .”
Ms. Donna looked just as surprised at hearing the suggestion as Cooper felt offering it. “No, I couldn’t.”
“Well, you could. We’ll need to talk to my folks. They’ll need to know the truth, of course.”
Ms. Donna hesitated. “I don’t rightly know what to say to that, Cooper.”
“You could say you’ll give it a try.”
After a moment’s consideration, Ms. Donna straightened, drew in a deep breath and replied, “Then I’ll give it a try. Let’s go talk to your mama.”
Together, they went to the living room, where Maggie and Earl watched television with Grammy sitting on the couch between them.
“Mama, would you mind muting that?” Cooper asked, and Maggie immediately turned down the volume.
“Aw!” Grammy exclaimed, throwing her hands in the air. “It was just gettin’ to the good part!”
“I know, Grammy, but this is important.” Cooper glanced at Ms. Donna—whose face was now stoic and unreadable—and then went on to explain all that had happened . . . the pertinent details, at least. She told her family about the thefts, the murder and how the Bible study assumed Ms. Donna fit into the equation. As they listened patiently, she related Ms. Donna’s predicament and why she couldn’t leave town.
When she finished, Cooper expected her folks to take a few minutes to absorb the information. It had taken Cooper longer than that.
To her surprise, however, when she finished talking, Earl stood almost immediately. He straightened and crossed his arms over his chest. “What do you say, Magnolia?” he asked his wife. “If we’re gonna make up the guest room, don’t you suppose we ought to get to it sooner rather than later?”
Maggie hopped up, kissed him on the cheek and headed for the linen closet. “Yes, we ought to. I’ll get the bed made. Earl, you make sure Ms. Donna’s got a set of towels.”
And as if she hadn’t heard a word of it, Grammy grunted, “Now, if everyone’ll leave me in peace, I’ll get back to watching my program!”
Cooper had always been proud to be a part of her family, but tonight she was reminded of how truly blessed she was. Earl and Maggie didn’t care what Ms. Donna had done. All they knew was that Ms. Donna needed help and that they could give it. That was enough. And Grammy—dear Grammy—didn’t really care as long as she could carry on with her usual routine. Cooper couldn’t help but smile.
Ms. Donna, on the other hand, stared after Earl and Maggie, her mouth open in surprise. “Are they serious?”
Cooper put an arm around Ms. Donna’s shoulders. “Ms. Donna, welcome to the Lee family.”
While Maggie and Earl set up the guest room, Cooper showed Ms. Donna around the house. Maggie loaned their guest a nightgown; Earl double-checked the lock on her bedroom door, for Ms. Donna’s peace of mind; and Grammy wished everyone a pleasant night’s sleep before disappearing into her own room.
When Ms. Donna was comfortably in bed, Cooper went to her parents’ room and rapped on the door.
Her father’s voice called, “Come on in.”
Cooper entered, closing the door gently behind her. Her folks were already sitting in bed, reading by the light of their nightstand lamps. Earl read his Bible, while Maggie thumbed through a cookbook.
“Everything all right?” Maggie asked. “Is your friend okay?”
“Everything’s fine,” Cooper replied. “Ms. Donna’s falling asleep as we speak. I just wanted to thank you for taking Ms. Donna in so readily.”
Maggie grinned. “Glad we could help.”
“And I also wanted to make sure you’re really okay with the arrangements.”
“With Ms. Donna staying, you mean?”
Cooper answered with a nod.
Maggie closed her book and set it on her nightstand. She patted the edge of the bed, bidding Cooper to sit. As Cooper joined her parents, she was reminded of those days in her youth when she’d get scared and jump into her parents’ bed.
Maggie took Cooper’s hand and patted it reassuringly. “Your friend may have made some . . . questionable life choices, but she needs a place to stay. I realize we can’t trust her completely, but we trust your judgment.”
Cooper gave her mama a hug. “I appreciate that,” she said, doubts about her own judgment swirling in her mind. If she had good judgment, she wouldn’t be housing a criminal. If she had good judgment, she wouldn’t be so torn between Will and Nathan. If she had good judgment, she probably wouldn’t be playing amateur detective. “I wish I had your confidence in my judgment,” she finally said. “Sometimes I feel like I’m slipping.”
Earl closed his Bible and chimed in. “We all slip at one time or another, Coop. That’s because we’re human. You just got to get back up and straighten things out.”
Cooper leaned across her mama and gave him a peck on the cheek. To Earl, everything was black and white, straightforward and simple. He probably never had the kinds of doubts she did, and Cooper envied him for that.
“Well, I suppose I ought to let you get to sleep,” Cooper said with a sigh. “Sweet dreams.”
Cooper headed up to her room, got ready for bed and lay down. But as soon as her head hit the pillow, her brain kicked into high gear. Her body felt so tired, but her mind was wide awake. For half an hour, she stared at the clock, trying to figure out exactly what was keeping her awake. There were so many things to choose from.
She was concerned about her relationship with Nathan. That was exacerbated by Officer Brayden. Of course, Sylvia’s murder was high on the list, as was the con artist/thief guest staying downstairs. The cherry on top was the situation at work—accusations, assumptions and robbery.
When it became apparent to Cooper that she wasn’t going to turn off her brain by staring at the clock, she trudged downstairs and went to the kitchen. A nice hot cup of tea might just do the trick.
But when she reached the kitchen, she found the light already on and Ms. Donna standing by the stove, a steaming mug in hand. She jumped when Cooper came into the light.
“Sorry to startle you,” Cooper apologized. “I wasn’t expecting anyone else.”
“That makes two of us.” Ms. Donna put her hand over her heart, took a few breaths and then appeared to relax. She held up her mug. “I hope you don’t mind . . .”
“Not at all. What are you having?”
“Chamomile.”
“I think I’ll join you.” Cooper retrieved a mug from the cabinet by the sink and a tea bag from the little wooden tea box in the pantry. “So what’s keeping you up?”
Ms. Donna took a sip of her tea and leaned against the counter. “Thinking. And you?”
“Thinking.” Cooper added more water to the kettle and set it on the stove to heat. “Every time I close my eyes, my mind’s eye opens up. If I could just turn my brain off, I’d be all right.”
“Every time I close my yes, I see that person in my window, staring back. If I could replace that with visions of sugar plums, I’d be all right. Too bad you can’t turn off your brain as easily as you can the TV. Anything you want to talk about?”
Cooper smiled. While she appreciated the thought, she wasn’t ready to trust Ms. Donna. Part of her wanted to, but she wondered if that part was simply under the con artist’s professional spell; engendering trust was, after all, how Ms. Donna succeeded.
“No, thanks,” Cooper replied after thinking about the offer. “Did you want to talk about anything?”
Ms. Donna took another drink, a nostalgic look in her eye, and for just a moment Cooper thought she might want a confidante. But then Ms. Donna shook her head.
“I think I’ll take my tea and go back to bed. Thank you, though.”
With that, Ms. Donna shuffled away and disappeared down the hall. Cooper watched, her heart sinking. Here was a woman terrified and lonely, but unable to reach out and connect with anyone.
Maybe she needs me to reach out first, Cooper thought. Then she might feel comfortable opening up to me. She took her tea upstairs, and after drinking it, finally fell asleep.
 
• • •
 
Monday first thing, Cooper sought out Angela, who was busy typing on her computer, fresh flowers in a vase at the corner of her desk.
“Morning, Coop,” Angela said with a smile. “I had the most wonderful weekend! Mr. Farmer’s sister is still giving me a hard time, but Mr. Farmer is still standing up to her! The more she pushes, the more stubborn he gets! He’s just so . . . virile.”
Cooper tried to think of Mr. Farmer as virile, but she couldn’t. If Angela had said Mr. Farmer was a Danny DeVito look-alike, Cooper would have agreed. But virile? No. She shook her head and changed the subject.
“Angela, I need advice.”
Angela drummed her fingertips together, her eyes agleam. “Something to do with Nathan? Or that police officer? Hmm?”
“Nothing quite so exciting, I’m afraid. It’s about the whole situation here at work.”
“Oh,” Angela sighed. “That.”
“Yeah, that. You see, Ben’s having trouble talking to Brandi. He’s afraid he’s coming across as creepy, trying to talk to her alone and all, so he asked me to give him a hand.”
“And of course you said yes.”
“I did.”
“But you don’t know how to approach her.”
“Pretty much. I don’t know her at all, and now I’ve got to try and figure out if she’s a thief! Will you help me?”
Angela patted her hand. “You can count on me, Coop.” She leaned back in her seat, her brow furrowed as she schemed. “Let’s see. What if we planned a girls’ lunch? Just the three of us. We’ll say we need some time away from all the testosterone, and she’s invited. We won’t take ‘no’ for an answer. Between the two of us, we ought to make a pretty good human lie detector.”
“I like it,” Cooper replied, the wheels in her mind turning. “But maybe we can go one step further. What if we have an employee lunch? It’s been a while since we all got to sit and eat as a group—not since the summer picnic. You, Ben, Mr. Farmer and I can work together to try and get a read on all the other employees. Ben might notice something in Josh that I missed, or you might notice something in Brandi. What do you think?”
“Should we order in?”
“No, we definitely ought to go out somewhere . . . Get everyone out of the office and see them in a different environment.”
“I love it!” Angela exclaimed, clapping her hands together. “Let’s pitch it to Mr. Farmer.”
Together, they marched to Mr. Farmer’s office and explained their plan. When they were done, he nodded slowly.
“That might just work,” he said. “And it’s a good intermediate step before we get the police involved.”
“Oh, Mr. Farmer, you wouldn’t!” Angela exclaimed. “Bring the police here? Officially? You can’t! Once word gets out, it’ll ruin our reputation!”
“If we can’t unearth the thief and word gets out that I’ve let it slide, that will ruin our reputation, too.” Mr. Farmer wiped his kerchief over his sweating, mostly bald scalp. “I’m not saying I want to bring the cops in on it, but we may have to. But I like the idea of putting all our minds together on this. Spread the word. Lunch tomorrow. There, ladies, we’ll make our stand.”
With a dramatic flair, Mr. Farmer stood and opened the door for Angela and Cooper, who took the not-so-subtle cue and left him in peace.
Over the course of the day, they informed the other employees about the luncheon the next day. Cooper pulled Ben aside before he left and explained the plan, and by the time Cooper left the office for Lewis’s house, she was feeling much more at ease. The burden of catching the office thief wasn’t completely off her shoulders, but the burden was being shared, and she and her friends were determined to solve the problem.
The drive was peaceful and gave her a little time to clear her head. So many terrible things were happening, and she just needed a few minutes to think about nothing . . . nothing but the Beatles. She listened to her music all the way to Lewis’s house, and when she arrived, she was sorry she had to focus again on one of those terrible things: Sylvia’s murder.
She slung her purse over her shoulder, and, playing with her key ring, rapped on the front door of Lewis’s house. There was no answer. She slipped the key into her pocket and peered in through the front window. It was dark inside, with no sign of Lewis.
“I don’t particularly want to come back tomorrow,” she muttered to herself. As if in answer to her concern, a blue sedan pulled into the driveway, and Lewis Wilburson emerged.
“Who are you? What are you doing here?” he asked through a snarl. Then he squinted and grunted in recognition. “Oh, you again? I’m busy.”
Cooper waited for him on the porch. “Mr. Wilburson, I just need a few minutes.”
“I already talked to you and your friends about Sylvia. Don’t think I’m unappreciative of the food you brought, but I don’t have anything else to say.”
“I didn’t come about Sylvia this time,” Cooper said, stepping closer. “I came about a man named John Borreo.”
Cooper tried to say the name when it would have the greatest impact, and she wasn’t disappointed. As she watched, the color faded from Lewis’s face, replaced by a sickly pallor. He frowned, clenching his jaw and grinding his teeth together. His opened hands curled into fists.
“Never heard of him,” he said, obviously lying. “Get off of my property.” He opened the door and hurried inside, but before he could close it again, Cooper had slipped past him into the entryway.
“I think you do know him,” she insisted.
Lewis slammed and locked the door behind her, his rage more than a little frightening. Cooper glanced desperately around the room, nervous to be alone with him. He blocked the nearest exit with his body. If she wanted to reach the back door, she’d have to make a run for it.
“I don’t want to cause you problems,” Cooper said gently. “I don’t want to get you into any trouble. I just want to help find out what happened to Sylvia.”
“If you want to help, leave.”
“Not until you tell me about John Borreo.”
“All I know about John Borreo I read in the paper. You can do the same.” He made no attempt to mask his threatening tone. “Why do you want to know about Borreo, anyway?”
“I was researching the school in Detroit where Sylvia used to work. When I looked up Coughlin Prep on the Internet, his name came up. His son attended the school where Sylvia taught. Was he one of her students?”
“Probably. In her position, Sylvia taught all the kids, sooner or later.”
“What struck me most, Mr. Wilburson, was the timing. It wasn’t long after Borreo disappeared that you and Sylvia moved away from Detroit. Awfully coincidental, don’t you think?”
“So you think it’s awfully coincidental that our marriage was falling apart? I didn’t much care what was going on in the rest of the world by then. It was time for us to leave and try to salvage our marriage.”
Cooper took a step closer to him. “Mr. Wilburson, why haven’t you thrown me out? You could do it. Just open the door and give me a shove.”
Ignoring her question, Lewis began to pace. “Sylvia had nothing to do with John Borreo. Don’t go dragging her name through the mud because you think you found something interesting.”
He was struggling; Cooper could see it in his face. Lewis was torn between a need for secrecy and the desire to protect Sylvia’s reputation, which was now his only way to make up for the way he’d treated her. He finally shrugged in resignation, walked into the living room and slumped in his recliner. Cooper followed. The room smelled stale, everything exactly the same as it had been on her first visit with Bryant and Savannah. Cooper sat on the edge of the couch, waiting for Lewis to continue.
Slowly, he did. “John Borreo is a very bad man with a hand in every cookie jar—mayors, governors, senators, cops, unions. I’d say that that’s all you need to know, but I have a feeling you’d just wind up on my front porch again, asking more questions. I’d rather not see you anymore after this, if you don’t mind.”
“I’ll do my best. How did you know John Borreo?”
Lewis took a deep breath. “I worked for him for a spell. He owned a racetrack, and I was a security man back then. All aboveboard. Nothing illegal about what I did. Then I discovered the joy of picking—or trying to pick—a winning horse.” His eyes looked through Cooper and into the past as he spoke. “I’d been a gambler my whole life, but at that track, I found my real passion . . . And it was that passion that destroyed my marriage. I was in deep, way too deep. The track manager tossed me out on my . . .” He paused to reconsider his words. “Sylvia and I decided it was time to go.”
“Did Sylvia know about all this? About who you worked for?”
“She knew I worked at the track, and she eventually learned how deeply in debt I was. She never knew it was John Borreo who owned the track.”
Cooper watched his face, his evasive gaze. “You’re not telling me everything.”
“Ms. Lee, is it? Ms. Lee, you may not realize this, but you’re not entitled to know everything. I’ve told you what you need to know so you can understand Sylvia was never involved with John Borreo.”
Cooper leaned back on the couch, trying to think of a tactic that would give her more information. She set her purse on the floor at her feet, crossed her arms stubbornly and looked around the room for anything that might spark an idea. What she spotted was a framed picture on the mantel over the fireplace—a picture of Sylvia standing in front of a red-brick home with a lake behind it. It was the same as the picture on the head table at Sylvia’s memorial, the same house that was in her parents’ obituary.
“Mr. Wilburson, where was that picture taken?” She pointed, and Lewis turned to look. He rose and let his gaze linger on the photo before handing it to Cooper.
“That was at her family’s vacation home on Lake St. Clair. It was passed down through her father’s side for generations.”
“It looks nice.”
“Sylvia came from a lot of money. Rich. A gambler’s dream girl. By the end of our marriage, that house was all that was left of her family’s fortune.”
Cooper’s eyes widened. Before doing her Internet research she hadn’t realized just how much money Sylvia’s family had. Now she had a good idea of the vast wealth of the Cassels. “You gambled it all away?” She instantly regretted the tone she used.
Lewis didn’t seem to notice. He just nodded. “That’s what happens when a girl like that marries a guy like me.”
“May I ask a rather rude question?”
“You be rude? Really? If you think barging into my house and interrogating me has been the polite way to do things, I’m afraid to hear what you think is rude.”
“I know Sylvia didn’t have much, but who gets her estate now? Who inherits?”
“Ah. Sylvia was an only child. We have no children. She had no family left to speak of.”
“What about a will? Did she leave anything to anyone else?”
Lewis rose and disappeared into the hallway. He emerged a few minutes later with a large envelope. “This is a copy of Sylvia’s will. Whatever she had left is mine. Go ahead, you can take it.”
“Why would she leave her family estate to her ex-husband?” Cooper asked. “If you don’t mind my asking . . .”
“I do, but I have a feeling you’ll be back at my door if I don’t answer. When we were married, Sylvia always tried to fix me . . . help me change . . . to be a better man. Even before I got in too deep, she saw me as a project. After the divorce, she didn’t stop. Abbi told her she was just enabling me, but Sylvia didn’t listen.”
“But she divorced you. She obviously knew there was a problem she couldn’t fix.”
Lewis shook his head. “Sylvia had her moments of stubbornness—the move from Detroit, the divorce. She’d start on the right path and then revert back to her old ways. When push came to shove, she couldn’t stand the idea of me being lost and alone. I’m ashamed to say I used that to my advantage. Sylvia would swear she was through helping me, but the very next time I was in trouble, I’d beg for help, and she’d cave. If I were half the man she deserved, I’d have stopped asking for money the second the divorce went through, but I think we both know I’m not anywhere near half the man she deserved.”
“So leaving the estate to you was Sylvia’s last-ditch effort to help you get out of your gambling debts.”
“It’s the kind of woman she was . . . Probably did more harm than good to both of us, but there’s nothing I can do about it now.”
He started for the door.
“Don’t you want the will back?” Cooper asked.
“Like I said, it’s a copy. I’d rather be rid of it than have to see you again.”
“If you dislike me so much, why did you tell me about your past with Borreo?”
Lewis sighed. “I’m a gambler, Ms. Lee. Always have been, always will be. It’s my nature. I bet on Sylvia, and she bet on me, and for a while, we were both winners. Every good winning streak comes to an end. Believe it or not, I never wanted to hurt her in life, and I’m certainly not going to let you ruin her reputation in death. If some of my muddy past needs to come out to keep her good name intact, then . . . Well, I guess that’s all I can do.”
He opened the door to let her out.
“Thanks for the information,” she said.
“You can thank me by staying away.” Lewis closed the door behind her, and she heard the dead bolt slide into place.
For a moment, Cooper stood on the front porch, wishing she’d been able to dig deeper. Lewis obviously knew more about John Borreo than he’d shared, but obviously Cooper had gotten all the information Lewis was willing to give. Slowly, she walked toward her truck, took the key from her pocket and drove away.
She was so deep in thought that she’d been on the road a good fifteen minutes before she realized she was missing something.
“Oh, no,” she groaned. “My purse.” It was still sitting on the floor by Lewis’s couch. She turned around and headed back. “So much for keeping my distance.”
A half hour after she’d left Lewis’s house, she was back again. The sun had set completely, and the moon cast an eerie glow over his home. The decrepit house might as well have been haunted.
Cooper tried to stay calm. Great inspiration for my birdhouse, she thought. Dead plants, empty planters, broken boards. She gulped. Just inspiration. That’s all it is. Nothing to be scared of.
She knocked on the door, announcing herself as she did so. “Mr. Wilburson? It’s me again. Look, I know you don’t want to talk, and I don’t blame you, but I need my purse. I left it by your couch.”
A few seconds of silence passed and then she knocked again. “Mr. Wilburson, I know you’re there! If you could just pass my purse out the door, I’ll be on my way.”
Still nothing. Cooper tentatively tried the doorknob, and to her surprise, the door cracked open.
“I thought I heard him slide the dead bolt,” she said quietly. Then she called out, “Mr. Wilburson, your door is unlocked, so I’m coming in. I’m getting my purse and then leaving. All right?”
She pushed the door open the rest of the way. Yes, she was sure he’d fastened the dead bolt after she’d left.
Cooper wished she hadn’t come alone. “Mr. Wilburson? Lewis?”
She tiptoed into the living room and found her purse sitting right where she’d left it. She looked around the room for any sign of Lewis. His car was still in the driveway; he couldn’t have simply disappeared.
Purse in hand, Cooper crept to the kitchen, following the smell of fresh-brewed coffee. Perhaps Lewis was enjoying his coffee so much that he hadn’t heard her. Perhaps he was on the phone or listening to music.
But none of those things was true. As Cooper walked into the kitchen she saw Lewis’s body on the floor, surrounded by blood.
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Cooper waited in her truck until she heard the sirens. She met Inspector McNamara and Officer Brayden at the front door. Silently, they followed her inside to the kitchen where Lewis lay.
McNamara knelt beside the body. “Looks like he’s been stabbed . . . a lot.”
Cooper gulped back a wave of nausea, overcome by all the blood. “The same as Sylvia,” she managed to squeak.
“Did you touch anything?”
“I checked for a pulse. That’s all.”
“What I’m asking is, will we find your fingerprints anywhere else?”
Cooper nodded. “Not in the kitchen I don’t think, but in the living room you probably will.”
McNamara stood and whispered to one of his officers before turning back to Cooper. “Officer Brayden will take your statement . . . in the other room. You don’t need to stay here and watch.”
Brayden took Cooper by the elbow and gently led her to the couch. For a few minutes, they sat without speaking while Cooper tried to organize her racing thoughts. Not an hour ago Lewis had been alive. Not an hour ago, she’d seen him and talked with him. It felt like a lifetime ago. For Lewis, it had been a lifetime ago.
“Ms. Lee, I’m sorry, but we need to get this sorted out,” Officer Brayden said softly. “What were you doing here?”
Cooper began slowly. “I came to see Lewis.”
“Why?”
“He’s Sylvia’s ex-husband. I thought he might know something.”
“About Sylvia’s death?”
Cooper nodded.
“You know, it’s not your job to investigate her murder.” Officer Brayden put his hand on hers. “This is something you don’t need to deal with. That’s my job and Inspector McNamara’s job.”
“I know, but . . .”
“But you like to fix things.”
“Yes. I felt like I needed to do something to help. After all, Sylvia was killed in my pastor’s office at my church, and I knew who she was. I just came to see Lewis because I thought he might be able to help.”
“And did you learn anything?”
“Maybe. When Sylvia was in Detroit she taught at a prep school attended by the son of a mobster, a man named Borreo. Borreo went into hiding, and immediately thereafter, Sylvia and Lewis moved from Detroit to Richmond.”
“Are you saying you believe Sylvia was involved with the mob?”
“No, but Lewis was. He worked at a racetrack owned and operated by Borreo, before being fired because of a gambling problem that got out of hand.”
A skeptical smile appeared on Officer Brayden’s lips. “Ms. Lee, I appreciate you wanting to help, but do you really think a mobster in hiding came out of hiding to murder an art teacher and her gambler ex-husband?”
“It may not be all that far-fetched,” Inspector McNamara announced from the doorway. She turned as he continued. “My brother was FBI before he retired and he loves to shares his stories about the ‘good old days,’ when he was cracking down on organized crime. He talks a lot about tracking down scouts.”
Cooper listened with interest. Could it be true that she was on the right track? “What’s a scout?”
“High-profile mobsters don’t like to live in sewers, waiting for the police to go away; they take on a new identity and relocate. But they need to find a safe place to relocate to, a place they haven’t lived before, a place where they’re not known.”
“So they send scouts to find the perfect location,” Cooper concluded. “Do you think Lewis could have been a scout?”
“I heard what you told Officer Brayden,” McNamara began. “You said Lewis had ties to this Borreo fellow, and he had a gambling problem. If he was indebted to Borreo, Lewis might have become a scout in exchange for having his debts forgiven.”
Cooper snapped her fingers. “Abbi did say that Sylvia and Lewis had money in the bank once they moved. And it sounded like it happened overnight . . . They went from having nothing because Lewis gambled it all away to being on firm financial footing.”
“I assume you’re referring to Abbi Merken, Sylvia’s friend.”
“Have you talked to her?”
McNamara gave her a look. “Of course I’ve talked to her. I’m a policeman. That’s my job. Why were you talking to her?”
Cooper hesitated, and McNamara put up his hands to stop her from answering. “Never mind,” he said. “I don’t want to know today. Ms. Merken didn’t tell us that part—about money in the bank.”
“She probably felt more comfortable talking to Trish and me.”
“Humph.”
Cooper turned her attention to Officer Brayden. “Could that be the solution? Lewis was a scout. Sylvia was collateral damage for his being involved with the mob?”
“I doubt it’s that simple,” Brayden replied. “But it might be a place to start. I’m not sure . . .”
He was interrupted by a very loud Inspector McNamara, shouting into his phone to an underling back at the station. “I need you to pull everything we have on this . . . uh . . . uh.” He put his hand over the receiver. “Brayden, the fellow in the kitchen?”
Brayden mouthed, “Lewis Wilburson.”
“Right, pull everything we have on Lewis Wilburson. And I also need you to find everything you can on uh . . . Brayden, the mobster?”
“John Borreo.”
“Yes, John Borreo. News stories, police reports, anything you can get your hands on. And if that’s not enough, give my brother a call. I’m sure he’d relish telling more stories.” He continued to speak as he walked away, leaving Cooper with Officer Brayden.
“He’s stressed,” Brayden commented when the inspector was out of earshot.
Cooper sighed and rubbed her temples. “That makes two of us.” She felt a warm, strong hand against her back, rubbing softly between her shoulder blades. Cooper tensed even more and moved away, her lips pursed stubbornly. She didn’t want to give Brayden the wrong idea.
“Why don’t you go home?” he suggested, his voice low and tender. “Get some rest. Try not to think about Lewis. We’ll take it from here.”
Cooper lingered for another moment, confused and embarrassed. Then she rose, shook his hand and left.
 
• • •
 
Cooper couldn’t eat dinner that evening, even though Ms. Donna was truly pleasant company. She couldn’t bring herself to talk about what had happened, especially not over the dinner table. She managed to tell everyone that Lewis was dead, but she didn’t tell them how or that she’d seen the body. That was as far from polite conversation as it gets.
Once again she couldn’t sleep. She tried to take Brayden’s advice; she tried not to think about Lewis, but it was impossible. She’d seen him covered in his own blood. His image was burned into her brain just as surely as was Sylvia’s. She’d never forget either of them.
Since tea had helped quiet her nerves the night before, she headed down to the kitchen again, hoping there was still some chamomile left.
She found Ms. Donna by the teakettle, the same as last night.
“So we meet again,” Ms. Donna said, smiling over her own tea. “You didn’t talk much over dinner. Is everything all right?”
“All this death is just . . . getting to me.”
“Did you know Lewis well?”
Cooper shook her head. She retrieved a mug and chamomile tea bag and put more water in the kettle.
Ms. Donna sipped her tea, watching Cooper. “You saw, didn’t you.”
Cooper paused and turned to Ms. Donna. “How did you know?”
“I see it in your eyes. Death leaves a mark, and if you know what to look for, you can tell when someone has looked on death recently. You saw his body.”
“I found his body.”
Ms. Donna, wide-eyed, set aside her cup and hugged Cooper, just as Cooper had hugged her the night before. “I’m sorry you had to see him. Was it bad?”
“He was killed the same way Sylvia was. It was pretty bloody.”
“Sweetie, what were you doing discovering a dead body?”
Cooper couldn’t help but smile. “That’s a funny question coming from you. You’re the one who originally discovered Sylvia. And you’re going to ask me what I was doing?”
“We both know what I was doing when I found Sylvia.” Cooper arched a brow, but Ms. Donna waved her hand. “Yes, yes, I know. Hypothetical and theoretical and blah, blah blah. We still both know what I was doing. How on earth were you in a position to come upon a corpse?”
“I was talking to Lewis about a possible lead in Sylvia’s murder. I left, but I forgot my purse. When I went back to get it, he was dead.” Cooper took a breath. “Only a half hour passed between when I left and when I found him. Thirty minutes. That’s all.”
“Doesn’t take that long to kill someone, I’m afraid.”
“But what if I’d done things differently? I wanted Lewis to tell me more. What if I’d been stubborn, and I’d insisted on staying longer? Would he still be alive? Would that have saved him?”
“It’s more likely that you’d be dead, too.” Ms. Donna’s bluntness took Cooper by surprise. “If the same professional who killed Sylvia was out to kill Lewis, you couldn’t save him. Professionals aren’t deterred that easily. And even if Lewis had somehow lived today, he’d have died tomorrow. That’s the simple, harsh truth.”
The kettle whistled, and Cooper poured the boiling water over her tea bag. She and Ms. Donna slowly walked to the dining room table and sat.
Cooper absentmindedly dunked her tea bag in the hot water. “Officer Brayden said I should try to not think about Lewis.”
“Sounds like sage advice. Let’s talk about something else. How’s work?”
Cooper groaned. “Not much better.”
“Don’t tell me you’ve got corpses there, too!”
“No, not corpses. A thief.” She hesitated. Now she either had to act on faith and confide in Ms. Donna or leave. If she left, Cooper could protect herself emotionally, but she’d also be giving up on a very lonely woman. This was the perfect chance to reach out, to try and befriend someone who desperately needed a friend. And so, Cooper decided to act on faith. She told Ms. Donna the whole story of the work thefts and the plan to unearth the guilty party.
When she was done, Ms. Donna pushed her mug aside. She’d finished her tea. “You lead an exciting life, Cooper.”
“Not usually.”
“Right now you do. Two murders in town and a string of thefts at work. You’ve got your hands full.”
Cooper laughed at the observation. “You’re so helpful.”
Ms. Donna responded with a grin. “Well, if I could help I would, but I’m not sure what I could do with my particular talents.”
Cooper stopped laughing. “You may be wrong about that. Ms. Donna, did you notice how Edward disliked you when you first came to the Sunrise Bible Study?”
“I saw it right off.”
“And do you know why he disliked you?”
“Sure. He’s an ex-convict, and he could tell I was up to no good. I don’t blame him for disliking me, by the way. He’s just trying to protect you.”
Cooper leaned in closer. “Do you have that same . . . skill? Do you think you could spot the criminal at, say, a luncheon of suspects?”
A mischievous glint crossed Ms. Donna’s eyes. “Your Edward is a former convict. My experience is a bit more recent. To paraphrase the immortal Ethel Merman, ‘Anything he can do, I can do better.’”
“Ms. Donna, would you do me a favor?”
Ms. Donna’s face lit up. “Sweetie, you’ve opened up your home to me, and you’ve brought me into your family. I’ll do anything I can!”
“Would you come to lunch tomorrow? I’ll find out in the morning where Mr. Farmer’s taking all of us. Then I’ll give you a call to let you know where we’re going. If you get to the restaurant a little early, you should be able to tell where they’ll be seating us; we’ll make a pretty big party. Get a seat near our table. While we eat, you can listen to the conversations, watch the employees and learn what you can. If there’s a crook among us, you have a better chance than I do of picking him out. Would you do that?”
“Of course I would! I get to spy, pry, eavesdrop and snoop for a good cause. At last, I can use my natural abilities to help someone!” She leaned over and hugged Cooper again. “If you only knew how much it means to me to be able to help you after all you’ve done . . . It makes me feel like a whole person.”
Cooper hugged her right back, not sure what to say. This was a moment too precious for words.
 
• • •
 
The entire staff of Make it Work! arrived at Casa Grande Mexican Restaurant a little before noon the next day. Cooper, Angela, Ben and Mr. Farmer strategically placed themselves around the table so they could clearly see and easily converse with different employees. After Cooper had taken a seat near the end of the table, between Brandi and Josh, and the waitress had brought their drinks, she nonchalantly glanced around, searching for Ms. Donna.
“Where is she?” Cooper muttered, looking from table to table.
Brandi heard the mutter. “What did you say?”
“Oh . . . I was just wondering where our waitress is. I’m starving!”
Brandi pointed toward the other side of the room. “I think I saw her go that way. I’ll help you flag her down.”
Cooper smiled gratefully—grateful that Brandi had believed her. Just then she heard a familiar voice coming from the table directly behind her.
“The mild sauce, please. That hot stuff gives me heartburn!”
Cooper feigned a stretch, twisting around in her chair so that she could see. There was Ms. Donna, innocent-looking as ever, reeling in her waiter, who smiled adoringly at her as if she were his own grandmother.
“We don’t want to give you heartburn!” he assured her. “But if you want a little zip, I can add just a splash of the hot salsa in with the mild.”
Ms. Donna waffled and then grinned at the young man, ignoring Cooper completely; she was in character. “I’m feeling up for an adventure today. Give my salsa some zip!”
Cooper’s attention was brought back to her own table by Brandi, poking her and nodding toward the waitress, who stood at the end of the table, pen poised, ready to take orders.
“Oh, right!” Cooper said. “May I have a large order of steak nachos, please?”
Brandi looked at her with surprise. “Wow, you must be hungry! A large is two meals for me.”
“It might be for me, too. We’ll see if my eyes are bigger than my stomach today.”
When the waitress had taken their orders, Angela raised her iced tea glass. “Here’s to a well-deserved afternoon out of the office!”
Emilio clinked his glass against hers. “Hear, hear!”
And so the non-interrogation interrogation began.
Cooper pried and snooped, doing her best to ask personal questions of Brandi without being too obvious about it. Josh joined in, chatting with both Brandi and Mr. Farmer. At the other end of the table, Ben spoke to Bobby, while Angela talked with Emilio. Mr. Farmer sat across from Cooper and jumped into each conversation when he could, commenting and pressing for information as subtly as possible.
For a solid hour, they ate and talked, until finally Mr. Farmer announced that there was work to be done. As the group began to leave, Angela held Cooper back at the table.
“Emilio was asking questions about you,” she whispered. “He wanted to know if you’re available.”
“Why’s he asking? He’s got a girlfriend.”
“Yes, but he’s got a single friend, too, looking for a girl.”
“You told him I’m with Nathan, right?”
“I told him I thought you were with him, but I wasn’t sure. After what happened with that policeman and all, I didn’t rightly know what to say about your relationship.”
Cooper sighed and grabbed her to-go box. The nachos would easily make a second meal and maybe a third. “When it comes to Emilio, I’m always in a relationship . . . whether I am or not.”
Angela winked. “Gotcha.”
Cooper spent the rest of the day waiting anxiously to hear Ms. Donna’s analysis of the lunch. As far as Cooper could tell, there was no criminal among them, but she lacked the sixth sense of Ms. Donna and Edward. When she got home, she still had to wait through supper and Grammy’s program until at last her family retired for the evening and she and Ms. Donna could have their tea.
“So what did you think?” Cooper asked, putting on the kettle. “Who did it?”
“Before we get to that, tell me who they were,” Ms. Donna said. “Starting with the girl beside you. Go around the table.”
“The girl beside me was Brandi. She works for Ben in the other part of the business. Then there was Bobby—one of my employees—and Ben, Emilio, Angela, Mr. Farmer and Josh. What’s the verdict?”
“Josh is interested in Brandi, that’s for sure,” Ms. Donna replied. “Mr. Farmer doesn’t like Angela talking to Emilio, and she knows it. Ben’s suspicious of Bobby . . .”
“Is it Bobby? Did he steal the stuff? I can’t believe it! I know he’s got a big family to provide for, but he seems like such a nice, upstanding man.”
Ms. Donna put up her hands to slow Cooper’s jumping to conclusions. “Hold on a minute. Let me finish. Ben is suspicious of Bobby, but I don’t think Bobby is guilty.”
“Who is?”
Ms. Donna shook her head. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but I don’t think any of them is guilty . . . at least, not that I could tell. If they’re stealing, they’re either professionals who know how to hide really well, or they’re such amateurs they don’t give off that sense of guilt just yet.”
Cooper poured the hot water into two mugs and handed one to Ms. Donna. “Are you sure?”
“I am. I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help.”
“No, no. I appreciate you taking the time to give me a hand.”
Ms. Donna dunked her tea bag in the water. “If you don’t mind my asking, what was that your friend Angela said before you left? About you and Nathan and a policeman?”
Cooper groaned. “It’s just the most recent complicated mess of my personal life.”
“You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”
Cooper considered. At this point, what would it hurt to open up a little to Ms. Donna about her love life? After all, there was nothing in it the woman could steal. “Lately I’ve been doubting that Nathan is as committed to our relationship as I am. And a few days ago, I found out that a certain policeman I know is interested in me . . . really interested in me. I’m not sure Nathan still is.”
“I see.”
“And Angela thinks it’s because Nathan and I haven’t . . . That is, we’re not . . .”
“Intimate?”
Cooper nodded. “Angela says he might be holding back because he’s afraid we’re not compatible in that way. But it was his idea to wait in the first place, and now it just never seems to happen. I’m worried that if we don’t become intimate, I might lose him, but if that’s all that would keep him invested in our relationship, then do I really want . . .” She ran her fingers through her hair, agitated and confused. “I don’t know. My ex and I were together for five years. We got to know each other, and then we moved in together. It all happened so naturally, and I thought that was the normal routine. I feel like something must be wrong in my relationship with Nathan, because we haven’t followed that natural, normal routine.”
“Let me clarify for myself,” Ms. Donna said. “You’re worried you need to be intimate with Nathan to have a real, solid relationship.”
“Yes.”
“And you’re worried that Nathan doesn’t want you the way your cop friend does because you’ve been together so long and haven’t been intimate.”
Cooper nodded. “Pretty much.”
“And you believe you need to be intimate in large part because that was an important part of the solid relationship you had with your ex.”
“Exactly!” Cooper took a drink of her chamomile tea. “That’s it. Drew and I were physically intimate, and so I knew he loved me in every way. I want that with Nathan, but I don’t have it, and now he might be losing interest. I want him to want me the way Will seems to.”
Ms. Donna sat back in her seat, blowing the steam off the tea. After a few moments of contemplation, she met Cooper’s gaze. “Do you want advice? Or do you just need to talk?”
“If you’ve got advice, I’d be happy to hear it.”
“All right then. You said you and this Drew fellow were together for five years. What happened after that?”
“He fell in love with someone else.”
“So you had physical intimacy with him. You lived with him. In the end of your ‘solid’ relationship, he left you for another woman. Now you’re with Nathan, and you think you ought to repeat the same routine—physical intimacy, living together—because that’ll give you a ‘solid’ relationship like the one you had with Drew. Is that right?”
Cooper wasn’t sure she liked where this was going. “I guess I hadn’t thought of it that way.”
“Sweetie, are you familiar with Albert Einstein’s definition of insanity? It’s doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. Physical intimacy didn't keep Drew around any more than it’ll fix your relationship with Nathan. If your previous beau is any indication, intimacy won’t make your relationship stronger if it wasn’t meant to be in the first place.”
“That’s not what other people have told me. They’ve said I ought to sleep with him.”
Ms. Donna waved away the doubts. “Obviously you don’t agree. Otherwise you’d have slept with him by now. Something inside you is telling you not to; I’m guessing it’s the wisdom you gained from being with Drew. Or maybe those unique eyes of yours allow you to see the way things are a little more clearly. Giving a man all of you won’t make him love you. If it did, you’d be married to Drew by now.”
Cooper sat in stunned silence. When she’d agreed to listen to Ms. Donna’s advice, she had no idea what kind of advice she’d get.
Ms. Donna continued. “As for your cop friend, you’re always gonna have men who ‘want’ you. Believe it or not, I used to be quite the looker. Among gentlemen of a certain age, I still am. I know what it is to get that kind of emotional response from a man. Of course, I use it to my advantage. There’s nothing wrong with wanting to be wanted, but you need to talk to Nathan about it. Don’t just assume he’s not attracted to you, and don’t assume that cop is looking for love.”
She rose slowly to her feet. “I’m sorry, sweetie, but I’ve got to get some sleep tonight. I’ll leave you to mull things over.”
And just like that, Ms. Donna was gone. Cooper sat alone at the table, still trying to process what Ms. Donna had said. She’d expected very different advice from a con artist: manipulate the situation to your advantage, try to make Nathan jealous, use intimacy to get what you want. She hadn’t expected someone who made such questionable career and life decisions to say anything so wise.
Mug in hand, Cooper trudged up to her apartment, but she knew before she got there that sleep wouldn’t come easily. She sat at her desk, sipping tea for a good half hour before she remembered the copy of Sylvia’s will that Lewis had given her.
“If nothing else, maybe some legalese will put me to sleep,” she mused aloud as she opened the envelope and started skimming the document. Sylvia was an only child and the only surviving member of her family. She had no aunts, uncles, grandparents or cousins. And when she died, everything was supposed to go to Lewis, a fact Cooper still found difficult to swallow, even if Sylvia was an enabler.
“Hmm,” Cooper hummed. “What happens now that Lewis isn’t around to collect?”
She scanned the next page. In the event that Lewis wasn’t able to collect his inheritance, all money, property and other assets were to be turned over to the will’s executor to be distributed among charities and causes as the executor saw fit.
“So the executor benefits from Lewis’s death.” Cooper paused. The executor. Lewis had told them . . .
“Abigail Merken.” There it was, in black and white, just as Lewis had said the first time they’d spoken. Abbi was the executor, the one who benefited now that both Sylvia and Lewis were dead. She had full control of Sylvia’s assets.
 
• • •
 
“But I thought Sylvia didn’t have any assets,” Trish argued over the phone the next morning. Cooper had called her first thing Wednesday morning to discuss the recent discovery.
“She had her artwork and a small bank account,” Cooper said. “And it looks like she had some property in Michigan. Even if it wasn’t a lot, money is money and people will kill for it.”
“That’s cynical.”
“It’s true.”
“Yes, but it’s still cynical. The problem is, Abbi’s not a professional killer, and I doubt she could afford to hire one.”
“She wouldn’t have to be professional if she knew the victim, right? Maybe Abbi did some research to figure out how to murder someone. She could’ve talked with Sylvia and gone with her to the pastor’s office. While Sylvia’s back was turned . . . she put on a mask and started stabbing.”
“Still seems like a stretch.”
Secretly, Cooper agreed, but she wasn’t about to say it. “Whether it’s a stretch or not, I’m no longer convinced that anyone can pick out a bad guy from a brief conversation. Will you check out the Michigan property?”
“What about it?”
“Just see if Sylvia still owned any property in Michigan.”
“What about Abbi?”
“I’ll go talk to her after work.” She thought of her conversation with Ms. Donna the night before. “And maybe I’ll see if Nathan can go. I’d like to talk to him . . . He’s been so busy I haven’t seen him for a while.”
 
• • •
 
After work, Cooper swung by Nathan’s house, and together they rode to the Parham Road Campus. They made idle chitchat on the way—Nathan’s recent projects, the Make it Work! thief, Cooper’s haunted birdhouse. She wasn’t sure how to bring up the subject of their relationship, especially since it wasn’t necessarily going to be a pleasant conversation. She waited, hoping Nathan would say something to give her an opening, but by the time they arrived at the community college, she still hadn’t found one.
They found Abbi in the parking lot, ready to leave for the day.
“Cooper, hello!” The professor greeted her with a smile. “I didn’t think I’d be seeing you again. Who’s this?”
Nathan held out a hand and Abbi shook it. “I’m Nathan. It’s nice to meet you, Ms. Merken.”
“Nice to meet you, too, Nathan. What brings you and Cooper here?”
“Did you hear about Lewis Wilburson?” Cooper asked.
Abbi nodded. “I did. I can’t say I’m heartbroken, considering how he ruined Sylvia’s life, but I’m still sorry about the way it happened.”
“Before he died, he gave me a copy of Sylvia’s will, so I could take a look at it and stop bothering him. I noticed that you’re the executor.”
Abbi’s demeanor didn’t change at all. “That’s correct. Sylvia didn’t trust Lewis to do the job properly, and she didn’t have any other family.”
“She left everything to him, though.”
“Against my advice and all common sense, yes, she did. That man had a hold on her that even time and separation couldn’t break.”
“Now that Lewis is dead, you get it all.”
Abbi laughed. “Is that why you came to see me? You think I killed Lewis? Cooper, I already talked to the police and gave them my alibi. Moreover, the fact that I control the money doesn’t really benefit me. I’m in charge of distributing the funds. I don’t get to keep them.”
Nathan stepped in, smiling sweetly. “Forgive us, Abbi. We didn’t mean to accuse you of anything. We’re just trying to get the facts straight. If I may ask, what did Sylvia have to pass on?”
“Not a lot.”
“What about property?” Cooper asked. “Did she have a house or anything?”
“She lived in an apartment in town,” Abbi replied. “She mentioned having a little house in Michigan that her parents left her—the only remnant of their holdings that Lewis hadn’t gambled away. He tried more than once to force her to sell it and put the money toward his new debts, but she refused. Except for selling the house, she always came to his rescue, loaning him what he needed. He never paid it back.”
“I don’t understand that,” Nathan said. “Why did she bail him out? They were divorced. She didn’t owe him anything.”
“Lewis tried to explain it to me,” Cooper added. “I still don’t get it.”
Abbi shrugged. “Sylvia had a good heart and she wanted to believe she could save Lewis. Plus, he always said he moved here away from the world he knew for her sake, so she felt obligated to help him out. Lewis knew how she felt, and he used it. He would try and force her to put that little house up for sale, so she’d find another way to help him. It was a game he played to get what he wanted. He’d threaten the last of her parents’ legacy, and he’d get money. Lewis Wilburson was as manipulative and emotionally abusive as they come. The world’s a better place without him.”
“Surely Sylvia couldn’t keep that up.” Cooper shook her head in dismay. “She couldn’t pay for herself and his debts.”
“Honestly, I’m not sure how she paid as long as she did. Sylvia had so little money on hand, but I guess that’s what happens when you love the wrong person. You give; they take.” Abbi sighed and looked at her watch. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting.”
 
• • •
 
On the way home, Cooper was quiet. She wasn’t thinking about the discussion with Abbi. Instead, her thoughts focused on the impending conversation with Nathan. It needed to happen now, before another day passed by, before she had to endure another sleepless night. All the way to Nathan’s, she considered the best way to broach the subject, but there was no easy way.
She pulled into his driveway, parked the truck and sat still and silent.
“Do you want to come in?” Nathan asked expectantly. He had that look in his eye, the one that said he wanted to hug and kiss and talk well into the night. It wasn’t a look of romance or passion, but one of routine.
“No, thanks,” she squeaked.
“Coop, what’s wrong?”
“Why do you think there’s something wrong?”
“You’ve been a little off all evening,” he said. “There’s something bugging you. I can tell.”
It was now or never. “Nathan, does it bother you that we haven’t . . . I mean that our physical relationship isn’t moving forward?”
Nathan shrugged. “Not really. I mean, intimacy is about more than just sex, right? And we’ve been through enough together that I feel like we’re . . . we’re close.” He grinned. “And I enjoy the physical relationship that we do have.”
While Cooper was glad to hear that he wasn’t hung up on a lack of sex, that still didn’t solve the problem. “Then what is it?”
His grin disappeared, and his brow furrowed in confusion. “I don’t understand. What is what?”
“Do you want . . .” Cooper could feel her face and neck getting hot and her throat tightening. How did she say it? How could she ask? She drew in a deep breath, and with a quick, silent prayer, plowed ahead. “Do you want a future with me?”
“Sure. Of course.” He answered without a pause, as if it were simply matter-of-fact, as if it were a foregone conclusion or a business deal. “Of course I want a future with you and a present.”
“Then why haven’t you . . . taken steps?”
He hesitated. “I’m not sure I know what you mean . . .”
“We’ve been together for more than a year, Nathan. But it feels like we’re just killing time. When my sister and Lincoln had been dating this long, they were talking rings and churches and . . . I want to know where you stand.”
For at least a full minute, Nathan said nothing, and Cooper could feel the tears welling up in her eyes. She blinked them away, determined to see the conversation through. It was too late to back out now.
“Maybe I should just tell you where I stand,” she finally said, since it appeared Nathan had no idea what to say or think. “You can figure things out after that. Nathan, I want a future with you. A real future. I want the house with the white fence and a dog playing in the backyard. I want kids, and a minivan, and soccer games. Most of all, I want you.”
Nathan didn’t even blink as she continued. “I don’t know what’s stopping you or holding you back. Maybe you don’t see the same future with me. If that’s the case, tell me . . . because I won’t wait forever.”
Nathan’s voice was quiet and gentle. “I didn’t realize you were feeling this way.”
Despite her determination, Cooper couldn’t manage any more words without crying. Instead, she just nodded.
“Do you want to . . . talk some more . . . about anything?”
Cooper shook her head.
“Do you want me to go?”
Cooper stared hard at the steering wheel, and Nathan took that as his sign. He slid out of her truck, walked to his front door and went inside without looking back once.
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Nathan didn’t call that night or the rest of the week. He didn’t show up to Bible study or church on Sunday. Cooper did her best to concentrate on her work and not think about him, but he was really all she could think about. Every time her phone rang, she hoped it was him. Every time she heard footsteps in the hall, she held her breath to see if he’d dropped by for an impromptu visit.
In the meantime, life went on and work continued. Harry Wintersteen called six times, and Cooper ignored every call. The atmosphere at Make It Work! was tense, and Cooper didn’t know what to do about it. Trish discovered that the Cassel family estate was worth nearly half a million dollars. Sylvia had refused to sell because it was the last part of her family history that she owned, but she paid for that obstinacy by being broke most of the time in Richmond.
While Cooper was glad to learn the information, Trish’s call wasn’t the one she wanted. It wasn’t until the following Thursday that she answered her cell and heard Nathan’s voice.
“I’m glad you called,” she said in lieu of a greeting. “I wanted to talk to you about—”
“I know what you want to talk about, but there’s something else going on right now,” Nathan interrupted. “I spent the day at Hope Street with Savannah so she could do her substitute teaching. We found the girl in the picture.”
It took Cooper a moment to realize what Nathan was talking about. “You mean the sketch?” she asked. “The one in the copier?”
“That’s the one. She was a student in one of Ms. Cassel’s classes.”
“Did she know anything about the sketch?”
“Unfortunately no. She’s the daughter of a computer programmer and a homemaker, and she grew up in Richmond. There’s nothing questionable about her, I’m afraid, and she had no idea where the sketch came from or why someone would steal it.”
“So that’s it?” Cooper asked, slumping in her chair.
“A dead end.”
“But why would the killer take that sketch? It makes no sense.”
“Well, I just thought you’d want to know. See you Sunday.”
“Nathan, wait. Can’t we talk, please?”
Nathan sighed. “Look, Coop. You spoke your mind, and I’m glad you did. You’ve given me a lot to think about. But now you’ve gotta give me some more time to think.”
“Oh. Okay.” Cooper tried to keep her tone upbeat even though she wanted to cry. “I’ll see you Sunday.” She hung up the phone, staring at it for a few minutes thereafter. Had she destroyed their relationship? Was this the end?
She folded her arms on her desk and laid her head down. The “Oh my!” from the door told her that Angela had picked this exact moment to come in for a visit.
“Are you ill?” Angela asked, rushing to Cooper’s side.
Cooper raised her head. “I think I made a big mistake. I may have ruined things with Nathan.”
“Well, if things are over with Nathan, you have your cop friend, and if that doesn’t work out, there’s always Emilio’s buddy!”
“Don’t remind me,” Cooper groaned. “I still haven’t figured out what to do about Will, and I’m not going out with anyone who calls himself Emilio’s buddy. Not to change the subject or anything, but how’s Mr. Farmer?”
Angela’s eyes twinkled. “He’s wonderful, as usual. And I think his sister’s warming up to me. She came in just this morning and said, ‘Hello!’ Either she’s learning to like me or she decided it’s useless to cause a ruckus, since I’m not going anywhere. Frankly, I don’t care which one it is so long as she stays outta my way!”
“I’m glad to hear it, but I was thinking of the situation here at the office. Mr. Farmer hasn’t said anything since we all went to lunch together.”
“As great an idea as that lunch was, you and I both know it didn’t do any good. We’re not trained to spot thieves!”
Even a person who can spot thieves didn’t see anything worthwhile, Cooper thought. “Do you know what he’s got planned next?”
“No, but . . .” Angela’s phone began to ring. “I’ve got to answer that. Talk in a bit?”
When Angela was gone, Cooper meandered down the hall to Mr. Farmer’s office. The door was open, and Mr. Farmer looked up from his computer when she stepped inside.
“Do you have a minute?” she asked.
“For you? Always.” Mr. Farmer smiled, but his eyes looked exhausted. “What do you need?”
“I hadn’t heard anything about the thefts. I thought I’d drop in and get an update.”
He motioned for her to close the door, and she did so before taking a seat in the plush chair in front of his desk. “Cooper, I don’t know what to do.”
Cooper remained silent. She had no sage advice to give.
Mr. Farmer went on. “I don’t know who did it, and I don’t want to bring in the authorities. It’s been brought to my attention that a good next step would be to search the employee lockers, but I doubt we’d find anything. If I were stealing things, I’d take them home, not leave them at work.”
“I’m not a fan of searching lockers either,” Cooper said. “But it sounds like that’s the last step before going to the police. Either that or ignore the problem, which we can’t do.”
“The employees won’t like it.”
“No, they won’t. But search every locker and they’ll dislike it less.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean search every locker,” Cooper explained. “Search Ben’s, Angela’s, the empty ones. Don’t just target the newer employees, because they’ll feel like they’re being treated differently.” She checked the clock on Mr. Farmer’s wall. “Bobby and Josh will be here for another hour before they’re out on jobs, and I think Emilio and Brandi are around here somewhere. Do it now. You can start with my locker, if you like.”
Mr. Farmer stood, still tired but with a renewed confidence. “All right, I will. We’ll get to the bottom of this . . . today!”
He called Ben, who tracked down Emilio and Brandi while Cooper fetched Bobby and Josh. All eight Make It Work! staff members crowded into the little locker room.
“Tell us what this is all about!” Emilio demanded in his usual brash fashion. “This room’s too small for all of us.”
“I know it’s uncomfortable,” Mr. Farmer replied. “But I want you all to be here. I have some disturbing information.”
They all fell silent.
“There have been several thefts here recently,” Mr. Farmer continued. “I’ve tried to figure out who it is without being too obvious, without causing any problems or hurt feelings, but that strategy hasn’t worked out too well.”
Cooper appreciated that he left her out of the story. At least the employees wouldn’t think differently about her or Ben, even if they were a little leery of Mr. Farmer for a while.
He went on. “As a last-ditch effort to find the culprit without bringing in the police, I’ve decided to search all the lockers, starting with those of the senior staff. Cooper, would you open your locker, please?”
Cooper stepped forward, opened the door and then moved out of Mr. Farmer’s way. She didn’t use the locker much these days, but she did still have a spare pair of jeans and an extra T-shirt from the days of copier repairs; when ink spilled on her uniform, she’d change and dunk the stained clothes in a sink full of water. There was also an old can of soda pop and a business card from one of their clients.
Mr. Farmer closed the locker door. “Ben?”
Ben opened his locker, too, without argument, and like Cooper’s it contained nothing of interest. He went down the line, checking every locker, even the empty ones. No one objected . . . until he came to Emilio.
“Please, open your locker,” Mr. Farmer said.
Emilio’s jaw clenched, and his face turned red. “I’d rather not.”
Cooper glanced at Angela, whose pencil eyebrows were raised in curiosity. Emilio wasn’t a new employee at all. He was more trusted than the others. Was he really the thief?
Mr. Farmer persisted. “Please, open the locker.”
“But, I . . .”
“The locker. Now.”
Cooper couldn’t recall ever hearing Mr. Farmer speak in such a resolute tone. Emilio did as he was told.
Mr. Farmer rummaged through the items in the locker for a moment, then turned away, his face as red as Emilio’s. “Nothing here,” he announced.
Cooper stood on her tiptoes to see into the locker and spotted the cause of Emilio’s and Mr. Farmer’s embarrassment. She clapped her hand over her mouth to keep from giggling. Stacked in the locker were several back issues of Playboy and Penthouse.
And that’s why I’m not going out with your buddy, Cooper thought. Because he’s probably too much like you.
Finally, Mr. Farmer got to Angela’s locker. She was ready to unlock it even before he asked.
“Thanks,” he said, opening the door. Suddenly Mr. Farmer froze.
Cooper waited for him to turn, to announce that he’d found nothing, but he just stood there, staring into the locker. For a whole minute, he neither moved nor spoke.
“Are you all right?” Ben asked, tapping their boss on the shoulder. “Something wrong?”
Mr. Farmer slowly turned to face them, holding one of the missing toner cartridges. Cooper looked past him into the locker and gasped. Toner cartridges, parts, a laptop—all the missing items.
Angela fainted.
Cooper helped Mr. Farmer carry Angela to his office. It took a few minutes to revive the stunned receptionist.
When she’d finally woken up completely, her first words were, “I didn’t do it!”
“I know that,” Mr. Farmer replied reassuringly. “But I need to find out who did.”
Angela sat up straight. “I have an enemy here? I thought we all got along so well! I can’t imagine anyone doing this!”
“I’m having a hard time with it, too.” Mr. Farmer shook his head sadly. “One of my employees is trying to frame another employee . . . and not just any employee, but you!”
Cooper cleared her throat. “Would you two like me to leave?”
Mr. Farmer replied with a firm “No.” But he didn’t speak again for a good thirty seconds. “We need to figure out what to do now.”
“Simple!” Angela exclaimed. “You march out there and tell them I didn’t do it!”
“He can’t,” Cooper argued, putting her hand gently on Angela’s shoulder. “Someone tried to frame you, and it may be in our best interest to let that person believe they’ve succeeded. In the meantime, they won’t suspect that we suspect them. It’ll give us time to devise a new plan.”
Angela blinked repeatedly, thoroughly confused, and then she snapped her fingers. “I know! You need to talk to your friend at the station!”
Cooper felt ill. The thought of speaking to Will Brayden again tied her stomach in knots. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“You have a friend at the police station?” Mr. Farmer asked. “Would he—or she—be willing to help us out . . . unofficially, of course? We could get some professional assistance without having to file reports and mar the good name of this company!”
Cooper leaned on Angela’s chair. “No, I really don’t think it’s a good idea.”
“Cooper, please!” Angela pleaded. “You know he’ll help you out. We’ve got to find out who did this!”
In stereo, Angela and Mr. Farmer made their appeals, until finally Cooper threw her hands up in resignation. “Fine!” she said loudly. “I’ll give him a call.”
She marched to her office, feeling both irritated at Angela’s insistence and guilty that she was irritated. It was only natural that Angela wanted to save her good name, and as a friend, Cooper should’ve been on board with the idea. But the last thing she wanted was to face Will Brayden, especially when she still hadn’t heard from Nathan.
Reluctantly, Cooper dug through her purse, found Officer Brayden’s card and called him at the station. When his machine picked up, she breathed a sigh of relief.
“Hi, this is Cooper Lee,” she began at the beep. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I have a professional favor to ask. Do you remember what I told you about the thefts at work? The stolen items were found in the locker of a friend of mine, but my boss and I both know she didn’t do it. My boss wants to figure this out without involving the police, and I was hoping maybe you could help me out somehow . . . as a friend. You have my number.”
A few minutes later she left for the restroom, and when she returned there was a message on her phone. It was Will saying, “I’ll be there in the morning.”
 
• • •
 
Yet again, Cooper couldn’t sleep that night, and she didn’t bother with the chamomile tea, mostly because she didn’t want to risk running into Ms. Donna in the kitchen. While the house guest meant well, Cooper wasn’t in the mood for a friendly chat. And the more she couldn’t sleep, the worse her worrying became, which, in turn, made her even more restless.
So she spent most of the night lying in bed, staring at the ceiling and petting her cats, Moses and Miriam. By the purrs and licks, they made it known they appreciated the insomnia and would prefer it to Cooper’s usual sleep schedule.
Cooper scratched Moses behind the ear. “If my love life doesn’t get straightened out soon, you might get your wish. I may never have a good night’s rest again, and we’ll spend every night just like this. Me worrying and you purring.”
Moses purred in approval.
Cooper was at work early Friday morning. She had no idea when to expect Will, since the only time frame he’d given her was “morning.” But whenever he arrived, she’d be ready for him. She’d gone to great lengths to be unattractive, sporting an ugly blouse and oversized jeans, along with no makeup and barely brushed hair. Will couldn’t possibly think she was flirting today. And surely he wouldn’t flirt.
Angela had stayed home to keep the guilty party under the impression that his—or her—deception had succeeded. Mr. Farmer, Cooper and Will needed time to solve the problem before the real thief realized he—or she—was a suspect. Mr. Farmer had relocated to Angela’s desk for the day to manage her job as best he could until the temp service sent a replacement.
The seconds passed by at an agonizingly slow pace that made Cooper’s stomach hurt. Nine o’clock came and went. Ten finally rolled around with no Will Brayden in sight. Finally, at quarter past eleven, Cooper heard the front door open, and a familiar voice asked for Cooper Lee. Instinctively, Cooper straightened her blouse and smoothed her hair, but stopped herself before she looked too presentable. She turned her attention to her computer, as if she were working and not waiting for Will’s arrival, just as Mr. Farmer knocked on her door.
“Cooper, do you have a minute?”
“For you, Mr. Farmer, of course I do. What do you need?”
He entered the room, bringing Will Brayden with him. Officer Brayden waved. “Nice to see you, Ms. Lee.”
Cooper sat up stiffly. “I appreciate you making the trip, Officer Brayden.”
He smiled as the formalities continued. “So, Ms. Lee, when you asked for my help as a friend, what did you have in mind exactly?”
“I’ll give you the whole story, and then maybe we can come up with a good solution.”
Mr. Farmer headed for the door, but Cooper stopped him. “Wait! Aren’t you going to stay?”
Mr. Farmer looked back out at Angela’s desk. The phone was ringing. “I have my own job to do plus Angela’s. I’m leaving Officer Brayden in your very capable hands.” With that, he left.
Brayden’s smile widened. “So it looks like I get to spend part of the day in your very capable hands.”
“This is serious,” Cooper shot back, both annoyed and amused by his boyish flirtation. “I need you to focus.” She explained what had happened the day before—the locker search and the subsequent discovery of the stolen items in Angela’s locker.
“Are you sure she’s innocent?” Brayden asked. “In my experience, if the evidence says a person is guilty, they usually are.”
“Not Angela,” Cooper argued. “She’s not a thief. More than that, she loves this company, and she really loves Mr. Farmer. She’d never do anything to hurt him or his business.”
Brayden hesitated, then gave her a slow smile. “If you believe in her, I believe in her.”
His confidence in her judgment surprised Cooper. “Um . . . thank you . . .” she stammered. “But . . . What do we do?”
“I brought a fingerprint kit. I’ll dust the items in question and lift any prints I can.”
“But you have nothing to compare them to. We don’t have employee fingerprints.”
“I’ll get those, too, but after I dust the items. If I print the employees first, I might tip off the real criminal, and he’ll have time to wipe the goods. After I dust the merchandise and print the employees, you and I can sit down together and analyze the results. We’ll look at who should have been handling the items versus who did handle them, paying special attention to any prints that are on every item.”
“Do you suppose the thief wore gloves?”
“I doubt it. Doesn’t sound like this is a pro at work. Just an ordinary, run-of-the-mill petty thief.”
“Then why don’t you get to work. I’ll let Mr. Farmer know what’s going on.”
Cooper didn’t want to feel better with Will on the case, but she couldn’t help it. She did. He exuded confidence in his work, and his faith in justice and in her put Cooper at ease. He spent the next several hours at Make It Work!, dusting the stolen items for prints and then fingerprinting all the employees, including Cooper and Mr. Farmer.
Some time later, the front office door opened, and in walked Angela, looking exhausted and worried. She waved to Mr. Farmer, who was on the phone, deep in conversation with a client.
Cooper hurried to meet her and gave her a hug. “How are you?”
Angela’s makeup was perfect as ever, but it couldn’t conceal the bags under her eyes. “I’ve been wrongly accused of theft and suspended from my job.”
“It’s not a suspension,” Cooper reminded her. “It’s a few days of paid vacation so we can clear your name properly. Why are you here?”
“Mr. Farmer called and told me what your policeman friend is doing, and I thought I’d come over and voluntarily let him fingerprint me.”
Cooper caught the playful tone in Angela’s voice. “Wait a minute. Did you really come in for the fingerprinting? Or did you just want an excuse to see Officer Brayden?”
Angela grinned and patted Cooper’s shoulder. “You know what they say. Two birds, one stone. In helping find a thief, I get to meet the man who got you all flustered. It’s one of those rare win-win situations!”
Will stepped out of Mr. Farmer’s office and approached them, all smiles. “You must be Angela,” he said, extending a friendly hand. “I’m Officer Brayden.”
“Mmm,” Angela hummed, accepting his firm handshake. “Yes, you are. Cooper’s told me so much about you.”
“She’s told me a lot about you, too. You have a loyal friend in Ms. Lee . . . But I thought you weren’t going to be in the office for a few days.”
Cooper chimed in. “Angela came to be fingerprinted.”
“In that case, please follow me,” Brayden said. “I have the fingerprinting station all set up in Mr. Farmer’s office.”
Cooper started to follow, but Angela spun around and looked her square in the eyes. “I’m sure you have work to do, Coop, and I think Officer Brayden and I can handle the fingerprinting on our own.”
“Yes, I do, and I’m sure you can,” Cooper replied. “But I’m afraid of what you might ask if the two of you are alone.”
Angela chuckled. “Don’t worry. I won’t scare him off.”
She and Officer Brayden disappeared into Mr. Farmer’s office, and Cooper grudgingly went back to her own office to try and finish some of the work she’d been unable to concentrate on earlier. A good half hour later, Will poked his head in.
“You busy?” he asked.
“I should be.” Cooper saved the document she was working on and stood to say good-bye to Officer Brayden. “I take it you’re all finished here.”
“I have everything I need. I’m all packed up, too. That Angela is sure an inquisitive person.”
“I don’t even want to know what she asked you.”
“Don’t worry. It wasn’t anything too terrible. I got the impression she’d have liked to stay longer and chat, but she said she needed to leave to ‘keep up appearances.’ She gave that boss of yours the cold shoulder.”
“She’s in a tough place. So is he. They’re just trying to get through this without falling apart.”
Will strode up to her desk. “I’m glad you called me.”
Cooper felt the familiar warmth creeping up her neck. “It was for Angela’s sake.”
“I know, but I’m still glad.” Will’s voice was soft. He came around the desk and stood face-to-face with Cooper. “I was afraid I’d scared you at the station.”
“I wasn’t scared,” Cooper insisted as the heat grew stronger. “You took me by surprise, and I have a boyfriend.”
Will leaned in so his lips were just inches from Cooper’s. His eyes lingered on her mouth and snapped up to meet her gaze. He whispered, “I can be very patient when I want to be.”
As Cooper’s willpower drained away and she started to lean in, Will stepped back.
“I’ll let you know when I have something,” he said, turned around and walked away.
 
• • •
 
With Nathan still apparently needing “time” and with Will offering open arms, Cooper fell into her truck after work Friday exhausted, confused and conflicted. She needed someone to talk to: not the Bible study group, because they were friends of Nathan; not Angela, because she obviously thought sex was the solution to any relationship problem; and not Ms. Donna, because Cooper had opened up as much as she cared to for the time being.
So even though she felt a little guilty bothering her pregnant sister, Cooper drove over to the Love house, hoping that Ashley felt like having company.
She rapped on the front door a little too hard, hurting her knuckles. “Anybody home?”
A few seconds later, Rhonda opened the door, a quilting magazine in hand. “Evenin’. I take it you’re here to see Ashley?”
“Selfishly, yes. I need some girl time. Good magazine?”
Rhonda shrugged. “It’s all right. My ‘loud breathing’ was irritating your sister too much, so I thought it best to wait in the other room until she calmed down.”
Cooper peered past the nurse and toward the hallway, as if it were a cave that was home to an unknown beast. “Is it safe? Or should I come back later?”
“She’ll probably be glad to see you, but I can’t guarantee it.” Rhonda laughed. “All I’ll say for certain is, enter at your own risk.”
Cooper entered the house and went straight to the master bedroom. She poked her head around the corner and knocked at the door. Ashley, buried in a mountain of pillows and flipping through TV channels, turned at the sound.
“Coop? Is that you? I can’t see over my nest.”
“It’s me. You look comfortable.”
Ashley pushed herself up, frowning. “Comfortable? That’s the last word I’d ever use to describe this. What brings you here?”
Cooper ventured in farther, trying to gauge her sister’s mood. “Is this a bad time?”
“No!” Ashley exclaimed, muting the TV. “I’m glad you’re here. I’m so bored, Cooper! You have no idea how boring this is.”
“I can imagine.”
Ashley shook her head. “You cannot imagine, Cooper. It’s not like being sick, when you know that in a couple of days you’ll be able to be up and around. I have to stay off my feet all the time, and it’ll easily be another month before it’s over! To make matters worse, I’m so nervous, because if I do have to get up and walk around I might be risking my child’s life. I’ve got this boredom/exhaustion/anxiety thing going on.” She stopped and sighed. “It’s horrible! I want this baby out!”
Cooper sat on the bed and held Ashley’s hand. “Just a little while longer, sis. I know you can do it.”
“What choice do I have? This is all Lincoln’s fault.”
“Naturally.”
“I’m serious.”
“I don’t doubt it.”
Ashley crossed her arms over her massive belly. “You’re not taking me seriously.”
Cooper met her sister’s gaze without so much as a hint of a smile. “I’m taking you very seriously, Ash. I promise. Considering your current state, I’ll try to give you as little grief as possible. But isn’t there anything . . . good? Anything positive about the experience?”
Ashley started to shake her head, but then her eyes lit up. “Wait! Yes! You know I told you about that painting I bought—the one from the up-and-coming artist. It came!” Ashley pointed to a framed monstrosity in the corner. “Take a look!”
Cooper took a step toward the massive picture, which was almost her height and nearly as wide. It was an oil painting of an abstract, burnt umber face over a sickly yellow green background. Blotches of blue and gray and pale white streaks surrounded the face. Cooper grimaced so her sister couldn’t see and then turned, smiling and nodding. “It’s great!”
“You hate it.”
“I just . . . don’t quite understand it. Does it have a name or something that might explain the concept?”
“It’s called Wretch.”
Cooper looked again at the painting and tilted her head to try and see it from a slightly different angle, wondering if Ashley meant “wretch” or “retch.” She wasn’t sure if the face was that of a wretch, if the face was retching, or if most viewers retched after seeing it. Or perhaps the name Retch described the color palette. “Do you really like it?”
“It’s not my favorite,” Ashley replied. “I prefer something with a little more life and color, but the painter is going to be famous one of these days. Anything new in your life?”
Cooper laughed. “I was hoping you’d ask that.” She went on to relate the drama surrounding Will Brayden and her doubts about Nathan. Ashley hung on every word.
When Cooper was done, all Ashley could say was, “Wow. What a story!”
“Anything useful to say?”
“Yeah. I can’t believe you talked to some random lady at your church before you talked to me! Your own sister!”
“You’ve been kinda busy lately.”
Ashley gave her a look. “Busy? I’ve been sitting in bed watching the shopping channel and reading books. I’d hardly call that busy. Is this because I’ve been emotional?”
Cooper dared not say yes. “Emotional? No. I just didn’t want to bother you with something so trivial, Ash. You say you’re not busy, but you’re growing a human being inside of you. That’s hard work. You’ve got enough on your plate without worrying about my love life.”
“But I want to worry about your love life! It’s a wonderful escape from my own problems. I worry about everything from whether I’ll make it to the bathroom before I pee to whether my baby will be safe. Give me something romantic to worry about. Please!”
“All right. Help me with my love life!”
“I thought you’d never ask.” Ashley adjusted the pillows around her midsection and continued. “I have one question for you. Do you really like Will Brayden?”
Cooper thought. “I’m attracted to him, but I’d rather Nathan look at me the way Will does, like he’s wholeheartedly overwhelmed by me . . . like he loves me so much he can’t stand it.”
“Of course you want Nathan to make your hands sweat and your heart go pitter patter. You want him to feel the same way about you. There’s nothing wrong with that, but sweaty hands and heart palpitations aren’t love. Look at me now. Half the time I’m mad at Lincoln because he breathed wrong and half the time I feel guilty because I was mad at him. I’m sweaty, not because I’m turned on by my husband, but because I’m pregnant and hot and want to take off all my clothes and jump into a vat of ice water. If my heart starts skipping beats I need to call the doctor, because it means something is very wrong medically.”
“So you’re saying I shouldn’t expect music and fireworks with Nathan?”
“That’s not what I’m saying at all!” Ashley replied. “Do you know what Lincoln told me the other day? I hadn’t showered for three days; I’d eaten chili, so I had the worst gas in the world; and I’d spent the afternoon crying, so my face was puffy and red. He looked at me and my giant stomach, smiled and told me that I was the most beautiful woman in the world. He said that he sometimes couldn’t believe how lucky he was to have found me. There I was, sitting in my own flatulence, and he was convinced he’d hit the jackpot. That’s love, Coop. For a few seconds, I forgot how horrible I felt, and it was like when we were dating. I adored him, and he adored me.”
“Flatulence aside, that’s a beautiful story,” Cooper said. “But I’m not sure what you’re trying to tell me.”
Ashley sighed. “Are you willing to wait while Nathan figures things out?”
Cooper nodded. “I hope he figures things out soon.”
“Then whatever he tells you, remember that really being into each other is more than just physical attraction. You know I’ve been rooting for you and Nathan to take that next step, but that’s because I thought you were happy and ready for it. You should never sleep with him because you think it’ll fix a problem.”
Cooper laughed. “Ms. Donna said the same thing, more or less. I guess I’ll wait and see what Nathan has to say. He and I can figure things out from there.”
Ashley nodded approvingly. “Good call. Remember, relationships aren’t short-term deals. They’re long-term investments.”
“Like that painting you bought?” Cooper didn’t at all understand wanting to display the monstrosity, but she did understand the long-term potential. “It’s an investment piece.”
“Exactly! If Nathan wants to make it work, and you realize you love each other wholeheartedly, you can look forward to many years of that love paying off. And when Yuri Varoff makes it big, his signature on that painting is going to make me a lot of money!”
“Thanks for the talk. And as for your future investment money, I’m very happy for you.” Cooper stared again at the horrible painting. It was so awful that she couldn’t stop looking once she started. The colors, the shapes, even the signature haphazardly scribbled in the corner. “Yuri V” with an oversized Y and V.
“I wonder why artists choose to sign things the way they do,” Cooper pondered aloud. “Why can’t they just sign their names normally?”
“Because they’re artists,” Ashley answered matter-of-factly. “It’s just what they do. The signature is part of the artwork, and it’s an important part.”
Cooper tore her gaze away from the monstrosity. “I never thought about the creativity of the signature being important.” She paused. The signature. “That’s what we need to look at!” she cried excitedly. “The signature!”
“I wouldn’t only look at the signature,” Ashley argued, still engaged by her Yuri Varoff painting. “The painting itself is important, too. I mean, I don’t love his style, but it’s unique.”
Cooper shook her head. “Not this painting, Ashley. I’m talking about the signature on the sketch we found. We thought the subject of the picture was important, but it wasn’t, and I couldn’t figure out why someone would kill and steal that sketch. It’s the signature. It has to be. Someone was trying to conceal the artist!”
Cooper kissed her sister on the forehead and then crossed the floor in two long steps. “I owe you!”
“Owe me what?”
“I’ll be right back. I’ve got to make a phone call.” Cooper hurried out of the room and dialed Pastor Matthews’s office number.
“Hope Street Christian Academy. This is Pastor Matthews speaking.”
“Pastor Matthews! This is Cooper Lee. Is there any way I could get into Sylvia’s storage locker?”
“What for?”
“You remember my theory about the picture on the copy machine?” she asked, and then continued without waiting for a response. “Well, the image that Sylvia copied that night was a sketch, and I think if I can figure out who drew it, we’ll be one step closer to justice for Sylvia.”
“You found a picture?”
“Yep.”
“Inspector McNamara said there was a problem with the USB drive. I think he used the word ‘corrupted.’ He said they couldn’t get any files off of it.”
“What? There were plenty of . . .” Cooper stopped herself, remembering what had happened the morning she’d downloaded the hard drive. She’d been so preoccupied with Officer Brayden and making her own copy that she must have ruined the copy intended for the police. “Tell you what, if I can get into that storage locker, and I find anything useful, I’ll let McNamara know about it.”
“So how is it that you have a copy of the hard drive but the police don’t?”
Cooper winced. She didn’t want to lie to Pastor Matthews about what had happened, so instead of giving an explanation, she replied, “Probably best if you don’t know the details.”
“Then I won’t ask again,” he said. “Let me look at my schedule . . . I’m afraid I can’t help you today. I have a meeting after school, and then I have some visitations to make. If you have time in the morning, I can be there about nine.”
“That would be perfect! See you then.”
Cooper returned to her sister’s side.
Ashley threw her hands in the air. “I give up! What was all that about?”
“You may have just given us a big break in our murder case.”
Ashley perked up and grinned. “Really? I helped?”
“You helped.”
“So I’ve helped with your relationship problems and a murder investigation, even though I’ve been sitting all day and haven’t washed my hair in a week?”
“You got it.”
Ashley let out a long, happy sigh. “Coop, thanks to you, I don’t feel so bored anymore. Let me know what you find out with your investigation.”
“I’ll give you a call.”
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Saturday at nine a.m., Cooper, Jake, Trish and Quinton met Pastor Matthews at the storage locker, where the boxes from Sylvia’s classroom were being stored.
“I thought Savannah was coming,” Cooper said, looking around. “Is she in the car?”
Jake shook his head. “She caught a bug or something while she was teaching. I’m headed over to make her chicken noodle soup once we’re finished here. About now she’s probably watching Bryant deliver the weekend weather report.”
Trish laughed. “I love watching him on TV and then telling him about it later! He gets so embarrassed and pleased all at the same time. Isn’t Nathan going to be here?”
Her question was directed at Cooper, who struggled to think of a good reason why Nathan wasn’t there, other than the fact that he wasn’t returning her calls. “Um . . . He’s just busy right now. I’ll let him know if we find anything.”
“So what exactly are we looking for?” Quinton asked. “On the phone last night you said something about a signature.”
While Pastor Matthews opened the storage locker, Cooper passed around the picture from the copy machine. “It’s something my sister said yesterday, about an artist’s signature being an important part of the artwork. Nathan and Savannah found the subject of this picture. It was one of Sylvia’s students at Hope Street, but the girl knew nothing about the sketch. I’m guessing the students were supposed to draw a portrait for one of their projects, and this girl was unwittingly somebody’s inspiration. I think the important thing in the sketch is the signature—a series of three hashmarks. This morning, we’re looking for any other pieces of art with that same signature.”
“And what is that signature supposed to tell us?” Jake asked.
Cooper waffled. “Let’s just hope that we’ll know it when we see it.”
Pastor Matthews stepped aside so they could have access to Sylvia’s belongings, and Quinton and Jake brought out a box for each of them. Trish sat down in the hallway of the storage facility next to Cooper.
For the better part of three hours they searched through the boxes, scouring every picture, every quiz and every note. When all was said and done, Cooper had found one sketch of a farm house with the same hashmark signature, and Quinton had found a sketch of children on a playground. Neither image told them anything about the identity of the artist.
Just as Cooper finished searching through her last box, Trish stood, smiled and announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, I think I’ve found what we’re looking for.”
She scooted the boxes out of the way with her foot and then laid out a series of matted pictures on the floor. Each was labeled at the top: Good Example of Perspective, Good Example of Balance, Good Example of Texture. The last one—Good Example of Shading—bore the three little hashmarks in the lower right corner.
“That’s great,” Cooper said slowly. “But it doesn’t tell us anything.”
“There’s more,” Trish replied, handing the picture to Cooper. “Check out the back.”
Cooper turned the picture over. On the back was a sticker that read, “Coughlin Preparatory School Art Department. Property of Sylvia Wilburson.”
“Coughlin Prep?” Cooper could feel her heart beating faster. This was the break she’d been hoping for. “That’s her old school in Detroit, and Wilburson was her married name. Quinton, where’s the sketch of the children on the playground?”
Quinton held up a file folder. “Right here.”
“Does that say which class that picture was from?”
He flipped open the file. “Her fourth period.”
Cooper turned to Pastor Matthews. “Is there any way to find out who those students are?”
“Sure there is,” Pastor Matthews replied. “But I’m not allowed to share student names. Confidentiality and all.”
“Could you at least tell us what grade that is?”
Pastor Matthews closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “Sylvia’s fourth period class. Let’s see . . . High school sophomores. That sounds right.”
Cooper stared at the “Good Example of Shading” image, depicting a busy city street in the late evening. Dark shadows extended out from the cars, buildings and streetlamps, and each building and face was shaded from the low-angle light of a setting sun.
“Let’s walk through this,” Cooper began. “Sylvia taught at Coughlin Prep and then Hope Street. This student attended Coughlin Prep and then Hope Street.”
“That’s a strange coincidence,” Pastor Matthews commented. “With all the places in this country to live, teach, and attend school, is it possible the same person was Sylvia’s student in both locations?”
“I was struggling with a similar coincidence the other day,” Cooper explained. “Until Inspector McNamara told me why it wasn’t so coincidental. Lewis Wilburson worked for a crime boss named Johnathan Borreo, and according to McNamara, guys like Borreo use men like Lewis as scouts to find new, safe locations. When Borreo left Detroit, he sent Lewis to Richmond to see if it would make a suitable home, while Borreo was lying low. Sylvia taught Borreo’s son in Detroit. Borreo was probably looking for a similar school environment as Coughlin Prep, and he found Hope Street. His son was eight when Borreo left Detroit.”
Jake sat back. “Which would make him fifteen now. The right age to be a high school sophomore. That’s an awful lot of assuming, though. We’re assuming Lewis was a scout. We’re assuming a mobster moved here. We’re assuming the hashmark signature belongs to one person and not two different people.”
“About that signature,” Quinton added. “What does that have to do with anything?”
Cooper held up the matted picture for all to see. “According to the newspaper article I read, Borreo’s full name was Johnathan Edgar Borreo II. What do you want to bet his son’s name was Johnathan Edgar Borreo III?”
Pastor Matthews gently took the picture from Cooper. “I don’t recall that name among our students.”
“I’m sure Borreo and his son are using assumed identities.”
The pastor shook his head. “This is all too much. I’m not even sure what to do with the information . . . or if I can do anything with it. It still doesn’t explain why Sylvia died.”
Cooper took a deep breath. “She must have figured out who the student was, and Borreo wanted to keep her quiet.” A piece of the puzzle shifted in Cooper’s mind and a part of the image that had been blurry suddenly became clear. She recalled Parent Night and Sylvia’s phone conversation, along with a comment that Abbi had made during their last discussion. “I think I know what happened. Lewis was always pushing Sylvia to sell her family estate in Michigan. It was worth a bundle and would’ve gone a long way toward paying off his latest gambling debts. In an attempt to save the last of her family’s holdings, Sylvia decided to blackmail Borreo into giving her money in exchange for silence. She didn’t realize just how bad an idea that was until it was too late.”
She paused to think through the idea again. Yes, it made sense. Cooper went on. “I realize that’s another assumption, but it’s all we have.”
Quinton sighed. “If it’s true, then it means all this was about money. Lewis gambled it. Borreo gave him more. Lewis lost that. Sylvia tried to get it through blackmail. All of this trouble and death for money.”
“That’s the theory, at least,” Cooper replied. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I need to have a chat with Inspector McNamara. I only hope he’s so happy about the information we found that he’s not too upset we’re doing our own investigating.”
“Good luck with that,” Jake said. “Do you need some help? There’s strength in numbers, they say.”
Trish nodded. “And if McNamara gets really mad, maybe we could be cellmates!”
Cooper laughed. “Tell you what. I’ll go alone, but if McNamara’s bent on throwing me in jail, you guys can raise money for my bail.”
“Agreed,” Quinton said. “I think we ought to hold a bake sale. I’m sure your mama would donate some cookies to the cause.”
 
• • •
 
After calling the station to make sure Inspector McNamara was there, Cooper headed home to change into more presentable clothing. She found Ms. Donna and Grammy sitting on opposite ends of the couch, watching the TV.
“Nice to see you two getting along so well,” Cooper said with a smile. “What are you watching?”
Grammy glared at Ms. Donna and then turned to Cooper. “She talks during the shows.”
Cooper gave Grammy a look. “You always talk during shows.”
“Yes, but I talk during my programs, not other people’s programs.”
Ms. Donna smiled so sweetly that Cooper would’ve thought her angelic, if she didn’t know better. “Why, Grammy Lee, you’re more than welcome to talk during my programs.”
Grammy muttered something unintelligible under her breath, and Cooper left the two of them alone to figure things out. Ms. Donna knew how to get under people’s skin, and Grammy was always more comfortable around animals than people, but today they’d have to learn to get along on their own. Or maybe Cooper would return to find Popeye chasing Ms. Donna around the house at Grammy’s command.
Either way, she had other things to worry about . . . like getting on McNamara’s bad side again.
All the way to the station, Cooper listened to the Beatles, trying to quiet the competing voices in her head. Sylvia, Lewis, Abbi, Harry, Nathan and Will all vied for attention, especially the latter two. Cooper turned up her stereo volume to drown them out, so she could concentrate on her imminent meeting. She had to choose her words carefully in order to come across as well-meaning and helpful, not simply nosy and woefully out of her depth.
By the time she arrived at the station, she had “Can’t Buy Me Love” stuck in her head, and she hummed it while she waited for the inspector. The song may not have made her more eloquent, but it did calm her nerves. That was worth a lot. Finally, McNamara stepped out of the back, waved to Cooper and led her to his office.
“To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” he asked. His tone was considerably less pleasant than his words.
“I wanted to talk to you about Sylvia Cassel’s murder.”
McNamara clenched his jaw. “By that, I hope you mean that you have nothing to offer but simply want an update as a friend of the deceased. I sincerely hope you’re not here to tell me you’ve been poking your nose where it doesn’t belong.”
Cooper smiled meekly. “I’d love an update. I might have something to share. And . . .” She set the police file Ms. Donna had taken on his desk. “A friend of mine, intending to be helpful, borrowed this from someone’s desk.”
McNamara stared at it, eyes wide. “Your friend borrowed an official police report?”
Cooper nodded.
“Who is this friend? I think I’d like to have a chat with him.”
“Please, Inspector, I was hoping maybe you’d overlook that lapse in judgment in light of the other information I brought.”
“Who is it?”
“Just a person from church.”
“Who?”
“A very old woman who shouldn’t have to deal with the police.”
McNamara picked up his phone and punched four numbers. “Brayden. Get in here now.”
Seconds later, Officer Brayden appeared in the doorway. “What do you need, Inspector?”
“I don’t trust this woman or my own judgment right now. I’d like to have a level head in here with me. Close the door.”
Brayden did as he was told and stood off to the side.
Inspector McNamara continued. “All right, Ms. Lee. What other information do you have? And I warn you. It had better be good.”
Cooper handed him the sketch. “That sketch is the last image copied on Pastor Matthews’s copy machine.”
“I thought all the information was corrupted. How did you get this?”
She took a deep breath. “While I copied the hard drive contents onto your USB drive, I also put a copy on my computer. I’m afraid that when I made the copy for you I was . . .” She glanced at Officer Brayden, whose face revealed nothing. “I was distracted. I must have messed up the file transfer, and for that I’m very, very sorry. But that sketch you’re holding is the image Sylvia copied that night. The killer must have taken the original and the copy with him.”
“That’s a leap in logic. If Sylvia was making a copy, and if the paper didn’t just get lost in a stack of papers on the pastor’s desk, and if the killer took the paper . . .”
“I know that’s a lot of ifs, Inspector, but please humor me.”
McNamara rolled his eyes. “All right. For the sake of argument, let’s pretend all of those things are true. Why would the killer care about a sketch?”
Sylvia handed him the matted image from Coughlin Prep. “Because of this.”
McNamara compared the two pictures—the girl’s portrait and the cityscape. “Okay. So these have the same signature. What does that have to do with anything?”
“Do you remember when we were discussing John Borreo and scouts at Lewis Wilburson’s house?”
“I’m not senile, Ms. Lee. Of course I remember. John Borreo was like a modern-day Capone.”
“Well, as it turns out, Borreo’s son attended Coughlin Prep when Sylvia Cassel—then Sylvia Wilburson—taught there. About the same time that Borreo went into hiding, Sylvia and her husband moved from Detroit to Richmond. Lewis worked for Borreo.”
McNamara straightened. “I remember you saying that, too. Lewis was in debt and Borreo may have paid him to scout the Richmond area. And you believe John Borreo is connected to Sylvia’s murder. Is that right?”
“I believe he is.”
“I could understand Borreo going after a former employee—Lewis—but Sylvia? Did she work for him, too?”
“No. I think she was trying to get money to save her family estate in Michigan. Lewis wanted her to sell it, because that money would’ve paid a lot of gambling debts.”
“How do you know all that?”
“Abbi Merken filled us in on some of the particulars of Sylvia and Lewis’s relationship.” Cooper ignored McNamara’s irritation at that comment and continued. “Anyway, on Parent Night, Sylvia was talking to someone on the phone, saying she ‘couldn’t afford it’ and ‘no, don’t do that.’ She was really upset. I think Lewis was pressuring her again to give him money or sell the house. When she hung up, she looked at the underside of one of the pots the students had made and said, ‘I think you’ll do.’ At the time I had no idea what she meant. She was looking at the signature, which I’d be willing to bet is that same three hashmarks from the pictures. At some point she must have recognized that signature, put the pieces together, and figured out that the artist—her student—was John Borreo’s son. It’s even possible she realized that a while ago but never had reason to act on it until now.”
“Blackmail,” McNamara interjected. “You believe Sylvia figured out Borreo’s new identity through his son’s artwork and decided to blackmail him to pay off Lewis’s debt in exchange for her silence.”
“Exactly. Sylvia decided to make money by blackmailing John Borreo, and she probably made arrangements with him to exchange money for the evidence at the school . . . most likely the night she died.”
McNamara stood and began to pace. “But Borreo didn’t trust her to remain silent or to hand over all the evidence. And he was right; she was making a copy as an insurance policy.”
Cooper continued. “Since Borreo didn’t care to make a deal and trust Sylvia, he sent a hitman instead of cash.”
“What makes you think the hit is professional?”
Cooper hesitated, then pointed to the police file she’d just returned. “The wound that killed Sylvia is a difficult one to inflict. It was hidden among a lot of other stabs, but that one wound is the one that made sure she was dead.”
The inspector’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “And how does a copy machine repairperson know something like that?”
“I’m a manager now, not a repairperson,” Cooper corrected, ignoring his question. “Lewis was a liability, so Borreo sent his hitman to tie up the loose end.”
“I don’t suppose you know exactly who killed Sylvia.”
“Someone connected to John Borreo.”
“Which includes a whole network of mob affiliates.”
Cooper shrugged. “I don’t know anything else, Inspector. I’ve given you all I’ve got. Now, is the file borrowing forgiven? She didn’t mean any harm by it.”
McNamara sighed and held up the folder. “Officer Brayden, Ms. Lee’s friend borrowed this from the station. Mind putting it where it belongs?”
Officer Brayden took it from him. “Will do, Inspector. Didn’t even know this copy was missing.” He looked at Cooper. “If it were me, I wouldn’t be too hard on Ms. Lee because some grandma decided to take the file.”
“Yes, I’m aware that it was Ms. Lee’s ‘old woman’ friend who did it, and not Ms. Lee. Did I ask for your opinion?”
Officer Brayden shook his head and, file in hand, left.
“All right, Ms. Lee, since I feel a bit calmer now, I think you have more explaining to do.”
“But I told you everything.”
“Yes, you did. And now I’d like to know how you know it. Step by step. I want to know who you talked to, when, how long . . . everything. Start with Parent Night and bring me up to speed with every second of your side inquiries.”
As Cooper related the entire investigation to Inspector McNamara—from Parent Night to the morning’s search of Sylvia’s school things—he poured her fresh coffee from the pot in his office and listened intently and patiently. Cooper attributed his lack of anger either to a reluctant acceptance that the Sunrise Bible Study members were nosy and couldn’t help it, or to the decision to merrily throw her behind bars as soon as her story was complete. Fearing the latter, Cooper dragged out the details as much as she could, looking for a sign in the inspector’s demeanor to indicate his state of mind. With no clue as to what he was thinking, but with no more details to give, Cooper finally brought her tale to a close.
“So I came straight over here,” she concluded. “I wanted to tell you what we’d found. Hopefully it’s helpful.”
McNamara relaxed in his chair, his head resting against the high, plush seatback and his folded fingers resting on his stomach.
“Is that everything?” he asked after a few seconds of silence. “All of it?”
“All that I can remember—every pertinent detail and a lot of the not-so-pertinent ones, too.”
“A detail you think is extraneous may actually be useful to me.”
Cooper hesitated. “What I mean, Inspector, is that I left out the personal details. With all due respect, I don’t think you need to know all about my private life to solve this case.”
He cocked his head to the side and furrowed his brow, obviously contemplating whether to pursue the issue. Cooper met his curious gaze stubbornly. Even if he decided to arrest her, she had no intention of telling him about Will Brayden and Nathan, regardless of whether her relationship troubles coincided with the investigation. There were some lines that just didn’t need to be crossed.
Finally, McNamara rose, apparently thinking better of pushing for personal information. He crossed his arms over his chest. “I appreciate your cooperation, Ms. Lee. I don’t suppose it’ll do any good reminding you to leave the investigating to the professionals.”
“I’ll try to remember that,” Cooper replied, being as honest as possible. “My friends were worried you might throw me in jail for interfering.”
He shook his head. “While that might serve as a great reminder to you and your friends, I won’t throw you in jail . . . now. Whether I like it or not, I’ve got to worry about politics, not just police work. If word gets out that I arrested a nice—albeit nosy—young lady because her Bible study wanted to see justice done for an acquaintance of theirs, the media would . . .” The inspector actually shuddered. “It’d be a bad day for me. Let’s just leave it at that.”
Cooper wanted to tell him that she wasn’t nosy
so much as she wanted to help fix the problem, but she decided against correcting the man who had the power to incarcerate her with a single word. Instead she just said, “Thanks for not jailing me.”
“Don’t thank me, just . . . try to rein in that meddlesome nature. You and your friends think you’re doing a good thing, but sooner or later you’ll get hurt, or you’ll cause someone else to get hurt. Then you’ll have to live with the consequences.”
“I’ll remember that. In the meantime, I hope what we found helps you track down Sylvia’s killer . . . Sylvia and Lewis’s killer, that is.”
“I doubt we’ll find John Borreo,” the inspector replied. “But we stand a chance of catching the actual murderer, or someone close to him.” He paused and took a deep breath. “Ms. Lee, you need to be careful. Whoever did this was watching Lewis and Sylvia closely, and he’s probably still keeping an eye on the investigation and the people involved. The killer might even be someone Sylvia knew, a person placed nearby to make sure she and Lewis didn’t cause problems. Be careful.”
A cold little shiver worked its way up Cooper’s back. “I will.”
 
• • •
 
When Cooper emerged from the station, she found Officer Brayden waiting in the parking lot, leaning against her driver’s-side door. He smiled when he saw her and waved.
“I hope you weren’t in too much trouble in there,” he said, stepping toward her as if intending to give her a hug.
Cooper kept her distance. “Not too much.” She lingered at the front bumper, so a headlight separated her from Brayden. Even at this distance, though, she felt the magnetism of his personality. “I don’t want to keep you from your work.”
“Actually, I wanted to talk to you.” He handed her a few pieces of paper. “I ran those prints, the ones from your office.”
Cooper snatched the paper and scoured the information. “What did you find? Who did it?”
He flashed a smile, took a step closer and flipped the page. “I think you’ll like this.” He pointed to a set of prints. “These were the only prints I found on every stolen item.”
“Whose are they?”
He shrugged. “No idea. They don’t belong to anyone I printed yesterday, but I’d be willing to bet they belong to your thief.”
Cooper felt a nearly overwhelming urge to pull Officer Brayden into a hug but she refrained, instead offering a friendly handshake, which he accepted. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your help, Officer Brayden.”
“How many times do I have to tell you to call me Will?”
“A few more.” Cooper returned the papers to him. “Thanks for coming to Angela’s rescue. I know she’s grateful for it.”
Brayden continued to hold her hand. “To be honest, it wasn’t Angela’s rescue I was concerned about.”
Cooper’s mind searched for an appropriate response. “I guess I should also thank you for standing up for me in front of the inspector, about the borrowed file.”
“Hey, we can’t be held responsible for what our friends do, right?”
Cooper laughed.
“Did I say something amusing?”
“Sort of. I just never thought I’d call Ms. Donna a friend, but I guess she is. We’ve been talking, spending time together. I gave her the guest room, and she’s giving me advice. We really have become friends.”
Officer Brayden studied her expression. “I’m still not sure I understand why that’s funny.”
“Sorry. It’s kind of a private joke, I suppose. I should be going.”
“Right, yes. I’m sure you’ve got plans.”
Cooper smiled but didn’t respond. Tonight her plans consisted of eating her mama’s cooking, watching old movies with Grammy and then falling asleep beside two cats. She hopped into her truck and started up the engine. Brayden rapped on the window, and Cooper rolled it down.
“Why don’t you take this with you?” he offered, motioning toward his fingerprint analysis. “You’ll want to share it with your boss.”
As he handed the papers over, they dropped to the ground, scattering around the truck door. He knelt down, taking a few moments to retrieve them all. “I’m not usually so clumsy,” he said, his fingertips brushing against her hand as he turned over the papers. “I have a difficult time thinking straight when I’m around you. Good thing I’m headed off duty. I’m not sure I can focus on keeping the peace right now.”
Cooper swallowed hard. “Officer . . . you have a nice night.” And with that, she drove away.
Her usual tunes for the ride home would have included the Beatles’ greatest hits, but every song made her think of Will or Nathan or both. She’d hoped the awkwardness between herself and Officer Brayden would dissipate the more she was around him . . . Unfortunately, that wasn’t happening at all. No matter how she dressed or what she did, he seemed more and more attracted to her. Cooper was intrigued.
But at least her part in the investigation was done, and she felt a weight lifted off her because of it. McNamara knew everything she knew, and he had all the evidence she’d had.
A soft beep emanated from her purse, and she found her cell phone nearly dead, with just enough battery left to power its pathetic death wail.
No sooner had she plugged it into its car charger than the beeping was replaced by another more troubling sound.
Thump-thump-thump.
As the steering wheel pulled hard to the left, the sound intensified. Cooper signaled and pulled off onto the shoulder. Waiting for a break in traffic, she hopped out onto the pavement to find she had a flat tire.
She went back to the truck’s cab and checked her phone. Even plugged in, it was basically dead and would need more time to charge before she’d be able to call for help.
“Great,” she muttered, watching the cars speed past. “Because life hasn’t been difficult enough lately . . .”
When Cooper was sixteen, Earl had taught her how to change a tire, saying that if she was old enough to drive, she was old enough to take care of the car. Unlike Ashley, Cooper had taken to auto maintenance as readily as she had office machine repair. So after a few minutes of feeling sorry for herself, Cooper waited for another break in traffic and went around to the truck bed to get her tire iron and spare. Unfortunately, when she set the spare on the ground, she found that it, too, was flat; it had been a long time since she’d checked it.
So much for self-sufficiency, she thought, tossing tire and iron back into the bed. She offered a quick prayer that a helpful stranger would stop to assist, lifted herself up onto the tailgate and sat, feet swinging, trying to remain calm.
Granted, she hadn’t had big plans for tonight, but Maggie’s home-cooked meal and Grammy’s old movies were waiting. Not long after Cooper sat down, a car pulled in behind her and the driver stepped out.
Before Cooper saw who it was, she’d slipped off the tailgate and was headed toward the stranger to say thanks. But as she neared the driver, Cooper realized it wasn’t a stranger. It was Harry Wintersteen.
“Ms. Lee! Good to see you. Trouble?” he asked as Cooper skidded to a halt in front of his car.
Cooper looked around. So many people passed by, but as she recalled the inspector’s warning—about Sylvia’s killer being a part of her life—she wondered if anyone would see or stop if she were in danger. She gulped. “Um . . . flat tire. I have a spare, but it’s flat, too.”
“Mind if I take a look?”
Cooper nodded. Yes, I mind, she thought. You might be a professional killer, watching me because I was looking into Sylvia’s murder. You might be planning to bludgeon me with a tire iron. Aloud, she tried to make polite conversation. Maybe if Harry liked her as a person, he’d have trouble with the bludgeoning part. “Lucky you came along. I wasn’t sure how long I’d have to wait. I was working up the energy to walk to the nearest auto shop.”
“Walk?” he asked, turning the spare over in her truck bed. “Why not just call somebody? Do you have your phone?”
Cooper paused. She had a phone, but it still wasn’t charged enough to use. With her truck turned off, the phone was doing nothing but lying dead in her cupholder. Harry didn’t need to know that. “I didn’t want to bother anybody.”
Harry nodded, walking over to the flat. “I get it. Phone is dead, right?”
“No,” Cooper squeaked. She cleared her throat and stood up straight. “Mr. Wintersteen, I appreciate you stopping, but . . .”
“The flat has a pretty good-sized hole in it,” he said, interrupting what was going to be a speech about not needing help, which was a lie, but one she was willing to live with so long as it helped her live a bit longer. “Your spare, on the other hand, is just old. I think it’s fixable. I keep a tire repair kit and pump in my trunk. We should be able to get this patched up quick. You won’t want to drive a long way on it, but the spare should get you home.”
He went back to his car and opened his trunk. When he reached in, Cooper cringed, expecting to see the instrument of her demise, but instead of returning with an Uzi or shiv, Harry returned with the kit and pump, as promised. Silently, he went to work on the spare, and when he’d finished patching and filling it, he bounced it on the pavement.
“That’ll do,” he announced. He rolled it over to the flat, went back to his trunk and returned once again with a jack. “Mind bringing your tire iron?”
Cooper did as he asked, still not sure if she could trust him. As she stood by, he removed the flat on the front driver’s side and exchanged it for the spare. When he was done, Harry stood and wiped his hands on his pants.
He handed the tire iron to Cooper. “You should be all set.”
“Great,” Cooper replied, feeling a little guilty for her suspicions. Harry actually was just a simple, good Samaritan. “Thanks for stopping. Lucky you were driving by.”
“About that . . .” Harry smiled sheepishly. “It wasn’t really lucky at all.”
Cooper wasn’t sure she wanted an explanation, but still she asked, “What do you mean?” She held the tire iron tightly.
“I . . . kind of followed you here.”
Cooper took a step back.
“Not that I follow you as a practice,” Harry explained. “I hadn’t originally intended to follow you at all. You see, I was at the police station. Since you stopped answering my calls, and the police decided not to tell me anything about my Sylvia’s heinous murder, I decided to camp out at the station until someone would talk to me. I saw you go in, and you were there so long. Then, you were talking to that cop . . . I thought you might know something. I tried to call you, but your phone just went to voice mail.”
Cooper continued to hold the tire iron in front of her like a shield. So that’s how he knew my phone was dead, she thought. And he coincidentally showed up to help when I suddenly had a flat and couldn’t call for help. She took another half step away from him.
“I’m telling the truth, I swear,” he said.
“You were waiting at the station, saw me and wanted to talk, but couldn’t get me on the phone.” Cooper met his gaze. “Naturally the next step was to stalk me.”
“I wasn’t stalking,” he argued, his tone irritated. “You sound like Sylvia’s friend. I heard her once tell Sylvia that I was a stalker. I just wanted to talk to you, and I was out of options.”
Cooper tried to maintain a calm exterior. If Harry was still keeping up the act of harmless science teacher, she didn’t want him to know she had her doubts. “All right then,” she said. “I’m sorry for my word choice. Stalk may have been harsh. At any rate, I do appreciate you stopping to help me, and I probably ought to be on my way. My family is expecting me for supper . . . They’ll worry if I’m not there.”
Harry accepted the brief apology. “I shouldn’t be upset. I know I can come on a little strong. I’m just a very passionate person, Ms. Lee. I hope it won’t change your opinion of me.”
“Not at all, Mr. Wintersteen. Not at all.”
He started back to his car, kit and jack in hand. “I’ll wait until you get on the road before I leave.”
“That’s kind, but I’ll let you go first,” Cooper countered. There was no way she’d give him another chance to follow her. “I’m going to wait a few minutes until my phone’s charged enough that I can check messages. I want to make sure I don’t need to stop and get anything on my way home.”
Without argument, Harry left, pulling onto the highway and driving away. Cooper sat in her truck with the air conditioner running and watched his car get smaller and smaller in the distance.
There was something very creepy about Harry, and the more she thought about it, the more she wondered: could this man be a cold, heartless killer? Abbi Merken thought he was harmless, and Cooper had been inclined to agree, but what better disguise to give a hitman? He came across as obsessive and weird, not deadly. To the world, he loved Sylvia too much to ever harm her; to Cooper, that love was beginning to look like a cover. Harry was in a perfect position to keep tabs on Sylvia, and when she slipped up, he had perfect access to clean up the mess. His fingerprints were already at the school, naturally. He could keep an eye on the investigation as part of his false identity as lover of the tragically departed.
The more Cooper thought about it, the more she believed Harry was the one.
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When she was certain Harry was out of sight, Cooper pulled out and continued her drive home, unsure what to do next. She was supposed to be done with this investigation. McNamara was supposed to have everything she had. Moreover, Cooper had enough to worry about in her personal life without adding murderers back into the mix.
If nothing else, the encounter with Harry had gotten her mind off of Will Brayden, and Cooper could once again listen to the Beatles without thinking of either Will or Nathan. She blasted her music all the way home. Once in the driveway, she opened her phone. It wasn’t charged much, but the battery had enough power to show her that she had missed messages. Eight of them.
She sighed, listening to the first three voice mails. They were from Harry, asking why she was at the police station and pleading for an update on Sylvia’s case. Cooper deleted them without a second thought. She expected the fourth message, left twenty minutes ago, to be more of the same, but instead it was Ashley.
“Cooper, I’m in labor! I’m sure this time. Rhonda said so, too. She called Dr. Birnbaum, and he said to go to the hospital, so that’s where Lincoln’s taking me now. I called Mama. She and Daddy were at the store and just left from there. Can you pick up Grammy on your way?” Ashley stopped talking, and Cooper could hear Lincoln in the background telling her to “breathe through it.” Shortly thereafter, Ashley spoke again. “Okay, I got to go, Coop. I’m having a baby!”
Cooper slammed the truck door behind her as she sprinted toward the house, saying a prayer for her sister, her brother-in-law and her new little nephew or niece. She fumbled with her keys at the door, finally found the right one, inserted it into the lock and burst into the front room.
The TV blared through the house, the volume unreasonably high. Everything was dark, and the light switch wasn’t working.
“Hello?” She took a few steps farther in. “Grammy, you here?”
A grunt from the living room drew her attention, and cautiously, Cooper walked in the direction of the sound. The darkness made it difficult to see. But she knew something was wrong. Very wrong. The crash of a lamp breaking on the floor confirmed it. Cooper picked up the pace.
By the light of the TV, she took in the scene.
An intruder stood in the middle of the living room. He wore all black and a mask covered his face. It was he who’d grunted. On his left was Grammy, batting him over the head with the TV remote control, and on his right, Ms. Donna slammed a heavy book repeatedly into his gut. With one hand he tried to fend off the attacks. With the other he held on to his bleeding shoulder. A shard of the shattered lamp protruded from the skin.
Growling, Popeye had latched on to one of his heels.
“Grammy!” Cooper exclaimed, distracting all three people from their struggle. The intruder pushed Grammy and Ms. Donna out of the way, scooped up something from the floor and ran past Cooper, knocking her to the ground. Only then did she see the glint of steel in his hand. He had a knife.
Cooper ran after him to the back door, expecting to see him hop over a fence, but when she looked out, the intruder was gone. There was no sign of which way he’d run.
Cooper hurried back to the living room, pulling Grammy into her arms. “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?”
“I’m all right,” Grammy assured her, wringing her unsteady hands. “I’m not the one that fellow was after.”
Cooper looked to their house guest, who sat on the couch, shaking. “Ms. Donna, are you all right?”
“I’m so sorry to put your family in danger, Cooper!” Ms. Donna said, anguished. Her eyes were wide with fear. “I’m so sorry!”
“Ms. Donna, did he hurt you?”
“He tried.” She displayed the arm of her sweater. There was a long gash in it. “I guess he wasn’t expecting me to move as fast as I did. All he saw was a woman with a limp.”
“I doubt he was expecting either of us to do what we did,” Grammy commented, taking a seat next to her. “But I think it’s safe to say he learned to respect his elders.”
Using the house phone, Cooper dialed McNamara’s direct line. When he picked up, before he could even ask who was calling, Cooper exclaimed, “The killer was just in my house!”
“Ms. Lee, is that you?”
“Yes, it’s me, Inspector, and the killer was just here.”
“Is everyone safe?”
“Yes, yes, they are, thank God, but . . . He was here with a knife. He tried to kill a friend, but he got more of a fight than he bargained for. He left when I walked in with a phone in my hand. If I hadn’t shown up . . .”
She could hear McNamara giving orders to someone in his office, and then he spoke to her again. “Ms. Lee, I’m dispatching officers now. Tell me what happened.”
“When I came inside, the lights were off and the TV was up loud. He was in the living room, fending off my grammy and our house guest. He saw me and ran out the back, but not before he stopped to pick up his knife. I tried to see which way he went, but I couldn’t. He’s just . . . gone.”
“Just stay calm, Ms. Lee. I’ll have people there in a matter of minutes. Do you want to stay on the line? I’m transferring the call to my cell, so I can talk as long as you want while I’m en route.”
Cooper almost said “Yes,” but then she looked at Grammy and Ms. Donna, sitting quietly and shivering with fear. “I need to go,” she answered. “I’m not the one who needs comforting right now.”
She slid onto the couch beside Grammy. “Police are on the way. They’ll be here in a few minutes.”
Ms. Donna scoffed. “That’s just like them, too! Coming to help out after the fact. I’m sure glad you came home when you did.”
“I’m sorry I wasn’t here sooner,” Cooper apologized. “I had a flat on the way or I’d have been here a while ago.”
Grammy took Cooper’s hand. “It’s a good thing you weren’t here, Granddaughter, or he might have attacked you, too. This way, we fought him off, and you scared him out of the house. I don’t even want to think about what might’ve happened if you were here, up in your apartment by yourself when he snuck in.” She took a few deep breaths. “Thankfully, we don’t have to think about what might’ve happened.”
Cooper shook her head. “You don’t understand, Grammy. If I’d been here sooner, we’d be at the hospital now instead of waiting around here. That man would’ve broken into an empty house.”
“I don’t understand? Why would we be at the hospital?”
“You don’t know?”
Grammy clucked her tongue. “If I knew I wouldn’t be asking.”
“Ashley’s having her baby! I just got her message when I pulled into the driveway. She wanted me to pick you up and come to the hospital.”
“Then your friend would’ve been by herself.”
For a second, Cooper’s breath caught in her throat. Of course she would’ve invited Ms. Donna to come to the hospital, but Ms. Donna wouldn’t have, not to such an important family event. She would’ve stayed at the house alone. Then she’d have been easy prey for the intruder.
“You’re right,” Cooper finally said, very quietly. “Ms. Donna, I . . .”
“As I said before,” Ms. Donna interjected, “I’m sure glad you came home when you did.”
A horrible, sinking feeling filled Cooper’s gut, and she tried to cover it with a little levity. She smiled at Ms. Donna. “You probably didn’t need my help at all. From what I saw, you and Grammy had things under control.”
“You don’t mess with the Lee women,” Grammy announced, waving a fist in the air. “These young ’uns think I’m just a frail has-been, but you don’t know tough until you’ve lived on a farm. That’s a kind of fortitude you can’t beat—not with a knife or a face mask or anything else.”
Shortly thereafter, the police arrived, sirens blaring. Two patrol cars pulled into the driveway, along with an ambulance. Cooper met the cops at the front door.
McNamara was the first among them. His hand rested against his holstered pistol. “Ms. Lee, are you all right?”
“I’m okay. Ms. Donna and Grammy are inside on the couch. They’re shaken, but they aren’t hurt.”
McNamara gently squeezed her arm as he passed. Cooper could hear him introducing himself to the two ladies, who were more than willing to recount the dramatic event. Cooper stepped aside to allow the other police and paramedics into the house, and then she closed the door after them.
For half an hour she stood behind the couch, one hand on Grammy’s shoulder and the other on Ms. Donna’s, as they related the details of the attack to Inspector McNamara. When they were done, the inspector pulled Cooper aside.
“Tell me everything you saw,” he said, and Cooper did. She took him through every moment, from pulling into the driveway to meeting him at the front door. No sooner had she finished than Grammy joined them.
“She needs to leave now,” Grammy announced, pulling Cooper away from McNamara.
The inspector arched a brow. “Excuse me?”
“Cooper needs to leave. My other granddaughter is in labor, and while I understand your people still need to talk to Ms. Donna and me, Coop missed most of the action. She needs to be with Ashley.”
Cooper shook her head. “Grammy, I need to be here with you.”
“I agree,” McNamara added. “We’re not done here.”
But Grammy crossed her arms over her chest stubbornly. “Inspector, you may be a stubborn man, but I’ve got the Lee stubbornness in me, and I’ve had a lot more years to perfect it than you have. Cooper needs to go.”
McNamara looked over his notes. “I suppose it won’t hurt if she leaves. However, I’ll need to speak with her again later to make sure I have all the necessary—”
“Yes, yes, of course.” Grammy pulled Cooper toward the front door. “You tell your sister I said hello and I can’t wait to see her and my new great-grandbaby.”
Before Cooper could protest, Grammy had pushed her out the door and latched it. Grammy took stubborn
to a whole new level.
 
• • •
 
On the way to the hospital, Cooper called her parents to tell them she was on her way. She decided not to tell them about the attack; some things were better saved for an in-person conversation.
Then she called the one person she wanted to talk to more than anything. The call went straight to voice mail. “Nathan, it’s me. Ashley’s in labor, and whoever killed Sylvia and Lewis attacked Ms. Donna and Grammy. They’re okay, and so am I, but I . . . Look, I know I said some things. I’m sorry I did, but if you could call me back, I really need to talk. I need you, Nathan.”
Then, somehow, she was at the hospital. She didn’t remember the roads or the traffic. She didn’t remember how fast she’d driven. She didn’t remember driving at all. In fact, the only thing Cooper could remember was praying for her sister all the way there.
She hurried inside to the maternity ward waiting area, where she found Earl and Maggie sitting on a couch. As soon as they saw Cooper, they rushed to her with warm embraces.
“What did I miss?” Cooper asked.
Maggie, looking positively exhausted, led Cooper back to the couch, and together they sat. “Lincoln’s with her. We don’t have any news yet. What took you so long?”
Cooper hesitated. One look at her mama’s face told her the woman couldn’t handle any surprises. “I got hung up,” she finally replied. She’d tell her all about the attack after Ashley and the baby were safe and sound. “I got here as fast as I could. I would’ve brought Grammy, too, but Ms. Donna was having a . . . a hard time with things, and Grammy didn’t want to leave her alone.”
“Must’ve been pretty serious if she’s willing to miss the birth of her first great-grandchild for it.”
“It’s pretty serious. But it’s nothing you need to think about right now.” The double doors leading to the delivery room drew her gaze. “When do you suppose we’ll hear anything?”
“Soon, I hope,” Earl muttered. He was pacing back and forth before them, and he continued to pace for the next hour. Cooper flipped absentmindedly through a magazine before studying the contents of the waiting area vending machine. Maggie read a book, or rather, she pretended to read.
Finally the double doors opened and Lincoln emerged. Cooper and her folks swarmed him, but he walked in a daze down the hallway a few steps. His breathing was labored, his face pallid and slick with sweat, and his eyes glazed over.
“Lincoln?” Cooper said softly. “Lincoln, what’s wrong?”
“She’s bleeding a lot,” he answered. His voice was so quiet that Cooper had a difficult time understanding him. “She’s bleeding, and the baby isn’t situated like it’s supposed to be.”
Fear gripped Cooper. “What does that mean?”
Lincoln shook his head. “It’s too soon to tell.”
He walked away, leaving Cooper, Maggie and Earl with that one comment. Too soon to tell. That meant the doctors didn’t know if Ashley and the baby would live . . . or die.
Cooper felt as though she couldn’t breathe. Her baby sister was behind those double doors, fighting for her life. And her baby sister’s baby was fighting, too.
“Please, God, let them be all right,” she whispered, putting her arms around Maggie and holding her shocked mama close.
“They will be,” Earl assured her, embracing both Cooper and Maggie. “They’ll make it. I know they will.” But the redness in Earl’s eyes and the catch in his throat betrayed his fear. His little girl was bleeding, and it was too soon to tell.
Cooper broke away from her parents and followed after Lincoln, who’d rounded the corner and disappeared from sight. She found him sitting farther down the corridor, his back pressed against the wall, his face in his hands.
Quietly, she sat beside him and took his hand. Together, in silence, they hoped and prayed for the safety of two people they both loved dearly. Finally, Lincoln raised his head.
“We should get back to the waiting area,” he said, and Cooper nodded. They returned to Maggie and Earl, who both paced now.
With Lincoln in her parents’ hands, Cooper moved to the corner beside the vending machine and dialed her phone. “Nathan, it’s me again. I know you don’t want to talk but please, please.” She sniffed and wiped away a tear. “I’m at the hospital. Ashley’s not doing well. I don’t know what the problem is exactly, but the doctor said she’s bleeding a lot. I don’t know what’s going to happen to her . . . or the baby. Please call me back.”
She slipped her phone into her pocket and leaned her forehead against the vending machine. She just wanted Nathan, to talk to him, to hug him. She couldn’t care less about what had seemed so important before—the look in his eye, the passion in his voice. She just wanted Nathan.
The double doors opened and a doctor emerged. “Lincoln Love?”
Lincoln joined him, and a moment later they disappeared into the room beyond with no explanation. Was that a good sign? Did it mean Ashley was okay? Or did it mean that Lincoln needed to say good-bye?
As Cooper’s fears swirled around in her mind, a familiar voice at the nurse’s station drew her attention. A man softly asked where the waiting area was located. Cooper didn’t even have to look. She just knew. Nathan.
But when she turned to greet him, it wasn’t Nathan who came around the corner from the nurse’s station. It was Officer Brayden. He went straight to Cooper.
“I heard what happened,” he said, hugging her before she could stop him. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” Cooper replied stiffly as she pulled away. She glanced at her parents, who, although distracted by their concern for Ashley, were still curious about this strange man hugging their elder daughter. “What are you doing here?”
“One of the officers called and told me about the attack and about you taking off. I wanted to make sure you were all right.”
“Attack?” Maggie jumped up from her seat and joined them. “What attack? Cooper, did someone try to hurt you?”
“No, not me . . . I didn’t want to worry you.”
Earl silently came and stood just behind Maggie. Maggie looked from Will to Cooper. “Will someone please tell me what’s going on?”
“Someone broke into the house and tried to hurt Ms. Donna,” Cooper explained quickly, trying to get the whole story out before Maggie or Earl interrupted. “Grammy and Ms. Donna fought him off. He ran, and they’re okay. The police are taking care of it. Grammy insisted I come to be with you and Ash. Everything is taken care of.”
Maggie’s face lost its color, and Earl helped her back to the couch. Cooper knelt in front of her mama.
“Someone was in our house?” Maggie shook her head in disbelief. “It’s our home.”
“Yes, but . . . but . . .” Cooper struggled to find something comforting in the situation. “Now we know Grammy can fend off a masked villain. And Popeye got right in there, too. Bit the guy’s ankle and everything.”
It didn’t seem to help.
Office Brayden offered Cooper a hand to help her to her feet. “Sorry if I’ve caused a problem here,” he said. “I didn’t mean to.”
“I know. It’s just that . . . My sister, Ashley, she’s in labor, and things aren’t going as well as hoped.” Brayden looked as though he might hug Cooper again, but this time she was ready for it. She turned and took a long stride away from him before continuing. “I appreciate you coming to check on me, and I’ll tell you what you need to know later. All right?”
“Sure. Like I said, I just wanted to see that you’re okay.”
“I am.”
“And your friend and Grammy?”
“Shaken, but not harmed.”
Brayden crossed his arms and pursed his lips in thought. “You said someone tried to hurt your friend Ms. Donna. Why?”
“She has a . . . questionable past.”
“It must be very questionable if someone tried to hurt her. You sure there isn’t something more?”
Cooper took a deep breath, considering how much she ought to tell him. “She’s the friend who borrowed the police file.”
Officer Brayden chuckled. “I figured as much. Still doesn’t explain the attack. Why is she staying with you anyway?”
“She thought she had an intruder in her home. She didn’t feel safe there.”
“Why do I get the feeling this is all connected to the investigation?” Brayden stroked his chin. “Ms. Donna has something to do with it.”
“Do we have to have this conversation right now, Officer?”
He didn’t bother correcting her this time. “We don’t have to, but I’d think—given what almost happened to your grammy—you might want to. Ms. Donna knows something. Tell me what it is.”
His tone was suddenly different, his demeanor much less friendly. It started to scare Cooper.
But before she could speak, Earl interrupted. “I appreciate you coming to check on Cooper, Officer,” he said. “It’s good to know the police take their job so seriously.” He gave Officer Brayden a sturdy pat on the shoulder. Brayden grimaced.
All the pieces suddenly fell into place.
Will Brayden was new to the area, and according to Lewis Wilburson, Borreo often had policemen on his payroll so he could keep tabs on official business.
Will had tried to dissuade Cooper from looking into the images on the copy machine.
He had given the USB drive to McNamara, which meant he had ample opportunity to corrupt the information on it.
He had ingratiated himself in her life with his “friendship” and flirting, distracting her and keeping her off guard.
Just after Cooper told him about Ms. Donna staying at her house, Ms. Donna was attacked there.
He had lingered beside her truck’s front tire, presumably to pick up the papers he “accidentally” dropped. That was more than enough time to sabotage the tire so he could get to the Lee house and kill Ms. Donna.
Here he stood, demanding information about Ms. Donna, the only witness to Sylvia’s murder.
And now Will’s shoulder was hurt, injured where the sliver of vase had embedded itself in his skin.
“You,” she said quietly, backing away. “It was you the whole time.”
Brayden’s eyes narrowed and a small, condescending smile appeared on his face. “Ms. Lee, you’ve had a difficult day. We’ll talk later.”
“No, we’ll talk now!”
Earl stepped between them. “Coop, is something wrong?”
“Yes. Before he died, Lewis Wilburson told me that John Borreo has a hand in ‘every cookie jar’—mayors, governors, senators, unions . . . and cops.”
Brayden’s smile broadened, and he laughed. “Do you really think I’m an informant for a mobster, Ms. Lee?”
Cooper shook her head. “I think you’re a killer for a mobster, Officer Brayden.”
As Brayden took a step toward her, Earl blocked his path. Cooper’s daddy may have been shorter and smaller than the officer, but he had that famous Lee stubbornness on his side. He straightened his shoulders and held his head high. “I think you ought to sit down while we straighten this out, Officer,” Earl said, his voice low and his tone warning.
For a moment, the two men locked eyes and didn’t move. Then Brayden said, “How about I leave instead?” He turned and walked around the couch, headed for the exit.
Without thinking, Cooper launched herself at him, grabbing for his injured shoulder. If she didn’t stop him now, he’d disappear, just like Borreo had so many years ago. For Sylvia, for Lewis, for Grammy and Ms. Donna she had to fight to keep him from vanishing.
When Cooper dug her fingertips into his injured shoulder, Brayden growled in pain and struggled to push her away. With a strong shove, he knocked her to the floor, and she slid several feet.
His mistake was not pushing Cooper to the ground. It was doing so in such close proximity to Earl Lee.
Earl wasn’t an angry man or a person prone to confrontation, but no one messed with his little girls. Before Cooper could get back on her feet, Earl knocked Officer Brayden into the wall, holding him by the lapel to keep him from moving. A moment later, Maggie was beside him, ready to help. While Earl struggled to keep Brayden from running, the officer drew a knife from his belt. He drew his arm back as far as he could.
Cooper saw the glint of steel, the same one she’d seen at the house. This was the blade that had already killed two people and had attempted to kill a third. Now it was set to bury itself in Earl’s gut.
Cooper shouted a warning, trying to stand and stop Brayden, but her body wouldn’t move quickly enough. It was as if the scene before her played in real time but she was moving in slow motion. With gritted teeth and a cold stare, Brayden pushed the knife forward.
Cooper looked away. She couldn’t watch.
A moment later, a body fell to the floor and Cooper had to look. Much to her surprise, it wasn’t Earl. It was Officer Brayden, and his body was twitching and convulsing. Cooper stared at him for a moment before following the trail of the two thin wires embedded in his chest up to the Taser in Nathan’s hands.
“Nathan?” she asked quietly, not sure if she could trust her eyes. “When did you . . . ?”
“I just came around the corner.” He paused and swallowed hard. “Your dad and the cop were fighting, so I . . . I grabbed the Taser off of the cop’s belt. I’ve read about them, but I’ve never actually used one . . .” He dropped the Taser to the ground and knelt beside Cooper. “Are you okay?”
Cooper nodded. “Just bruised my tailbone a little.” As Nathan helped her to her feet, she stared at Officer Brayden. “He had a knife, Nathan. He had a knife, and he had Daddy.”
Earl stepped over the fallen cop and put his arms around Cooper. “I’m all right. It’s a good thing Nathan showed up when he did.” Maggie joined the family embrace, and while still hugging his daughter, Earl extended a hand to Nathan. The two men shook on their victory. “I owe you, son.”
Nathan took a deep breath. “I’d settle for an explanation.”
Cooper stepped from her father’s arms to Nathan’s, burying her head in her boyfriend’s shoulder. “Come with me. I’ll explain everything.”
While Earl called 911, Cooper paced the hall with Nathan and told him all that had happened: the discussion with McNamara, the run-in with Harry, the attack at her home, Ashley’s labor and the fight with Officer Brayden. By the end, she was crying.
“I’m so glad you’re here,” she finally said. “I don’t even want to think about what could have happened if you hadn’t come.”
“I’m just sorry I wasn’t here sooner. I was out driving around and decided to go to your place so we could talk. I accidentally left my phone at home.” He paused, swallowing away his own tears. “When I got to your house and saw all the police, I was so scared. I thought something happened to you.”
“No, not to me,” Cooper replied, holding him tightly, as if he were anchoring her to the ground.
“Grammy told me where you’d gone so I came right over. I saw your dad and the cop, and . . . Well, your dad’s okay, and it looks like Officer Brayden won’t be bothering anyone for a while. The important thing now is your sister. Any idea when you’ll find out more about her and the baby?”
Cooper shook her head. “Lincoln’s been back there for a long time, and we don’t know why. I figure it’s either really good—that she had the baby—or really . . .”
“It’s good,” Nathan insisted. He put his hands on Cooper’s face and met her gaze. “I know it.”
“How do you know?”
“Because it has to be.”
His explanation wasn’t scientific, and Cooper wasn’t even sure it made sense, but it was what she needed to hear. As she embraced him once again, the double doors swung open and Lincoln walked slowly into the waiting area. His eyes were red and his cheeks puffy. He didn’t even seem to see the fallen officer or the hospital security staff taking over for Maggie and Earl. Cooper’s heart sank.
Nathan and Cooper met him just outside the doors. He ran his fingers through his hair and then he started to cry.
Cooper didn’t ask for a reason. She couldn’t bear to hear it. Instead, she put her arms around Lincoln, as did Nathan, and he cried into their shoulders. Maggie and Earl joined them. Together they stood, waiting to hear the worst.
Finally, Lincoln pulled away, and through his tears announced, “It’s a girl. And Ashley’s gonna be okay.”
Cooper wasn’t sure how long they hugged and laughed and celebrated in the waiting room, but some time later, a nurse pushed Ashley’s bed down the hall and the Lee family—plus Nathan—followed along. After Lincoln and Ashley had a few minutes together in the recovery room, Lincoln emerged exhausted but all smiles.
“She’s sleeping,” he said. “But we can go see the baby.”
Cooper patted him on the back. “You don’t have to tell us twice. Lead the way.”
At the viewing room, they stood in a line, watching the little girl in the middle row sleep.
“That’s her,” Lincoln whispered. “My little girl. My Hannah. Hannah Cooper Love.”
Cooper beamed, fighting back another bout of joyful tears. “How long will Hannah Cooper Love be in there?”
“They want to monitor her heart. We should be able to take her home in the next couple days. Then she’ll be all ours.”
Earl put an arm around Lincoln’s shoulder. “She already is all yours, son.”
After watching baby Hannah for a good twenty minutes, Nathan motioned for Cooper to come with him. Leaving Earl, Lincoln and Maggie at the viewing window, they wandered back to the waiting room.
“I’m sorry about . . . about everything,” Cooper said when they were finally alone. “I shouldn’t have been upset. I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“Coop, I want you to tell me when things bother you, always. Even if they’re things I may not want to hear. I want you to be open with me. Don’t ever hold back. And I’m sorry I put you in that position. I should have been more up front.” He looked around them. “I know you want this—all of it—the house, the kids, the life together.”
“Yes, I do, but when we were talking about Ashley at lunch with my family . . .”
“I should’ve explained,” he said. “When we talked about what Ashley was going through, it bothered me, because I thought about you having to go through all of it.”
“You mean . . . you don’t want children?”
Nathan shook his head. “That’s not what I mean at all. But the thought of you being in danger, having that much stress on your body . . . It terrified me. Every conversation we’ve had about your sister’s high-risk pregnancy has terrified me. I don’t want you to be hurt. I don’t want to risk losing you. So that day I finally tried to be detached. Her due date was close, which meant the danger was greater, and I kept thinking of you being in danger. Being detached helped me not be so terrified, but I guess I didn’t react well.”
Cooper felt her whole body relax. “You were worried about me? I appreciate it, Nathan, but you don’t have to worry. I’m sorry I demanded to know what your plans—”
“Please,” he interjected. “Let me get this out. I have kept you waiting to know my plans, and that isn’t fair.”
“You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“Maybe. But I didn’t do it right, either. The time has come to . . . to move forward. Over the past week, I’ve been getting some things in order, doing a lot of thinking and praying, and also doing some very important shopping.”
He dropped to one knee right in the middle of the maternity waiting room and revealed a little jewelry box. “I realize this isn’t a great time, but I don’t want to wait anymore, and I don’t want to make you wait.” He opened the box. Inside was a diamond ring. “Cooper, I can’t begin to tell you how blessed I am to have you in my life. I want you now and forever. I want the house, the kids, the life together with you. So, Cooper, will you marry me?”
Cooper didn’t pause. She didn’t think or hesitate. She didn’t weigh the pros and cons or consider her options. She just said, “Yes.”
 
• • •
 
By Sunday morning, the entire Bible study had heard about Officer Brayden’s involvement in the murder of Sylvia Cassel. Still, they listened intently while Ms. Donna filled in the details of the attack and Cooper related the details of Brayden’s capture. For more than half the allotted study time, they discussed Sylvia’s case.
“So what happens now?” Bryant asked. “Is it over?”
Cooper hesitated, glancing at Ms. Donna. “For the most part.”
Ms. Donna sat back and sighed. “What she means is, you’ve still got to figure out what to do with me.”
Savannah put her hand on Ms. Donna’s. “We’ll figure something out. After all, you did help to catch a killer. That has to count for something.”
“But she did steal from the churches,” Jake countered. “I’m sorry, but it’s true.”
Edward shook his head. “Yeah, but she made up for it, don’t you think?”
Cooper turned to him, shocked. “You’re sticking up for Ms. Donna?”
“Might be,” he said with a shrug. “She’s not such a bad lady.”
“I appreciate that glowing report,” Ms. Donna commented, grinning. “Tell you what. Why don’t you give it the day? All of you can think about it. I’m staying with the Lees for tonight at least, so you’ll be able to find me, regardless of what you decide.”
Cooper wanted to give Ms. Donna a hug. Yes, the woman had done something terrible, but in the time Cooper had known her, she’d come to think of Ms. Donna as a friend. She didn’t want her friend to go to prison. But if that was what justice required, Cooper might not have a choice.
When they were finished discussing the case and Ms. Donna, Nathan cleared his throat. “If I could add something . . .”
Savannah nodded, smiling. “I don’t think we’ll get to our regular study this morning, so you go right ahead. What do you want to share?”
He took Cooper’s hand and together they stood. “We have an announcement,” he said. “This beautiful woman has agreed to marry me!”
Everyone clapped and cheered and jumped up, surrounding the couple and offering hugs and good wishes. Trish and Savannah were especially excited, launching into plans for a bridal shower, wedding, reception and honeymoon, all in quick succession. The chatter following Nathan and Cooper’s news took up the rest of the Bible study time. But when the first notes of worship music floated down the hall from the chapel, Savannah closed out their time together with a prayer of praise and thanks.
Before Cooper left the room, Quinton came up to her and gave her a big hug. “I’m so happy for the two of you,” he said. He handed her a folded piece of paper. “I was going to share this today, but I didn’t get a chance. It’s inspired by the case.”
As he left, Cooper opened the paper and read.
 
All That I Need
 
Silver will tarnish, gold turns to dust
Money to ashes, treasure to rust
 
Everything here is brief as the day
All that I see will be dying away
 
All of my riches will fade
Though I may now suffer loss
The wealth of my silver and gold
Means nothing at all when compared to the cross
 
Make me rich in Your love,
A joy that won’t cease,
Abounding in mercy,
And filled with Your peace
 
Wealthy in faith
Overflowing with grace
Wrapped in the comfort
Of Your strong embrace
 
I don’t seek for gold and for greed.
To know You and be known by You, that’s all that I need
 
Cooper refolded the paper and tucked it into her purse. If only Lewis and Sylvia had realized that, she thought. Maybe then they’d both still be alive.
She hurried down the hall and into the chapel. Nathan had saved her a seat in a row with Jake, Savannah and Ms. Donna. After the worship songs, Pastor Matthews said a prayer and followed it with announcements.
“The Lord works in mysterious ways,” he said. “How often I am reminded of this. You may have heard that Hope Street Christian Academy is short on funds. In fact, the school was very close to closing its doors for good. We’ve been trusting that God would show us some way to keep the school running; however, time had just about run out. But just this morning, I had a conversation with the executor of Sylvia Cassel’s will. It seems that Sylvia had a home in Michigan worth quite a lot, and the executor has full control over the money from the sale of that estate. She told me today that she believes Sylvia would have wanted that money to go to Hope Street Christian Academy.”
The crowd erupted in applause, and Cooper leaned over to Nathan. “Looks like Abbi Merken really is looking out for what Sylvia wanted, even now that Sylvia’s gone.”
“I hope Sylvia knew the kind of friend she had.” Nathan took Cooper’s hand and kissed it. “Sometimes we take the people close to us for granted.”
Pastor Matthews continued. “The good news doesn’t stop there, folks. This weekend, each of the Richmond churches robbed in recent months received an anonymous donation roughly equal to the amount that was stolen. No one knows who this nameless philanthropist is, but I think I speak for all the pastors and the people when I say that this individual has been a blessing.”
Cooper paused. Was that why Ms. Donna wanted them all to “give it the day”? So they could hear that news? She leaned over so she could see across Jake and Savannah and sought out Ms. Donna. For a moment, Ms. Donna continued to face forward, as if nothing were out of the ordinary. Then, she turned smiling, met Cooper’s gaze and winked.
 
• • •
 
Monday morning, Cooper called Mr. Farmer before she left the house and asked him to invite both Angela and his sister to Make It Work! When she arrived, she marched straight into Mr. Farmer’s office, the fingerprinting results in hand. Though Will Brayden was a murderer, there was no reason for him to falsify the results of this particular analysis.
“What’s all this about?” Mrs. Farmer asked, irritated. “I have things to do!”
“I’m sure you do,” Cooper replied. “This won’t take long.”
“And from what I understand this . . . secretary has been found guilty of theft!” Mrs. Farmer turned up her nose at Angela. “Shouldn’t she be fired?”
“There’s been an interesting development there.” Cooper handed the papers over to Mr. Farmer to look at. “You may not know the whole story, Mrs. Farmer. You see, Mr. Farmer—at the suggestion of someone he spoke to Thursday morning—decided to search the work lockers. He found the stolen items in Angela’s locker.”
“So why is she still here?”
“Well, neither Mr. Farmer nor I believe that Angela would do such a thing.”
“The evidence speaks for itself.”
“Funny you should mention evidence.” Cooper sat on the edge of Mr. Farmer’s desk so she could see his sister’s face directly. “We decided to gather more evidence. We had a policeman come down to fingerprint every employee and dust the stolen items for fingerprints.”
A few beads of sweat appeared on Mrs. Farmer’s brow. “Mmmhmmm.”
“He found Angela’s prints on some of the items, but he only found one set on every item.”
Angela, who had been silent until now, leaned forward. “Whose prints were they?”
Cooper shrugged. “I don’t know. They don’t belong to any employee who was printed on Friday. So I’m just trying to think of anyone else who has access to this office and who might have a reason to want Angela fired. That person would also need to have access to the master key that opens all the employee lockers without the combinations . . . Perhaps someone who owns half the business and doesn’t appreciate the fact that her brother is currently in a relationship with Angela.”
Mrs. Farmer gasped. “You’re not suggesting that I would do such a thing.”
Angela stood. “Well, if she’s not, then I am! You framed me!”
“This is ridiculous! You have no proof!”
Mr. Farmer put up his hands to quiet her. “Bea, I know this is an awkward situation. But you have to admit . . . You have access to the office and the master locker key, and you haven’t exactly hidden your dislike for Angela.”
“You don’t believe this idiocy, do you?”
He looked to Cooper, who continued. “I know a great way to clear your name, Mrs. Farmer. We’ll get your fingerprints and compare them to that one set of prints on every stolen item. If you’re innocent, you’ve got nothing to fear, right?”
“I . . . I . . .” Mrs. Farmer’s face turned bright red. She stood and left the room in a flurry of anger and embarrassment.
Angela threw her arms around Cooper. “You did it, Coop!”
“I’m just sorry this happened at all,” Cooper replied. “And Mr. Farmer, I’m sorry I had to accuse your sister.”
Mr. Farmer shook his head. “Don’t be. She needs to learn to keep her meddling out of my life and out of my workplace, part owner or not. Angela, I can’t begin to—”
“You don’t have to say anything,” Angela insisted. “You believed in me. That’s enough. Now, Cooper . . .”
“Yes?”
“Don’t think I didn’t see that rock on your hand. Care to share?”



Magnolia’s Marvels
 
 
Salted Caramel Banana Cookies
 
Cookies:
¼cup shortening
8 oz. cream cheese
2 eggs
½ teaspoon vanilla
1½ teaspoons banana flavoring
1 package white cake mix
½ teaspoon cinnamon
1 cup chopped pecans
 
Salted Caramel Sauce:
2 cups sugar
3/4 cup unsalted butter
1 cup heavy whipping cream
2 tablespoons finely ground sea salt
 
Preheat the oven to 375 degrees. In a mixing bowl, cream shortening and cream cheese. Add the eggs, vanilla, and banana flavoring, and mix thoroughly. Slowly add the cake mix and cinnamon, careful not to overmix. Finally, add the pecans. Drop rounded teaspoons of the mixture onto a lightly greased cookie sheet. Bake for 9 minutes, until the edges of the cookies just start to brown. Allow the cookies to cool completely. Drizzle with salted caramel sauce.
 
To make the salted caramel sauce, heat the sugar and butter over medium heat. Stir constantly, until the sugar is melted and the mixture is a light caramel color. Add the cream, still stirring constantly. Bring the sauce to a gentle boil and boil for 3 minutes, or until the caramel reaches firm ball stage. Remove the caramel sauce from the stove. Add the sea salt, and continue to stir, until the salt dissolves. Drizzle the salted caramel sauce over the cookies.
 
 
Chocolate Chip Cocoa Cookies
 
2 cups flour
3/4 teaspoon baking soda
Scant ½ teaspoon salt
3/4 cup shortening
1¼cups sugar
3/4 cup baking cocoa
2 eggs, plus 1 egg yolk
1 teaspoon vanilla
6 oz. mini chocolate chips
Mini marshmallows
 
Preheat oven to 350 degrees. In a mixing bowl, combine the flour, baking soda, and salt. In a separate bowl, cream the shortening and sugar. Add the cocoa to the shortening and sugar, and blend thoroughly. Then, add the eggs and vanilla, mixing well. Slowly add the flour mixture to the wet ingredients. The final mixture will have a consistency similar to cornmeal. Stir in the mini chocolate chips, and allow the mixture to set at room temperature for approximately 30 minutes.
 
Form the mixture into ¾-inch balls with your hands, and then firmly press your thumb into each ball. Place cookies on cookie sheet, 2 inches apart. Bake for 7 minutes. Remove from oven and place 3 mini marshmallows in the thumb indentations. Return cookies to the oven for 1 more minute. Remove and place cookies on cooling rack.
 
 
Blackberry Cheesecake Bars
 
Shortbread:
3/4 cup butter
1/3 cup sugar
1/8 teaspoon baking soda
½ teaspoon vanilla
1/8 teaspoon salt
2 cups flour
 
Cheesecake Spread:
8 oz. cream cheese
½ cup sour cream
¼ cup sugar
½ teaspoon vanilla
Pinch of salt
3/4 cup whipping cream
2 egg yolks
 
Blackberry Topping:
3/4 cup quality blackberry jam
 
Preheat the oven to 350 degrees. To make the shortbread, cream butter and sugar in a mixing bowl. Add baking soda, vanilla, and salt to the mixture. Slowly work in flour. Gently press the mixture into a lightly greased 9x13 cake pan. Bake for 16–20 minutes, until very lightly browned. Allow to cool completely before adding cheesecake spread.
 
To make the cheesecake spread, mix all ingredients except egg yolks in a pan. Slowly heat to a near-boil. Temper the egg yolks (see note below) and add to the heated mixture. Stir constantly, until the mixture begins to cool, and then pour over cooled shortbread. Refrigerate until completely cool and set. Finish with the blackberry topping.
 
NOTE: To temper the eggs, add a small amount of hot cheesecake mixture to the egg yolks, stirring constantly. Then add the egg mixture to the cream cheese mixture, again stirring constantly. This will prevent the eggs from “scrambling” when added to the hot cheesecake mixture.
 
To make the blackberry topping, heat the blackberry jam until it’s soft. Spread over the cooled cheesecake spread. Refrigerate for at least 12 hours, and cut into bars before serving.



 
In case you missed it,
keep reading for an excerpt
from the first book in the
Hope Street Church Mystery series
by Ellery Adams,
The Path of the Crooked!
 
 

 
 
 
Cooper Lee was at a crossroads. Her boyfriend of five years had just left her for another woman, she was living in an apartment above her parents’ garage, and her job as a copier repairperson was feeling a little, well, repetitious. Hoping for a fresh start and a new outlook on life, she joins the Bible study group at Hope Street Church. The last thing she expects while studying the Bible is a lesson in murder.
 
When Brooke Hughes, the woman who first invited Cooper to Hope Street, is found murdered in her home, all signs point to her husband as the culprit. But Wesley Hughes was an elder at Hope Street Church, and the members of the Bible study are filled with disbelief that such a kind and loving man could take a life, much less his wife’s. Unwilling to let an innocent man and friend be railroaded into prison, the Bible group decides to investigate on their own.
 
As Cooper and this humorously diverse group of people—including a blind folk artist, a meteorologist with a taste for younger women, and a soft-spoken web designer who might be out to catch Cooper’s eye—dig deeper into the clues, they’re about to discover that finding the truth sometimes takes a leap of faith.
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Cooper Lee was more comfortable with machines than people. She drove all over the city of Richmond, Virginia, to fix them. By the time she got to these copiers, laminators, or fax machines as they waited in their offices, hospitals, or schools, they were broken. Broken and quiet. Cooper would kneel beside them and meticulously lay out her tools, and as she did so the machines didn’t raise their brows in surprise or barely concealed amusement that a woman worked as an office-machine repairman. A thirty-two-year-old woman dressed in a man’s uniform shirt didn’t seem odd at all.
Most importantly, they never stared at her eyes.
Her left eye wasn’t worth a second look. It was a flat, almost colorless blue. No one would have dreamed of comparing it to sapphires or deep seas or cloudless summer skies. But the other eye, the eye Cooper had received through ocular transplant surgery after she’d been smashed in the face with a field hockey stick in junior high, was a shimmering green. It was exotic—invoking images of lush jungles flecked with firefly light or the green shallows of tropical waters.
That single moment at field hockey practice, when a girl on Cooper’s own team had accidentally swung her stick too high as she prepared to hit the ball with incredible force, made Cooper more self-conscious than other teenagers. Still, she wanted what most people want. She wished for one close friend, to be loved by someone she could grow old with, and for her life to have purpose. Cooper thought she had found all of those in her boyfriend, Drew. Until he dumped her.
Shaking off her gloomy thoughts, Cooper cut a piece of crumb cake for breakfast, wrapped it in a paper towel, filled her twenty-eight-ounce travel cup to the brim with milky, unsweetened coffee, and tossed a banana onto the passenger seat of her truck. She drove east on I-64, the sun blinding her most of the way. According to Bryant Shelton’s weather report, there wouldn’t be a cloud in the sky this April Friday. For once it appeared as though Bryant might be right, though it didn’t matter much to Cooper. She’d be inside offices most of the day, but could enjoy brief moments of sunshine while driving the work van from one destination to another.
At ten minutes to nine, Cooper pulled into the parking lot belonging to one of a dozen corporate buildings resembling silver LEGO blocks. The Make It Work! headquarters was on the fringe of an area called Innsbrook, where hundreds of different companies, replete with an abundance of office equipment, depended upon Cooper and her coworkers to keep them operating smoothly.
“’Mornin’, Coop!” Angela called out a chipper greeting as Cooper approached the reception desk. Angela’s smile, combined with a vase filled with plump yellow roses, created a warm welcome. Few people visited the office as most of Make It Work!’s transactions were conducted via telephone, but Angela bought a dozen roses every Monday, claiming that a good workweek always began with fresh flowers. Angela was in charge of appointments and billing. She was at her desk every morning before anyone else, wearing one of her vintage sweaters, a pencil skirt (both of which were always too tight), and a pair of sexy heels. Angela’s platinum hair, powdered face, and fire-engine-red nails and lipstick were supposed to call to mind an image of Marilyn Monroe, but Angela was older and plumper than the late actress had ever been. Still, Angela was the heart and soul of their small operation. Filled with pluck and boundless optimism, Angela could thaw even the frostiest of customers.
“You’ve got an emergency waitin’ for you, sugar.” Angela examined her reflection in a small compact that was never out of reach. “Some poor lady has gotten her weddin’ ring jammed in the insides of a copier.” She held out a pink memo pad and ripped off the top sheet with a flourish.
“At Capital City?” Cooper asked, reading the message. “I have to go over there anyway. They ordered half a dozen Hewlett-Packard 7410 multifunction printers and I have to bring them to Building F and hook them up.” She grinned at Angela. “A wedding ring, you say? I wonder how she got it stuck inside.”
Angela shrugged. “You know folks like to try to fix things themselves. You’ve fished stranger things out of those machines. ’Member the bologna sandwich last year?”
“Do I?” Cooper laughed. “That mayo was everywhere. And that obnoxious executive tried to blame it on his administrative assistant. What a jerk.”
“That’s why I like workin’ for Mr. Farmer. He’s just as kind as he can be.” Angela’s eyes, beneath their curtain of long fake lashes, twinkled as they always did when she mentioned the boss’s name.
Cooper buttoned up her gray Make It Work! uniform jacket and grabbed the keys to one of the company’s two vans. Ben, the other repairman, was already off on his rounds. He came in an hour earlier than Cooper and was out the door by 4:00 p.m. He was obsessed with developing his naturally thin frame into a walking mass of muscle, so he spent two hours at the gym before heading home to his wife—a woman no one from Make It Work! had ever laid eyes on. Ben never spoke of her either.
“Can you grab some Mexican from Casa Grande for lunch?” Angela asked as Cooper opened the front door, wiggling the van keys until they sounded like metal castanets.
“Sure. What would you like?”
“Chicken quesadillas for me, something for yourself, and a Pan Filo burrito for Mr. Farmer. He almost went with a salad, saying that he needed to be more like Ben and watch his weight, but I told him that a little stuffing makes a nicer pillow.” Angela giggled, placed a twenty-dollar bill on the desk, and pushed it toward Cooper. “Lord, he turned beet red when I said that!”
Cooper thought about her introverted boss being complimented by the effusive Angela. He was a man of few words and usually hid in his office, drooling over the latest issues of Technology Review, Popular Mechanics, and PC Magazine. Cooper couldn’t fathom why Angela found their short, balding, hermitlike employer so captivating. It was like having a crush on Danny DeVito.
“See you in a bit, Angela.” Cooper saluted the other woman with her coffee cup and headed out to the van.
A Mrs. Brooke Hughes of Capital City, one of the nation’s largest credit card companies, had placed the call regarding the lost wedding ring. Cooper could tell that Mrs. Hughes was either an administrative assistant or an investigative agent in the Fraud Protection Division by the fact that the copier in question was located on the third floor in Building C. The Fraud Protection Division took up most of that floor, with the exception of a large filing room Cooper had never had cause to enter.
The second the elevator doors opened on the third floor, Mrs. Hughes leapt forward and latched on to Cooper’s arm like a barnacle.
“Thank goodness you’re here!” she exclaimed. Looking down, she realized she held Cooper with a viselike grip and that the younger woman was politely struggling to reclaim her limb. “Oh, I’m sorry!” Exhaling loudly, she released Cooper and then raised her hands, which were coated with black toner. “I’ve really made a mess of things, I’m afraid.”
Cooper could see that the woman had also smeared toner on her ivory blouse and berry-colored skirt. Mrs. Hughes, though agitated, had an open face and kind eyes. “Don’t worry, ma’am,” Cooper assured the woman and then introduced herself. “We’ll get your ring back. Which machine is it stuck in?”
“Oh, please call me Brooke. The copier’s right outside my office.”
Although she wore a name tag, Cooper thought it only polite to speak her name aloud since her client had established a friendly rapport, despite her distress.
It turned out that Brooke Hughes was the head of the entire department. She had her own assistant and a full-sized six-thousand-dollar Sharp grayscale copier at her disposal. The chair at the assistant’s desk was empty and her workstation was covered with mounds of wadded tissues and untidy stacks of paper.
“Cindi, my assistant, called out sick today. Again.” Brooke’s eyebrows shot up and down suggestively. “I’ve been trying to wrap up this case I’ve been working on and I just needed to pull together a few more documents.” She gestured at Cindi’s desk. “I was attempting to make sense of that mess when I came across a document that was very, very incriminating . . . ” She trailed off, looking abashed. “I’m sorry to go on about all this to you.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “It’s just that it was crucial for me to make multiple copies of this, ah, report so I could quickly store it in more than one location as soon as possible.” Brooke nervously picked at her cuticles and continued speaking in a hushed tone. “I’m concerned that the original document could suddenly disappear.”
Her voice returned to normal as she continued. “But then the copier jammed and I was so desperate to make copies that I tried to fix it. When I reached under that panel”—she pointed inside the machine and Cooper noticed that Brooke’s finger was trembling—“and tried to rip out the paper, my ring slipped off my finger and fell down in there.”
“Were you able to make any copies?” Cooper asked, concerned about the woman’s apparent anxiety.
Brooke shook her head and made a visible effort to pull herself together.
Wordlessly, Cooper rolled the copier away from the wall and scanned the carpet. She couldn’t see the ring anywhere, so she knew that meant she’d have to unscrew the machine’s back panel. After retrieving a flashlight from her toolbox, she gestured at the Sharp. “Has this copier been acting up lately?”
“Yes, I believe it has. Cindi’s cursed quite loudly at it a few times. I also think she’s given it a few solid kicks.” Brooke winced as though she hated snitching on her assistant. “I’m afraid she’s not very good at following directions. Mine or a machine’s. But she’s a single mom and I just don’t have the heart to let her go.” She laughed humorlessly. “I swear I do both our jobs most of the time.”
Unused to being watched as she worked, Cooper began loosening the screws that secured the back panel to the main body of the copier.
“Unlike poor Cindi,” Brooke rambled on, “I’ve been blessed. My husband is my best friend. We were high school sweethearts, raised a terrific son together, and are celebrating our thirty-year anniversary tonight. That’s why I’m so desperate to get my ring back today.”
Cooper glanced up at Brooke’s face. She was gazing out a window beyond Cindi’s desk, a small smile playing around the corners of her mouth. “Wesley, my husband, is picking me up after work today in a white limo. We’re going out to dinner at this little hole-in-the-wall where we had our first date. He doesn’t know that I know, but he also reserved the bridal suite at the Jefferson.” She shook her head dreamily. “We couldn’t afford anything like that when we got married, so I guess he’s trying to make it up to me, but I wouldn’t trade our first years of struggle for anything.” She grinned at Cooper. “Are you married?”
“No, ma’am,” Cooper said without taking her eyes from her work. “My boyfriend of over five years left me six months ago. Really suddenly,” she added and then instantly clammed up. People didn’t usually speak to her once they had directed her to the machine in need of repair, so she was surprised to find herself sharing such an intimate exchange.
“I’m really sorry.” Brooke spoke with heartfelt sincerity. “Five years is a long time. Many marriages don’t survive that long, so you two must have been doing something right.”
“I thought so.” Cooper sighed. “And I’d do anything to have my life with him back. For those five years, he was my only friend, my whole world. I’m living with my parents again and just trying to figure out how to start again.”
Brooke put a hand on Cooper’s shoulder. “You’re young and pretty and I can tell you must be awfully smart to be able to do what you do. Once time heals your wounds a bit, you’re going to find that men will line up around the block just to ask you out.”
“You think so?” Cooper looked over her shoulder and grinned ruefully. “Where’s the front of that line?”
Brooke smiled. “If you can laugh about your pain, you’re on the road to getting the best of it. And I know a place that might help you in the whole recovery process. Hold on a sec.” She pulled open a desk drawer, retrieved a marigold-colored brochure, and handed it to Cooper.
“This is the church I belong to. I would love for you to attend a service with me. Come as my friend. Any Sunday you’d like. Just walk on in and find me and we’ll sit together.”
Cooper stared at the yellow brochure. It was from Hope Street Church and simply had the church name, address, and the words Welcome, Friends on the cover. Brooke’s invitation was filled with warmth and hospitality, but the idea of attending an unfamiliar church wasn’t something Cooper felt comfortable doing. “I’ll think about it. Thank you, ma’am.”
“Please do. And no more of this ma’am stuff. We’re just two women trying to make our way in the world. Brooke and Cooper.” She pointed at the brochure. “Take a look at that when you get a chance and feel free to call me if you have any questions. Now”—Brooke tugged on the bottom of her stained blouse—“I will stop blithering away like a chatty magpie and let you work your magic. I’ll be in my office, so please let me know if you need an extra pair of hands—to hold the flashlight or something.”
“Thanks, but I’m like an octopus when I’m working.” Cooper smiled and watched the other woman walk away. She then folded the Hope Street brochure in half, tucked it in her pocket, and returned her focus to removing the bottom paper drawer so that she could get a better view of the copier’s underbelly. After she detached the tray, she directed the powerful beam of her Maglite into the cavity and swept the light around the base. A twinkle in one of the far corners signaled the presence of Brooke’s ring.
Plucking the ring from the dark, Cooper cleaned it off using a fresh rag from her toolbox. A dozen tiny diamonds embedded in a band of yellow gold glistened as Cooper wiped away spots of toner and dust. As she rubbed the inside of the ring, she noticed an inscription. It read Forever, I Corinthians 13:13.
Cooper knew that I Corinthians 13:13 was often used in wedding ceremonies. Sitting on the floor of the quiet office, she called to mind the cover of her younger sister, Ashley’s, wedding program. It showed the bride and groom as children inside a heart-shaped cutout. Above the photograph were two doves flying toward each other and the words And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.
Folding the ring carefully inside another clean rag, Cooper set the precious package next to her toolbox and began the process of removing the jammed sheets of paper. She made a pile of torn strips of paper along with an anthill of bits and scraps that had likely collected inside the copier over the last few weeks. It only took her a few minutes to restore the machine to working order. She checked under the lid to see if Brooke’s original document was still laid out on the glass. It was, so Cooper programmed the machine to make five duplicates in order to test the copier. It ran them through without a hitch.
Cooper didn’t even glance at the pages that were so critical to Brooke Hughes. She’d never examined the contents of a single document in her four years as a repairwoman and didn’t plan to start now. Clearing her throat, she stood in the threshold of Brooke’s office and unfolded the rag containing the wedding ring.
“Here’s your ring, ma’am—um, Brooke. No harm done.”
Brooke plucked the ring from the rag, pushed it on her finger, and threw her arms around Cooper. “You’re an angel! I can’t tell you how much this means to me!”
Though surprised by the woman’s quickness, Cooper still managed to press the documents against her thigh so they wouldn’t get crushed by Brooke’s embrace.
“Your copier’s back in order too,” Cooper continued once Brooke had released her. “I made five copies just to test the machine, but you’re good to go if you’d like to run some more.”
Brooke accepted the papers. The joy that had shone from her eyes upon seeing her wedding ring was instantaneously replaced by a mixture of worry and fear. “Thank you,” she said softly.
The phone on her desk began to ring, and Brooke glanced in its direction. Once again, she began to pick nervously at her fingernails.
“I’d better get that.” Her tone was regretful.
Cooper was accustomed to abrupt dismissals by busy and important people, or at least people who viewed themselves as busy and important, so Brooke’s desire to linger was unusual.
“Have a nice day, ma’am,” Cooper said politely. She wished she could think of something more comforting to add but nothing came to mind.
Brooke gave Cooper a bright smile infused with warmth and then wiggled her ring finger. “I hope that one day a good man gives you a ring and a promise and makes you very, very happy. Maybe I’ll see you at church some Sunday. I’ll keep an eye out for you.”
It took a moment for Cooper to move, as a vision of Drew bending down on one knee and offering her a velvet jewelry box had her so captivated that she almost forgot where she was. Finally, she blinked and Drew’s handsome face and pleading eyes evaporated.
“Most folks don’t talk to me when I’m working,” Cooper found herself telling Brooke. “I kind of walk around as if I’m invisible. So it was really nice to have met you today. Thanks.”
“No one’s invisible,” Brooke replied firmly and smiled again. She then picked up her phone and her smile disappeared in a flash.
Sensing that Brooke needed privacy, Cooper returned to the copier and packed up her tools. Because the only trash receptacle in sight was the overflowing Rubbermaid can under Cindi’s desk, Cooper gathered the paper scraps she’d removed from inside the copier, folded them up in her rag, and headed out to the van. As she walked, she considered how her regular interactions with office workers were brief and impersonal. In general, she preferred it that way. Yet for the first time, she had met someone who had spoken to her openly, as an equal, and it had felt really good. And though part of Cooper felt touched by Brooke Hughes’s attention, the other part of her wished that she could have remained anonymous. That way, she could drive off into the sunshine without fretting over the welfare of someone she barely knew.
After making her way to another area of Capital City’s mammoth campus to deliver the Hewlett-Packard 7410s, Cooper parked the van near the delivery entrance of Building F and turned off the engine. She felt like enjoying a cigarette beneath one of the lot’s large dogwood trees but then remembered that she had smoked her last one that morning.
Cooper got out of the van and leaned against the tree trunk. She propped her leg against the smooth bark, enjoying the sun on her face as she opened a Ziploc bag containing two of her mother’s homemade cookies. She felt an inexplicable urge to say a quick prayer before returning to work. She hadn’t prayed for someone else for a long, long time. In fact, she couldn’t remember praying much at all until Drew had left her, but now she said a nightly prayer asking that she be reunited with him soon.
Maybe I should focus on somebody else for once, she thought, closing her eyes.
“Lord,” she began hesitantly and then felt words flow more easily from her mouth. “I hope that Brooke’s husband is all that she says he is. I hope he rides up in his white limo and sweeps that nice woman away in a tide of happiness so powerful that whatever is troubling her will be completely washed away. Amen.”
Not bad, Cooper thought and felt the tension she’d felt in Brooke’s office ebb away. Chewing on one of her mother’s chocolate pinwheel cookies, she got back to work.
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“I can’t believe my only sister works as a copier repairman!” Ashley complained to their mother, Magnolia “Maggie” Lee, as Maggie finished up her daily baking that Sunday afternoon. “Do you know how weird I feel telling people what my sister does for a living?”
“Why?” Maggie momentarily paused in rolling out a ball of cookie dough for her Chinese almond cookies and gave her younger child a perplexed look. “What’s wrong with Cooper’s job with Make It Work!? Your sister is very
talented with her hands. She can fix most anything, just like her daddy.”
Ashley tossed a thick lock of glossy, radiant blonde hair over her shoulder. “It would be one thing if she just did administrative stuff, but she actually gets greasy and wears a uniform with an embroidered name tag! What’s next? Coveralls? Steel-tipped boots?”
Mrs. Lee shrugged. “Someone has to keep those complicated machines workin’ smoothly. Folks seem to really depend on them these days. And someone has to be firm enough to tell those stingy business owners when their machines have reached the end of their road and need to be replaced.” She teared up. “Oh, now you’ve got me thinkin’ about what I’m gonna do when Grammy is called by the angels!”
Ashley rolled a pair of captivating cerulean eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with Grammy, Mama. Don’t get all worked up. Besides, I don’t think the angels are going to be able to handle her. She’s going to be with us forever.”
Maggie brightened. “You’re right, dear. Grammy’s plucky as a hen in springtime. Now”—she wiped her hands on the seat of her pants instead of her apron—“I have to get these cookies ready for the folks at the Alzheimer’s home.” She glanced at her watch. “I want them to have a special treat with their Sunday afternoon tea.”
“Why?” Ashley’s perfect lips screwed into a smirk. “They won’t remember eating them.”
“Ashley Elizabeth!” Mrs. Lee shook her rolling pin at her daughter. “Don’t you say ugly things like that in my
kitchen!”
“Sorry, Mama.” Ashley shot a look at her sister, but Cooper wasn’t paying attention. She had a mug of hot coffee in her right hand and was lost in the pages of the Sunday paper.
“Back to Cooper,” Ashley persisted. “How is she ever going to meet a new man when her job is so macho?” She put her manicured hands on her narrow hips. “It’s been six months since he left, ya know. It’s time for her to start living again. She’s pretty in that all-natural kind of way and has a body most girls would kill for, but she just hides out, living in her garage like a nun. Someone will have to drag her out of there or she’s going to turn into an old maid.”
“Help me bag up these pinwheels while you’re carryin’ on, Ashley.”
Ashley obediently stuffed two cookies each into plastic bags decorated with gold stickers reading Magnolia’s Marvels. As she tied them using gold ribbon, she occasionally glanced over at Cooper, who was still engrossed in the Richmond Times-Dispatch and had refused to respond to any of her sister’s comments. Ashley, who was unaccustomed to being ignored, suddenly claimed the edge of Cooper’s chair.
“I’ve got it!” she exclaimed as Cooper turned a mismatched but fiery gaze upon her sister. “Coop? You should start coming to church with me! There are tons of nice single men at church. And they’re your age too.” Watching her sister warily, Cooper reached out and folded the newspaper so that when her father got home from his weekly shopping trip to Wal-Mart, his paper would look pristine. She pushed back from the worn and scrubbed farm table in her parents’ kitchen, refilled her coffee cup, and helped herself to a cookie.
“Not gonna happen, Ashley,” Cooper said firmly. “Besides, I have plans of my own.” She hadn’t told anyone that she was thinking about attending Brooke’s church the following Sunday. Wanting to reread the flyer on Hope Street alone, Cooper walked out the back door, down a short path, and entered the small greenhouse her father had built for her after the field hockey accident.
She inhaled the scents of her private refuge—a wheelbarrow filled with rich soil, two aisles packed with seed trays bearing the first hints of green, a stack of terra-cotta planters, her bottles of pungent fertilizers, and a tidy pile of gardening books on edible plants that Cooper had picked up from library and yard sales.
“This place is as peaceful as any church,” she said to the air, delighting in the humidity and the dappled spring sunlight glinting off the glass roof. Moving about the cozy space, she touched the plants flanking the center aisle and brushed specks of dirt from the leaves of a seedling. “Grow well, my friend. You’re going to help fill hungry bellies come summertime.”
Cooper spent the next few minutes flipping through a seed catalogue. She soon became so intent on deciding which tomato seeds to order that she didn’t hear Ashley enter her sanctuary.
“I’m trying to look out for you, Coop,” her sister said as Cooper straightened a group of seed trays on the potting table. Ashley held out her hand and wiggled the mammoth diamond of her engagement ring. The light caught the stone and shimmered along the row of smaller diamonds on her wedding band. “I’d like you to find someone as wonderful as my Lincoln.” She sighed happily. “I know I’m just a bubbly newlywed talking, but the day I became Mrs. Lincoln Love was the happiest of my life. I know you thought you and Drew were going to be like Lincoln and me, but it wasn’t meant to be.” Her long lashes fluttered as she surveyed her sister. “You’re pretty, Cooper. You could catch a man and be happy again. I could help you.”
Cooper crossed her arms and frowned. She felt no jealousy over her sister’s ostentatious jewelry or the endless mentions of her extremely wealthy husband, but she didn’t like what she saw in Ashley’s eyes.
“I don’t want to become one of your charity projects,” Cooper snapped. After all, Cooper viewed Ashley’s charitable works as her sister’s vain desire to appear in Richmond magazine and Virginia Living as often as possible, dressed in fabulous designer clothes, her arm draped around the mayor, the governor’s wife, or another rich suburban do-gooder.
The trouble was, Ashley always distanced herself from the actual people she was purportedly bent on helping. She would organize teams of builders, electricians, and plumbers to work for days constructing a house for Habitat for Humanity, but she never visited the site or met the family. She would collect thousands of winter coats and Christmas presents for the children of area orphanages, but she’d never meet any of the kids during the delivery of these gifts. Even her hospital volunteerism was conducted from a distance. Ashley would host a dinner and raise funds for needed supplies or medical equipment, but she preferred not to be introduced to one of the patients who had benefited from the monetary donation.
Everything Ashley did was self-serving to some degree, and Cooper didn’t want to be a part of any of her sister’s schemes. Suddenly, Cooper recalled Brooke’s kindness and felt guilty over thinking such nasty thoughts about her sister.
“Look,” Cooper told Ashley more gently and busied her hands tidying her pillar of catalogues. “I appreciate your wanting to help, I do, but I don’t want to go to church to meet men. Isn’t that what bars are for?” she quipped.
Ashley frowned. “Well, then go to church to pray. It doesn’t look good that you’re the only one of us that doesn’t attend worship service.”
“Doesn’t look good to who?” Cooper demanded, getting annoyed again. She knew that Ashley wanted to chair some new committee at the large and powerful church she attended on River Road, a wealthy corridor composed of million-dollar homes and churches the size of college campuses. She was also aware of the fact that Ashley was embarrassed of her family.
Their father, Earl Lee, was in charge of maintenance at one of the area’s private schools and their mother got up at five a.m. to bake cookies, which she sold to several Richmond sandwich shops. Except for Ashley, who resided with her husband in a mansion just off River Road, the Lees lived out in the country, a good twenty minutes from Richmond’s West End subdivisions and endless strip malls. Cooper’s parents were humble people who spent their money modestly but gave generously of their time. Their house was small, outdated, and yet incredibly cozy. Cooper lived in a minuscule studio apartment Mr. Lee had erected over the garage with the idea of moving his mother out of the main house, but Grammy Lee refused to budge.
Cooper shook her head, wondering for the millionth time how her parents could have produced such different children. She could only reason that during the one year, one month, one week, and one day that separated their birthdays, the world must have spun in the opposite direction. Looking at her sister as she turned the pages of a gardening magazine with disinterest, Cooper tried to keep her irritation in check. “No one outside of this house cares what I do, Ashley. Why don’t you tell those snobby ladies at your church that your entire family was lost at sea or mauled by bears? Then you won’t have to obsess over how we make you look.”
For a moment, Ashley turned Cooper’s suggestion over in her mind. Suddenly, she scowled. “I can’t say that! It would be an outright lie and that’s not going to get me elected.”
Cooper began filling out the order form in the back of the seed catalogue. “Works for politicians all the time,” she joked.
“Fine, Cooper. Rot away in this greenhouse. Live with your parents until you’re old and gray. Go ahead.” Ashley turned to leave. “But you should go to church, even if it’s to suffer through that awful choir at Mama and Daddy’s church.”
“Why?” Cooper paused in her writing to drink some coffee.
“Because it’s where people go to better themselves. A place where those who’ve been hurt can find healing and where lonely people can make friends.” Cooper was surprised to see genuine concern on Ashley’s face. “After all, without me living here anymore, you must not have anyone to talk to. You and Drew spent all your time with each other.”
Cooper had never considered her sister to be a close friend, but she nodded anyway. “I told you, I have plans in the works, okay? Now, just drop the subject. Don’t you have a husband waiting for you at home?”
“I certainly do,” Ashley said with a satisfied nod. She then whipped her lightweight suede coat closed, cinched a crocodile belt around her shapely waist, and strutted away, her hair bouncing in a shiny wave of honey as she walked. Cooper studied her own athletic body and long, straight blonde hair in the greenhouse glass and, satisfied with what she saw, finished completing the order form.
Later that evening, she headed out to the mailbox with a lit cigarette and her order form. She lingered for a moment at the end of the driveway, watching the sun sink into the spindly arms of the trees and listening to the excited chatter of bats as they fluttered above her head. Cooper blew a stream of smoke into the spring air, still tinged with some of winter’s lingering coolness, and wondered if she was truly ready to put the pain of her broken heart behind her and begin living her life again.
She picked a piece of tobacco from the tip of her tongue and flicked it onto the ground. Her eyes became fixated on the glowing end of her cigarette. Bending down, she crushed it out in the gravel and spent several moments crouched there, observing the spent stub. “I really wish I could kick this damn habit.”
Searching in her pocket for a tissue in which to wrap the cigarette butt, Cooper’s fingers closed around the Hope Street brochure. She gazed at the words of welcome printed on the front cover for several moments.
“Should I go?” she whispered to the first evening star. “Could you send me a sign?” When the only response she received was a tickle on the cheek by a momentary breeze, she slowly walked back toward the house.
 
• • •
 
The workweek flew by and Cooper nearly forgot about both Brooke Hughes and Hope Street. She and her mother spent most of Saturday preparing the vegetable and herb beds behind the house for planting. Together they weeded, tilled, and mixed compost with the soil, which was still damp from the previous evening’s rain.
Earl Lee also spent the mild spring day outside. He mowed the lawn, replaced rotted posts on the split-rail fence, and tinkered around in the garage, undoubtedly trying to coax his ’71 Chevy Malibu back to life.
When the family reconvened for dinner, Earl spoke a quick blessing before they ate. He’d barely finished before Grammy Lee launched into a tirade over being served soft tacos with refried beans.
“What’s this mush?” she demanded of no one in particular. “I still got my teeth, ya know.” She plucked her dentures from her mouth and waved them around for everyone to see. “How about a nice piece of meat—one you gotta cut with a knife, not slurp up like pig slop?”
“We had rib eyes earlier this week, Grammy,” Maggie said calmly. “You know we can’t have steak all the time. They’re too expensive.”
“At least tomorrow’s Sunday,” Grammy mumbled, glaring at her plate with her cataract-clouded eyes. “That means ham or bacon.” She took a bite of beans and grimaced. “You at least gonna make some cinnamon rolls?” she asked Maggie.
“From scratch,” Maggie replied cheerfully, passing her husband a bowl of shredded cheese. Cooper was amazed by how her mother was able to listen to Grammy’s cantankerous remarks without ever getting ruffled.
“So I see you’re goin’ to church tomorrow, girlie.” Grammy pointed her fork at Cooper. “What brought this on? You got a cravin’ to listen to those tone-deaf songbirds with us, Granddaughter? I don’t think there’s a single member under fifty. You’d best go where the young folks are.” She cackled and then went on to remind them that she had been married for twenty years, a mother for fifteen years, and the owner of her own farm stand for ten years by the time she turned thirty-five.
“How’d you know I was planning to go to church tomorrow?” Cooper asked in surprise. “I only made up my mind a little while ago while I was working in the garden.”
“How did I know?” Grammy guffawed, spraying the table in front of her with bits of refried beans. “Because my room is right next to the washin’ machine. You left the iron out to cool down and you haven’t ironed anythin’ since you graduated from high school.” She took a sip of iced tea and choked down the rest of the beans. “I figured you were either goin’ to church or on a date.” She gave Cooper an assessing glance and made it clear that she didn’t approve of what she saw. “I’m bettin’ on church.”
 
• • •
 
Cooper opened the yellow Hope Street brochure and read it over for the tenth time.
“I wonder if Brooke’s here today,” Cooper said to her image in the rearview mirror and then retrieved her pack of Camel Lights from her faux-leather purse. She lit a cigarette and hung her arm out the window of her red Jeep Cherokee.
Her reflection blew a veil of smoke from between her thin lips. “I know,” Cooper said to the mirror. “You don’t look very sexy doing that.” She scowled at the burning cigarette. “I’m going to give these things up. Time for a fresh start, right?” After staring at the weathered brick building for a minute, she straightened the collar of her freshly ironed blouse and said, “Let’s go.”
Cooper got out of the truck, put out her cigarette using the bottom of her shoe, and walked to one of the church’s side entrances. She paused at the trash can positioned several feet from the double doors.
“Okay, I can do this.” She threw the nearly full pack of Camels and a plastic Bic lighter inside. The two items hit the bottom with a satisfying thunk. “I never smoked until I met Drew, so if I’m going to start over”—she dug around in her purse until she found a package of gum—“then I’m going to do it with a little help from Wrigley’s.”
Hope Street Church was unlike any church Cooper had ever experienced. She was accustomed to the small, white clapboard structures of country churches, the pealing of bells at every hour, and rows of lovely stained-glass windows to stare at should the sermon become a tad dull. Hope Street was an impressive brick building whose cornerstone had been placed over one hundred years ago. The original chapel had been expanded after World War I and a roomy wing had been built in the early eighties for the Hope Street Christian Academy.
Daydreaming students on the north side of the building were treated to a view of the church’s lush garden, while those on the south side were stuck gazing out at the vast parking lot. When the bells called people to worship, the sound was like that of a symphony. The powerful melody carried far across the rooftops and made its way into area subdivisions.
“This is some church,” Cooper muttered to herself and looked around the deserted hallway. She noticed a bulletin board for Students Against Drunk Driving and a sign-up sheet for prom queen nominations. “I am so glad to be out of high school. I don’t think I could survive it a second time around.” Cooper tapped the bulletin board and listened to the sound echo around her. Where was everyone? She glanced at her watch. It was almost nine. Didn’t the service start at nine? Which hallway would take her to the chapel?
Aware of the noisy clip-clop of her only pair of heels, which had lain dormant in the far reaches of her closet since the office Christmas party, Cooper made an attempt to walk on the balls of her feet. Tiptoeing, she glanced down every hall she passed but didn’t see another human being until she ran smack into a long torso clad in a blue-and-yellow-checked button-down.
“Sorry!” said a baritone voice coming from over her head. After collecting herself, Cooper glanced up into the face of the very tall man she’d collided with. She saw a pair of warm brown eyes and a slightly bashful smile. It was a pleasant face all around, though rather high in the forehead and sharp in the chin.
“Are you new to Hope Street?” the man asked softly.
Cooper nodded. “Yes, and I’m totally lost.” She laughed nervously. “This wing is like a rabbit warren, only I think their burrows smell less like Lysol.”
The man’s grin widened. “Come on, I’ll show you where to go. I’m Nathan Dexter, by the way.”
Pleased that she had an escort to the service, Cooper smiled in relief. “Nice to meet you. I’m Cooper.”
“That’s an unusual name for a woman.” Nathan shook Cooper’s hand. “Must have been a barrel maker somewhere in your family history,” he said as though the idea was fascinating. “I really like familial names. I think it’s a great way to honor an ancestor, you know? A way of uniting people from different generations.” He cleared his throat, seemingly embarrassed. “That’s my backward way of saying I think your name is cool.”
“Thanks.” No one had ever complimented Cooper on her name before. “It was my great-grandfather’s. And you’re right, he was named after his aunt—her last name was Cooper—and her father was a barrel maker. She didn’t make barrels, but she filled her fair share with whiskey and dill pickles.”
“Two of my favorites.” Nathan grinned. “And don’t be too impressed with my attempt at intelligence. I’m just a computer geek who likes crossword puzzles, so my nose is often stuck in a dictionary.” He gestured with one of his long arms. “We’re in here, to your left.”
Cooper hesitated for a moment, as the doorway appeared to lead into a classroom, not a chapel. She could hear the murmur of several voices, but not the rumble of dozens and dozens of parishioners getting settled for service. What was going on? With Nathan right on her heels and closing fast, she had no other choice but to enter.
All chatting ceased as soon as Cooper stepped through the threshold. Four people were seated in a circle, their hands folded on top of student desks. Each person had a copy of the Bible opened in front of them, along with a few sheets of paper covered with notes, and a pen. Their postures were relaxed and they all smiled at her in welcome.
“Who’s there?” asked a woman seated closest to the door. She had black hair, dark blue eyes, and unusually pale skin. She also seemed to be trying to figure out who had entered the room.
“It’s Nathan, Savannah,” Nathan called from the doorway. “And this is Cooper.” Nathan gave Cooper a gentle push, indicating she should move closer to the woman. “This is Savannah,” he said. “She’s the leader of our little group.” The woman held out a hand speckled with colorful stains, like a child who’d used permanent markers and was only able to wash away the surface layer of pigment. The woman’s fingers closed around Cooper’s and she used her free hand to probe the skin of Cooper’s palm. “Aha! Another woman who works with her hands! How wonderful.”
As Cooper glanced around, wondering how to make a polite escape in order to locate the actual worship service, she noticed a white cane beneath Savannah’s desk.
“In case you haven’t guessed, I’m legally blind,” Savannah said as if she knew exactly what Cooper had spotted. “But I can still see shapes and, thank the Lord, colors. I ‘see’ people by recognizing their body shape and smell.” She gave a series of sniffs like a bloodhound catching a fresh fox scent. “You’re Dove soap, aloe lotion, guava-scented shampoo, and . . . She inhaled deeply and Cooper took a step backward. “Well, I’ll be. I believe you might work on machines. Am I totally off the mark?”
“I repair office machines,” Cooper said in surprise, staring at the woman. “How did you know?” She pretended to check her armpits. “Am I giving off a whiff of toner? Maybe some grease? I use baby powder Secret every morning, I swear.”
Savannah laughed.
“Okay, okay,” a man who looked like he was in need of a haircut and shave quickly interjected. “Let the lovely lady get situated before we pry her open like a mussel and check out her innards.” He held out his hand for Cooper to shake. “I’m Jake. Master plumber and electrician, detective novel addict, and Little League baseball coach. I’m here because one of my buddies started reading Scripture during our lunch breaks and I felt called to learn more. Come sit by me and I’ll get you some coffee.”
Cooper gave him a grateful nod but didn’t settle into the empty desk he pulled over. “Actually, I think I’m in the wrong place,” she said and smiled politely.
“We’re the Sunrise Bible Study Group,” a woman wearing gobs of makeup beneath a helmet of copper hair explained. “I’m Trish Tyler. My husband is one of Hope’s elders,” she said importantly. “And I’m sure you know my name because you’re bound to have seen my billboards. My assistants joke that I’m trying to get as many as South of the Border!” She leapt up and placed a business card on Cooper’s desk. “No cacti or sombreros, though. Anyway, welcome to Hope Street.”
Cooper had heard of Trish Tyler. Her picture was plastered on billboards, moving vans, and on the hundreds of Tyler Realty FOR SALE signs across the city. Trish was seated next to another well-known Richmonder. Bryant Shelton was the meteorologist for Channel 6 news. He was notorious for being incredibly vague in his forecasts, for his string of marriages to women much younger than himself, and for raising funds for poverty-stricken senior citizens.
Bryant offered Cooper his best TV smile, nearly blinding her with the stark whiteness of his porcelain veneers, and said, “I’m new as well. Just joined a few weeks ago.” He pointed at Trish. “She gave me a business card within the first ten seconds of my arrival too. Personally,” he said, raising his voice as he winked playfully at Trish, “I think she puts them in the offering plate.”
“That’s not a bad idea, Bryant.” Trish pretended to count her business cards. “Do you think I have enough?”
Bryant gave Cooper a flirtatious smile. “I like the young and hip feel of this church. It might look old school, but this church is hi-tech.” The light in his eyes dimmed slightly. “Ever since my wife left, Sunday mornings were getting kind of lonely, so I came here to meet some new friends. The band is really good too. I never knew that church could be so much like a party. We really rock out during the service.”
“That sounds cool,” Cooper replied, trying to visualize the combination of a church service and an Aerosmith concert.
“We haven’t started our morning’s lesson yet, so don’t worry about catching up,” Trish said to ease Cooper’s mind. “We’re waiting for another member to arrive.”
“That would be Quinton,” Jake added. “Big-time banker dude and the best cake baker you ever met. He’s probably late because he’s frosting the tenth layer of some awesome chocolate fudge cake.” He grinned smugly. “That’s why our study’s better than everybody else’s. We have the best food.”
“Well, that’s all of us.” Savannah nodded. “Let’s begin so we’re not late for worship. I hope Quinton will join us shortly.” She turned toward Cooper. “It’s a good day for you to jump in, since the theme we’re discussing is ‘beginnings.’ Next week we’re going to start a study on Paul’s letters called ‘Dear Church: Paul’s Letter in the Book of Ephesians.’”
Trish held out her workbook. “Cooper, you can just run over to the Christian bookstore and buy one of these there. Then you’ll be ready to join our little group.”
Cooper was slightly baffled by what Savannah and Trish had said. She knew that Ephesians was one of the books in the Bible, but she’d never read it before, and though she’d driven by the LifeWay store, she’d never gone inside. She was more of a Barnes and Noble shopper. “Sorry, but you’ve lost me. I don’t even have a Bible.” Feeling that was the wrong thing to say, Cooper quickly amended her statement. “I have one at home, but I’m pretty sure it’s a kid’s Bible. It’s full of colored illustrations and I think my name’s written on the first page in purple crayon.”
“My favorite color.” Savannah patted the empty desk beside her. “Have a seat, honey. You can share mine. Shoot, I can’t see it anyway!” She laughed and then waited patiently until Cooper sat down.
Savannah pushed a small Bible with a worn red leather cover toward Cooper’s side of her desk and said, “I’ve had this since I was a teenager, so it’s like an old friend. I take it everywhere and it’s never led me astray. It’s my own version of a Seeing Eye dog.”
“Hey, why don’t you have one of those dogs anyhow?” Jake puzzled in his gravelly voice.
“I told you before. I don’t want my blindness to define me.” Savannah held out her multihued hands. “And I don’t want people to buy my paintings because I have a disability. I want the paintings to speak to them.”
“Anyway,” Trish interjected gently, “we’re going to kick off the study by sharing a significant ‘beginning’ in our own lives. I was going to share the ups and downs of starting my own business.”
“I wish you’d tell me the secret,” Jake muttered as he handed Cooper a mug of black coffee and a small pitcher of cream. “I’m tired of working for The Man.”
Smoothing her copper-hued bangs, which looked like they’d been sprayed with polyurethane and wouldn’t move during a Category Five hurricane, Trish turned an intense pair of violet eyes (which Cooper assumed had to be contacts) on Jake. “Is that your new beginning? To launch your own plumbing company?”
Jake shook his head. “Nah. I’m not ready to make that move just yet. Besides, my boss has always played straight with me and I like the other guys in my crew. Actually, my most recent beginning is this.” He pushed up the sleeve of his long-sleeve crewneck with a flourish. Cooper noticed an enormous tattoo of a Celtic cross on his bulging bicep. An inch above the top of the cross was a square of flesh-colored material resembling a Band-Aid.
Savannah leaned closer to Cooper. “What is he showing us?”
“I’m wearing a patch,” Jake declared proudly. “I’m going to quit smoking. This patch is supposed to help me keep from wanting to drive over to the nearest Wawa and buy a pack.” His gaze remained fixed on Savannah’s face as he awaited her reply.
“Good for you, Jake!” She clapped her hands together. “How many years have you smoked?”
Jake unrolled his sleeve. “Started sneaking the ole cancer sticks in junior high. All my friends did. It made us feel like men.” He shrugged. “But now I know I don’t need them to feel like a man and I’m damned tired of how they’ve got such a powerful hold over me.”
“It’ll be a struggle,” Savannah said seriously. “But I have faith in you, Jake, and we’ll encourage you in any way that we can.”
Buoyed by her warm response, Jake’s face broke into a smile and he seemed to grow an inch taller in his chair. Cooper noticed for the first time that he was a fairly attractive man behind his stubble and slightly unkempt hair.
“Hey, you have a partner in withdrawal,” she whispered to him. “I just threw a full pack of Camel Lights into the garbage can outside the back door.”
Jake gave her a high five and offered her a piece of nicotine gum, but she brandished the package of Wrigley’s within her purse and, after exchanging collaborative grins, the pair turned their attention to Bryant.
“My best beginning was the day of my wedding,” the meteorologist stated, pushing a wave of blonde hair off his forehead. Cooper thought that Bryant looked like he should be on a beach in California instead of in a church in Richmond.
“I’m not trying to sound crass, but which wedding?” Savannah inquired.
Everyone giggled and Cooper took the opportunity to peek over at Nathan. He was refreshingly quiet. He simply listened to the others and sat in his chair with an aura of calm attentiveness that Cooper found appealing. She noticed that he tucked his feet under his chair as far as they would go and wondered if he was self-conscious about either his height or his incredibly large shoes.
“The first one,” Bryant said without ire. He was undoubtedly used to answering questions from the local media about his marriages and divorces. Cooper realized that he was probably closest to her in age. Everyone else seemed to be in his or her late thirties.
How many marriages could the guy have had and barely look a day over thirty? she wondered.
“The wedding most people don’t know about because the marriage was annulled the next day,” Bryant continued.
“Sounds like Britney Spears.” Trish looked at the others. “Wasn’t her first marriage a Vegas hoax?” No one replied, and the subject of Britney’s marital past was quickly passed over.
“I loved my first wife more than I’ve ever loved any woman,” Bryant declared with feeling. “But she was pregnant when we married and, as it turned out, I wasn’t the father. She left me for him the day after our wedding.”
“That’s awful!” Trish cried, while the rest of the members nodded in sympathy.
Savannah turned her face toward Nathan. “What’s your most recent beginning?”
“Um.” He tucked his feet a few inches farther under the chair. “This is a bit embarrassing, but I just joined an online dating service.”
Trish licked her shellacked lips and leaned forward eagerly in her seat. “Which one?”
Nathan ran his fingers through his hair and mumbled, “RichmondMatchmaker.com.” He looked at Cooper. “I design and develop websites, so I spend most of my time in front of my computer. Figured I may as well date on the computer too.” He clasped his long fingers together and raised his eyebrows. “Your turn, new girl.”
Cooper traced the rim of her coffee cup. “I met a woman who’s a member here. She invited me to come and it felt like something I wanted to try.”
Jake raised his brows. “You looking for a church to join?”
“To tell the truth, I’m not sure what I’m looking for,” Cooper said. And when the Sunrise members continued to gaze at her expectantly, she reluctantly added, “The man I expected to marry broke up with me. I’m trying to get over him—to move on. I thought coming here would help.”
“What happened?” Nathan asked sympathetically.
Encouraged by his tone, Cooper pushed the words out rapid-fire. “My ex-boyfriend is a home inspector. He liked to drink beer, and toward the end of our relationship he was drinking way too much. He started showing up to work late or sometimes not at all. One day he went to a home inspection totally drunk and it didn’t work out so well.”
Trish made a disapproving tsk-tsk noise. “Not good.”
. “Exactly,” Cooper agreed. “Drew threw up all over the client’s antique Oriental rug. He and the client, a guy named Trent, called each other some ugly names, punches were thrown, and finally a neighbor called the cops. Both men spent the night in jail, and when it was time for their bail to be posted . . . ah, now I’m at the hard part . . .”
“You’re doing great,” Jake coaxed. “Go on. Get it out.”
Cooper rubbed the smooth surface of the desktop. “This gorgeous redhead named Anna Lynne White came to bail out her brother, Trent.” Cooper fought to keep her voice even. “She also paid for Drew’s bail and announced to both guys that the price for her having sprung them was that they would both have to go to church with her straightaway. That was her deal. Trent did as his sister asked but the big surprise was that Drew did too. Apparently, Drew fell in love with Anna Lynne White the second he laid eyes on her. That spelled the end of our relationship.”
The room was silent for a moment.
“Thank you for sharing with us,” Savannah said and some of the other group members echoed their gratitude. “We welcome you to our group with open hearts and open hands. If you’re ready for a new beginning, then we’ll do our best to support you as you step onto this unfamiliar road. Friends”—Savannah held out her hands—“let’s pray for our friend Cooper.”
Cooper watched as the other Sunrise members bowed their heads and closed their eyes.
They’re doing this for me, she thought, amazed.
Just as the group finished praying, a plain-faced man in an expensive but rumpled suit entered the room. Everything about him spoke of excess, including the gold rings stuffed onto his sausagelike fingers, the loose double chin, and the swell of an overfed belly that strained the rich material of his double-breasted blazer. The large man gripped a Tupperware cake holder in his free hand as if it offered protection. Cooper could detect smudges of chocolate frosting shadowing the inside of the lid.
“Quinton?” Savannah lifted her nose in the air. “Is that you?”
“Yes,” Jake confirmed, his rough voice sounding worried. “What’s wrong, big man?”
Staggering toward the closest empty seat, Quinton fell into the chair, as though being shoved down by the force of a great burden. Cooper felt the atmosphere in the classroom transform. Gone was the light-spirited talk and intimate banter. Every set of anxious eyes was glued to Quinton’s troubled face.
“Savannah,” he murmured in an anguished tone, “a member of our congregation has been killed.” He put his face in his hands and, without looking up, said, “And Wesley Hughes has been arrested for murder.”
As a collective, the group gasped.
Quinton stared down at his trembling hands and tried locking them together. His agitated gaze shifted and alighted on Cooper. “Forgive me.” He spoke directly to her. “I think I’m still in shock. I’m Quinton.”
Jake rose and left the room, returning seconds later with a paper cup filled with water.
“Who was killed?” Jake asked, putting a hand on Quinton’s shoulder.
Quinton took a sip of water and then put down the cup and sighed. “I don’t know how to tell you this, because she was such a sweet and generous woman. She was . . .” He trailed off and dropped his gaze.
Cooper felt a deep sense of dread creep into her belly and rise inside her chest. She couldn’t tear her gaze from Quinton’s pained face, even when the anguished man looked up and stared at Cooper’s peculiar eyes.
“Oh, my friends,” he cried softly. “It’s Brooke Hughes. And her husband has been accused of killing her.”
Trish closed her gaping mouth and then opened it again. “Brooke! I just saw her at the Women’s Fellowship luncheon last week. She was happy, healthy. This is insane. She can’t be dead! And Wesley wouldn’t hurt a hair on her head!”
Quinton nodded, reluctant to confirm what he knew. “One of the officers who responded to the 911 call is a member. I just overheard him in the teachers’ lounge telling Pastor Matthews what he knew.” He pressed his fingers into his eyes to stop his tears from escaping. “The cops think Wesley’s responsible.”
Jake sprang to his feet, his face filled with fury. “Wesley Hughes wouldn’t step on a snake even if it bit him. He’s been an elder at this church for years. Those idiots have the wrong man!”
“Friends, friends!” Savannah called out urgently. “Reach out to one another. Hold on tight. Now is the time for prayer. Then, we’ll come up with a plan of action.”
The Sunrise Bible Study members grasped one another’s hands. Cooper hastily closed her eyes and took the hands of Jake and Savannah. They squeezed hers firmly and she took comfort from the warmth of their skin.
Savannah prayed for strength and discernment and for help in discovering the truth. She also asked for comfort for Wesley Hughes, which told Cooper that Savannah also refused to believe that he was capable of killing his wife.
Why Brooke? Cooper demanded silently, feeling a surge of anger. Who would murder such a lovely person?
At that moment she was grateful to be in this circle of strangers.
Even after their prayer was over, the Bible study members did not release one another’s hands. They stayed still for a long time, wordlessly mourning the loss of Brooke Hughes. And in the silence, no one let go.
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