
        
            
                
            
        

    



Fate of the Fallen
 
Cooper Lee and her friends in the Hope Street Bible Study Group are enjoying a glorious summer day in the park, complete with picnic, hiking, swimming, and a local bluegrass band. But Cooper knows that no good day goes unpunished, and when a man turns up dead in the nearby woods—and the sister of Cooper’s fiancé is named as the prime suspect—the group may have to trade in their prayers of thanks for pleas of divine intervention.
 
Cooper knows her future sister-in-law is innocent, so when the police arrest her for the murder, the Bible study group must step in to catch the real killer and prevent a grave injustice. Following a twisted trail of clues that leads to a hit-and-run driver, a homeless veteran, and a park full of suspects who may hold more secrets than solutions, Cooper must hold firm to her spiritual convictions before an innocent woman faces a conviction of a more earthly nature.
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There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under the heavens:
a time to be born and a time to die, a time to plant and a time to uproot,
a time to kill and a time to heal, a time to tear down and a time to build,
a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn and a time to dance,
a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them, a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing,
a time to search and a time to give up, a time to keep and a time to throw away,
a time to tear and a time to mend, a time to be silent and a time to speak,
a time to love and a time to hate, a time for war and a time for peace.
 
Ecclesiastes 3:1–8 (NIV)
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“Two houses and a motel. Looks like you owe me one thousand dollars,” Cooper said triumphantly, pushing her Boardwalk card toward Quinton as proof of his debt. He sat across the dining table from her, in the company of the rest of the Sunrise Bible Study Group. They were enjoying a post-church game at the Lee house, while Cooper’s folks and Grammy were at a church picnic.
Quinton glanced at the Boardwalk card and groaned, as if he were in physical pain, and began slowly counting out the bills with his big sausage fingers. “I earn a living with accounting. You’d think I’d be better at a money-based game like Monopoly.”
Jake laughed and slapped his knee, nearly spilling his lemonade on Savannah, who sat close by. “I guess I’ll be going to Cooper for my accounting needs from now on.”
Trish delivered a playful jab to his shoulder. “Jake, you had to pay me four hundred dollars for landing on Waterworks.”
Jake shrugged. “So?”
“So you’re a plumber. And you can’t handle the Waterworks. What does that say about you professionally?”
Jake just laughed as Trish continued. “Relax, Quinton. I don’t think anybody’s going to judge your financial acumen by your aptitude for a board game. And if it helps you at all, I’m doing terribly, and I make a living with real estate.”
“I sure hope you’re right,” Quinton replied, passing the colorful bills to Cooper. He had a competitive gleam in his eye. “Otherwise, Coop, you might make me lose some clients.”
“I won’t tell your clients about our little money exchange,” Cooper said, accepting the Monopoly cash with a smile. “You have my word.”
Nathan took a coconut cream thumbprint cookie from the big plate beside the playing board. Cooper’s mama, Magnolia Lee of Magnolia’s Marvels cookies, had gone on a baking frenzy last night, and the Bible study was reaping the benefits.
When Nathan put his hand on the table, the black band on his wrist lit up with the time. Jake spied the band dubiously. “What in heaven’s name is that thing on your arm?”
Nathan held up his wrist to display the band. It was rubber and about half an inch wide, wrapped around his wrist like a watch. “It’s called a Fitbit,” he explained. “My sister, Christine, gave it to me.”
“What’s it for?”
“For helping me get in shape before the wedding.” Nathan flexed his muscles and struck a muscle-man pose as he answered. “It helps me keep track of my exercise and calories. It buzzes whenever I reach my daily goal of ten thousand steps.”
“Fancy!” Savannah exclaimed.
“Ah, someone wants to make sure you look good in all the photos,” Quinton said, pointing his thumb toward Cooper. “We understand.”
Cooper put her arms protectively around Nathan. He wasn’t a bodybuilder by any stretch, but he was trim and cut a handsome figure in his tux. “I think he already looks great. I had absolutely nothing to do with the whole fitness thing.”
“It was all my idea,” Nathan assured them. “My sister was telling me about a fitness challenge she’s doing at work. She loves her Fitbit so much that I wanted to give one a try. She bought this for me. Said it was an engagement gift.” He took his cell phone out of his pocket and turned it on. The large screen glowed blue. “It’s really cool! The Fitbit communicates with my smartphone to track my walks, my heart rate, my exercise patterns and sleep schedule. I can enter my food and water consumption right into the application on my phone. Great, right?”
“Way too technological for me,” Jake said with a shake of his head. “I still think my digital watch is a pretty neat idea.”
“What can I say?” Nathan replied. “I like gadgets. And I like really awesome things . . . like my awesome fiancée!”
Nathan kissed Cooper’s hand, and she instinctively looked down at her engagement ring. The diamond in its platinum setting sparkled with every movement. For the past six months since he’d popped the question, Cooper had taken every opportunity to move her hand in the light to watch the beautiful diamond dance. It was magical. Even more magical was the fact that they’d finally settled on a date for the wedding. Come next June, she’d be Mrs. Nathan Dexter. She smiled every time she thought about it.
Savannah rolled the dice and turned to Jake for the sum. Legally blind, she couldn’t see the numbers, but still enjoyed playing the game.
“Five,” Jake said and reached across the board to move her playing piece. “I’ll get that for you. I’m closer.”
Bryant’s attention was on Cooper as she smiled at her ring. He smirked. “I know that look.”
Cooper’s smile vanished in uncertainty. “What look?”
“That look. I’ve been married three times, Cooper. I’ve seen that ‘ecstatic bride-to-be’ look plenty of times.”
Cooper relaxed, her smile returning. “No offense, Bryant, but I’d rather not be compared to the women who divorced you.”
Bryant sat back in his chair and put up his hands apologetically. “I understand. I understand. My roll?”
Savannah passed the dice. “I’m afraid my poor little dog landed in jail. Again.” She sighed. “I’ve decided to name him Paul, after the apostle. Did quite a bit of jail time himself, that one.”
“Well, I’m sorry for your unfortunate stint in the big house,” Bryant said as he moved his playing piece to B&O Railroad. “But I am about to purchase the last railroad. That means I own all four.”
His announcement was met with a collective groan from the rest of the group.
One hour, a gallon of lemonade, and another plate of cookies later, Bryant took Cooper’s last hundred dollars, ending a pleasant afternoon of game play. As they put the game away, Cooper brought the rest of the cookies and what was left of the lemonade from the kitchen and refilled all the glasses.
“Good game,” she said. “I’m glad we got to spend some time together outside of Bible study . . . even if I did lose.”
Nathan, busily packing up the playing pieces, took a break to drink the ice-cold lemonade. Then, he paused with a handful of hotels. “We should do stuff more often. Non-church stuff, I mean.”
“I’m up for it,” Jake said, his arm lazily resting around Savannah’s shoulders. “Any ideas?”
“Don’t forget about the French cooking class Tuesday after next,” Quinton said. A baker, he’d decided to branch out from his cooking specialty, an opportunity made possible by the community center’s many free classes. For weeks he’d been hassling the group about attending one of the classes together, and they’d finally settled on a date two Tuesdays away.
Bryant waffled. “I don’t know, Quinton. French cooking isn’t really my thing . . .”
“Too late to back out now, my friend! I’ve already reserved one of the big cooking islands for us. Besides, once you get started, you’ll love it!”
“Really?”
“Sure! You see, we all gather around these big islands with individual cooking stations in them. We watch the instructor make the dish. Then, we all give it a try ourselves. It’s fun!”
“I don’t know,” Bryant repeated. His comment was cut short by a gentle elbow from Trish. “Hey!” he exclaimed. “What was that for?”
“Quinton’s been really excited about this for weeks,” Trish replied. “Be nice. Go to the cooking class. Have fun.”
“I’m not saying I won’t go. I’m just . . . skeptical.”
“You’re not the only one,” Jake commented. “And no offense, Quinton, but when I said I was up for doing more things as a group, I was thinking something less . . . indoorsy and cooking-oriented. Not that I’m not looking forward to making something French, but . . . that’s not something I want to make a habit of doing.”
Quinton laughed. He’d known the other men in the group weren’t excited about the cooking class, but he was glad they’d agreed to go anyway. Ever since they had, though, they’d given him a hard time about it every chance they got, and he’d teased right back.
“Are you sure?” Quinton asked, grinning mischievously. “Because I’m sure I could get you into the class for this Tuesday, too. We’re making lobster bisque.”
Trish went right along with it. “Sounds wonderful!” She took out her smartphone and opened the calendar. Her broad smile turned to a disappointed frown. “Aw, wouldn’t you know it, I can’t go this Tuesday. I’m watching my neighbor’s kids that night, but Jake, Bryant, if you two go, I’d love to try your lobster bisque.”
“Ha ha,” Jake said blandly.
“In all seriousness, I am looking forward to the class,” Trish said. “But if we’re looking for something sooner than that, we could get together this Friday. It’s opening night for that new romantic comedy that looks so good. You know, the one where the guy falls for the girl, and then he loses her, and then he has to get her back again.”
Jake put his hands over his eyes and groaned. “You just described every romantic comedy ever made.” Savannah patted him in faux sympathy. Jake liked to play the hardened tough guy, but Cooper knew how he doted on Savannah. Flowers, chocolate, walks in the park. He knew exactly how to be romantic when it counted, but Cooper wasn’t about to call him on it. Not here, anyway. He’d be too embarrassed.
“So I take it the romantic comedy is a no-go,” Cooper said with a laugh.
“It’s not exactly outdoorsy,” Savannah commented.
Nathan slid the game box to the end of the table and the cookie plate closer to himself. “I have it! Something we can do together. Outdoorsy. Soon. Everyone will love it.”
“Do tell!”
“It’s the perfect idea. What’s everyone doing Saturday?”
Bryant arched a suspicious brow. As the channel six meteorologist, he’d honed his expressions for TV, so his current look was a perfectly refined mien of incredulity. “Depends on what you’re going to suggest.”
Nathan laughed. “Nothing demeaning, I promise. There’s a bluegrass festival all day Saturday at the park on the other side of town. It’s not as big as the Arts in the Park festival, but it should be fun. Music, craft booths, local artists, and food trucks. Plus there’s hiking, swimming, bird watching . . . a little something for everyone.”
Trish clapped her hands and smiled. Sometimes in her excitement she looked a lot like one of her young daughters. “We’ll make a day of it! Phil can watch the kids. He’d love that. He was just saying how he wanted some quality dad time, just him and the girls.”
“And we should have great weather for a day outside,” Bryant said. “According to the dashing meteorologist on channel six, that is.”
Jake slapped him on the back. “I don’t know that I’d call you dashing, but that’s just me. I wouldn’t mind going on a hike Saturday. It’s been a while since I had a close, personal encounter with the great outdoors.” He took Savannah’s hand absentmindedly.
Savannah didn’t seem to mind at all. “Maybe we could have a little Bible study in the afternoon. We can learn about God in the midst of His creation. I’ll prepare something.”
“And I’ll be in charge of the picnic,” Quinton added. He rubbed his hands together slowly, licking his lips. Cooper could almost see the visions of baked items dancing around behind his eyes. “Everyone, tell me what you want to bring, if you want to bring something, and I’ll fill in any gaps in the meal.”
“We’ll need food that’ll taste good cold.” Savannah picked at dried paint on the back of her hand—evidence of her latest artistic endeavor. Her lack of sight did nothing to hinder her creative energy, instead inspiring beautiful, unique paintings. “What about quiche? That should work for a cold dish.”
“And I’ll volunteer a side dish,” Trish added quickly. “I found a great recipe for Southern marinated heirloom tomatoes, and I’ve been looking for a chance to use it. This day at the park just keeps getting better!”
Bryant laughed. “I’ll bring macaroni salad, but I can’t guarantee to get as excited about it as Trish is about her heirloom tomatoes.”
“Not just heirloom tomatoes,” Trish corrected, “Southern marinated heirloom tomatoes.”
“Well, if you’re all going to cook, I guess I ought to bring something,” Jake said, leaning his chair back so the front two legs came off the ground. He rocked that way, precariously, as he thought. “I won’t be cooking, though . . . Tell you what. I’ll pick up some rolls from the bakery first thing Saturday. They won’t be homemade, but they’ll be nice and fresh.”
Quinton looked pleased with the way the picnic was shaping up. “Quiche, heirloom tomatoes, macaroni salad, rolls . . .” He spoke as if he were checking items off of a mental list. “I’ll bring an extra side dish, just in case, and I’ll make a cake for dessert. However, in my opinion, one dessert is never enough. Cooper, do you think your mama would mind providing a second sweet for us?”
Cooper glanced at the almost empty cookie plate. Baking was more than a business for her mama. It was her joy, and even more than that, it was her way to be mama to the whole of Richmond, and Richmond could have no better mama. Maggie Lee loved to indulge the Bible study’s collective sweet tooth almost as much as the Bible study group loved to have its sweet tooth indulged. “I bet I could talk her into baking some cookies for us.”
Nathan drummed his fingers on the white tablecloth. “Doesn’t leave much for me. Any requests?”
“We still need drinks,” Quinton suggested.
Nathan nodded approvingly. “Drinks it is. We’ll definitely need plenty of liquid if we’re going hiking.”
Quinton beamed. “Looks like we’re set for the picnic! I’ll bring the cooler, plates and napkins and such. Where are we meeting?”
“We can meet there,” Nathan said. “But if memory serves me, it costs five bucks per vehicle to park.”
Trish shook her head and waved off his idea. “I vote we carpool.”
Jake nodded approvingly. “Less gas, less money. I like it.”
“Not to mention better company than driving alone,” Cooper said.
Nathan smiled. “Great! How about we meet at the church parking lot at nine? We can all get a little extra sleep and still have plenty of time to take advantage of the great outdoors.”
 
• • •
 
The Bible study group left the Lee house at around four o’clock, and less than an hour later Cooper was out the door, headed to her younger sister’s home. Six months ago, following a difficult pregnancy, Ashley Love had given birth to a beautiful baby girl. These days, though, despite the fact that she loved being a mom, Ashley craved the company of other adults, and a new committee at church was affording her that very opportunity. Tonight, while Ashley and her husband, Lincoln, attended a committee meeting, Aunt Cooper was on babysitting duty.
The Love mansion was nestled in the wealthy community just off River Road, an easy drive from the Lee house. It was a different world here, among the wealthy upper crust of Richmond society, of which Lincoln’s family was a generations-old member. There was a time when Ashley let the pressures of social rank dominate her schedule, but pregnancy and parenthood had forced a change. A small person with absolutely no social ties or personal wealth now meant more to her than all the affluent and influential connections in Richmond put together. Ashley was a better person for it.
When Cooper arrived at her sister’s home, she parked her truck in the long driveway and hurried to the door. Ashley would undoubtedly insist on giving the same babysitting tutorial she delivered every time Cooper watched little Hannah. That Ashley felt the need to repeat every detail might have been insulting, were it not for how adorable Cooper thought her little sister was. Her baby sister was just taking care of her baby.
Adorable.
Ashley met Cooper at the door with a hearty hug. “Thank you so much, Coop!” Ashley glanced back over her shoulder, down the hall toward the nursery. “She’s sleeping now. I owe you one.”
“Owe me?” Cooper waved off the idea. “I don’t think you realize how much I love spending time with my little niece.”
Cooper waved at Lincoln, who sat on the couch reading, and followed her sister to the mansion’s master bedroom, where Ashley donned a set of beautiful black pearl jewelry. “She went down about an hour ago,” Ashley said as she primped. “She’ll probably be waking up soon, and when she does, it’s a diaper change, and then—”
“Feeding time.” Cooper smiled. “I know.”
“Well, there’s a bottle all ready for her in the—”
“In the fridge, top shelf, and if she needs more, I can warm up a bag from the freezer.”
“Right,” Ashley continued, despite Cooper’s obvious expertise. “If she gets upset, use the pink pacifier, because the green pacifier—”
“Makes her even more upset for some inexplicable reason.” Cooper took her sister gently by the shoulders. “Ashley, this isn’t my first time babysitting Hannah. We’ll be just fine.”
Ashley drew in a deep breath. “I know you’ll be fine. I really do. You’re great with her, and she loves you, but . . .”
“It’s still hard to leave her.”
Ashley nodded.
“It’s just for the evening, you know. You’re not taking off to tour Europe for the month.”
“Doesn’t matter, Coop. You know, I need to be around other grown-ups sometimes. I really ache for conversation and interaction, but it’s so hard to walk out that door. Every time I’m away from Hannah, it’s like . . . it’s like I leave part of my heart behind with her. No matter what else I’m doing, I’m thinking of her, in the back of my mind. I can’t stop. I can’t feel quite whole. Does that make sense?”
“It means you’re a good mom,” Cooper assured her, dodging the question. Seeing her sister and Hannah together made her ache to have a family of her own. She wanted to understand what it meant to have a little person so attached to her heart. She wanted Ashley to know how wonderful it was to be an aunt. She wanted it desperately. Just a little more time, she told herself. Wedding, honeymoon, family. She smiled at Ashley. “You and Lincoln should go have a good time. Relax. Enjoy your committee meeting, and, hey, if you want to, feel free to go get something to eat afterward. Have a mini date night.”
Ashley hesitated. “If we do that, you’ll need to put her down for the night. Her pajamas—”
Cooper put up her hands to stop her sister. “Pajamas are in the top drawer. She likes the doggie book before bed, and her preferred sleepy-time stuffed animal is the gray rabbit. We’ll have a wonderful time together, as always, and if anything interesting happens, I’ll give you a call.”
Ashley hugged her again. “My phone will be on the whole time if you need anything. Anything.”
No sooner had Ashley and Lincoln walked out the door than Cooper heard a murmur in the nursery. She went down the hall and found Hannah wide awake, talking in her own special language to the farm animals on the mobile above her crib. A wide, one-toothed grin and a high, happy giggle greeted Cooper when she leaned over to see her niece.
Cooper lifted Hannah out of her crib and hugged her close. “Hello there, sweetie! Did you have a good nap?”
Hannah reached out and grabbed at her hair.
“I’ll take that as a yes.” She quickly changed the baby’s diaper and then carried her out to the kitchen to get the bottle. After warming up the milk, the two of them settled back in the nursery, in an old wooden rocking chair that had been built by Lincoln’s great-grandfather. The attention to detail was exquisite, the motion, smooth and silent. It was so comfortable, Cooper often forgot she was sitting on bare wood.
More importantly, Hannah loved to be rocked in it.
As Hannah guzzled her milk, Cooper sat back, rocking gently. Every once in a while, Hannah looked up from the bottle and smiled at Cooper before continuing with her meal. When she was done, Cooper placed her on the floor, propped up by a fluffy pillow, and sat in front of her with a teddy bear. Hannah reached out and patted the bear on top of the head.
“That’s very good,” Cooper said. “I can tell your great-grammy has been teaching you how to pet Popeye and Little Boy. Nice and gentle. That’s it.”
The fun was interrupted by a tinny rendition of The Beatles’ “Hard Day’s Night.” Cooper’s phone was ringing.
“What do you want to bet that’s your mom, checking on us before the meeting starts?” Cooper asked, digging the cell out of her pocket. Nathan’s picture filled the screen of the smartphone. “Looks like I was mistaken,” she said to Hannah. “What does Uncle Nathan want to talk about, do you think?”
She answered the phone as Hannah laughed. “Hannah’s happy you’re calling, Uncle Nathan.”
“Hey, Coop. I completely forgot you’re babysitting tonight. I don’t want to interrupt.”
“You’re not interrupting. I like to hear from you, although I feel like we just saw each other.”
Nathan chuckled. “We did just see each other, but I got some news a few minutes ago, and I wanted to share. Are you guys at your place?”
“No, I came over to Ashley’s. You’re welcome to come over. I know Ashley wouldn’t mind.”
“If you were home, I was going to drop by. I’m close, on my way to a business dinner with some clients. Afraid I don’t have time to come all the way over to River Road, though.”
“Well, we’re sorry we’ll miss you. What’s the news?”
He paused. “I’d rather tell you in person.”
The hesitation gave Cooper an uneasy feeling. “Is it good news or bad news?”
He answered quickly this time. “Good news. Great news, actually. Big news, too. So good and so big that I want to share it in person. If I’d seen the email earlier, I would’ve told you this afternoon, but I only just read it.”
“But since we can’t get together now, why don’t you just tell me over the phone?”
“Nope. You’ll just have to wait.”
Cooper felt the butterfly nerves fluttering in her stomach. What kind of news could it be? “Not fair! You brought it up. You have to tell me.”
“You have to wait. I want to see your face when I tell you. It’ll give you something to look forward to. A surprise.”
“I suppose so.” She saw a little trickle of white down Hannah’s chin. “Look, I’ve got to go. My charge just spit up.”
“Have fun with that. Talk to you later.”
Cooper set her cell on the floor next to her and grabbed the burp cloth from the arm of the rocking chair. “What is Uncle Nathan’s news?”
Hannah whipped her head side to side to try and avoid the cloth, and when Cooper successfully cleaned her off, Hannah giggled. Then she reached up and put her hand on Cooper’s face.
Cooper’s heart melted. “You’re right, you’re right. How could I be thinking about Nathan’s silly old news when I’ve got such an adorable niece to spend time with?”
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“It’s one of those new gourmet coffeemakers,” Angela explained, presenting the impressive machine to Cooper with a Vanna White flair. The receptionist wore a brown pencil skirt and a sweater with a coffee mug on it. A new coffeemaker—and such a nice one at that—was something to celebrate at the Make It Work! office. They went through at least three pots a day. Angela continued. “I told Mr. Farmer that the old coffeemaker was an ancient monster, and he went right out and got us this one!”
Cooper looked the machine over. It was massive. “Nice.”
“Nice?” Angela gave her a look. “Just nice? Cooper, nice doesn’t even begin to describe it. You can choose from three brew strengths and four brew sizes, including a full carafe. Or you can set the delay with the carafe, so that it brews right before you get here. That way you walk in the front door to a carafe of freshly brewed coffee.”
“I’ll upgrade my appraisal to very nice.”
“It has an auto-clean function and a clock.” Angela pointed to a basket of little pods beside the coffeemaker. “And it makes coffee, tea or hot chocolate. I bought some of each so we can try everything!”
“All right, I’m impressed. Mr. Farmer has good taste.”
“I agree.” Angela winked and then sighed. “Isn’t Mr. Farmer wonderful?”
Cooper stifled a laugh. To her, Mr. Farmer was a Danny DeVito look-alike with a nervous temperament and good business acumen . . . not exactly a swoon-worthy guy. But to Angela, he was Prince Charming. When the urge to chuckle had passed, Cooper replied, “Nothing says love like expensive caffeine.”
“What’s more, the whole machine is hooked right into the plumbing, so we don’t have to fill a reservoir. Just pop in the pod, and voilà!” Angela eyed the coffeemaker as if it were two dozen long-stemmed roses. “He’s such a good man.”
“And a good boss.” It had taken a long time to get Angela and Mr. Farmer together, but it was worth the wait. They were both so happy, and Cooper was happy for them. “Have you tried it yet?”
Angela poked through the pods in the basket. “I was just about to when you came in.” She finally picked out a pod. “For my inaugural cup, I think I’ll have to go with French Vanilla.” She placed a mug under the spout, popped the pod into the machine, pressed a couple of buttons, and a moment later the coffeemaker came to life. It sputtered slightly and hissed. Then, a stream of hot coffee poured out of the spout and into the mug.
Angela replaced it with a clean cup. “What’ll you have, Cooper?”
Cooper looked over at the basket. It was too early to choose. “Surprise me. But something strong.”
After another look through the basket, Angela placed a pod in the machine and started it up. “I got you a dark roast—the strongest one—and I put it on the highest brew strength. And the biggest size.”
“That ought to be perfect.”
“It ought to be like motor oil. Everything all right?”
Cooper thought of Nathan. “Everything’s wonderful. I just didn’t sleep well.”
“Because . . .”
“Nathan.”
Angela got a devilish glint in her eye. “Oh, really?”
Cooper shook her head. “No, not like that. I’m finally comfortable with the idea of waiting for that. He called me yesterday and told me he has news—big news.”
“Good news or bad news?”
“Good, apparently.”
“For Heaven’s sake! Didn’t he tell you what the news is?”
“He wouldn’t. He said he wants to tell me in person. I was up half the night wondering what it might be.”
Angela handed over the dark roast coffee, and Cooper tried a timid sip, expecting a thick, bitter brew. Instead, she found the flavor quite pleasant. “Mmm,” she hummed. “Very, very nice.”
“What did I tell you?” Angela said, beaming. “Nice doesn’t even begin to describe it. This thing even makes would-be motor oil taste good! Now then, back to your problem. Any idea what this big, good news might be?”
Cooper took another drink. “I concluded that he might be getting a pet . . . or going on a trip . . . or donating a kidney . . . or possibly joining the CIA.”
Angela chuckled. “That’s quite the range of possibilities.”
“Amazing what sleep deprivation does to the imagination.”
The reception phone began ringing, and Angela answered it. Cooper picked at the flowers on Angela’s desk while she waited. Every Monday, Angela brought a fresh bouquet to brighten up the office, and today’s was a beautiful spray of baby’s breath and pink peonies.
“That was Mr. Farmer,” Angela said, hanging up the phone. “He’s finalizing our trip plans and wondered if I’d ‘be so kind as to bring him a cup of coffee.’”
Cooper waited while Angela chose a coffee pod. For months, Mr. Farmer had been planning a two-week trip to visit current suppliers, potential suppliers and potential big-ticket leasing clients in Virginia and New Jersey. He and Angela would endure roughly twenty business meetings, starting in Vineland and ending in Atlantic City, where they were staying a few days for vacation.
“I think I’ll get him a French Vanilla, too.” Angela prepped the coffeemaker.
“I’m glad things are going so well for you and Mr. Farmer.”
“So am I,” Angela replied. “I’m just waiting for him to pop the question.”
“Dropping hints?”
“Maybe a few . . . But as long as he asks at some point, I’m not too anxious. Took him long enough to ask me to dinner in the first place. He’ll take his own sweet time for this, too.”
“I wish I had your patience. I’m going crazy wondering about Nathan’s news.”
Angela patted her on the arm. “That’s only because it’s fresh in your mind, Cooper. It’ll get better as the week goes by. When do you expect to see Nathan?”
“We’re both busy all week, and he insists on seeing my face when he tells me. I don’t know when we’ll be able to get together.”
Angela frowned. “We’re leaving first thing tomorrow. That means I’ll have to wait until we’re back to hear what he says.” Her frown dissolved in a spate of laughter. “And I’m sure that’s what you’re most concerned about, right? Whether or not I get to hear your fiancé’s news before I leave.”
Cooper smiled and laughed, downing another drink of coffee. Angela sometimes had a wicked sense of humor that tended to put Cooper in a good mood. The caffeine surging through her system didn’t hurt, either. “Are you looking forward to your trip?”
“Of course! I mean, most of it’s sure to be dull and dry. I can’t imagine a meeting with a parts supplier being anything but.” She got a sly little grin. “I’m just looking forward to the end of the trip. It’s been years since I was in Atlantic City. If it’s half the fun I remember, we’re in for one heck of a time!”
Mr. Farmer popped his head out of his office. “Is that Cooper out there with you, Angela?”
“Sure is, sweetie,” Angela said, winking at the boss and leaving him red-faced.
He cleared his throat nervously, but with the slightest hint of a smile on his lips. “Good. I, uh . . . I need to talk to you, Cooper.”
Coffee in hand, Cooper went to his office, Angela on her heels, and took a seat. A moment later, Make It Work!’s leasing manager, Ben, joined them.
“Sorry I’m late,” Ben said, sitting in the chair beside Cooper. “Had to finish up a call with a client.”
“Oh, there’s no rush,” Mr. Farmer replied. “I just want to make sure things run smoothly while Angela and I are gone. Now, Ben, you and I have already had this discussion, but I wanted you here so we know we’re all one hundred percent on the same page.”
Cooper looked from the boss to Ben. What discussion were they having? And what page were they on? A little twinge of worry sparked in her stomach.
Mr. Farmer continued. “You’ve both been working for me for a long time, and I trust you both with the business. However, Cooper, you did join Make It Work! about a week before Ben did. That means you have seniority.”
“Okay . . .” Cooper said slowly.
Mr. Farmer extended a handshake to her. “So congratulations. While I’m gone, you’re the interim boss of Make It Work!”
Ben and Angela applauded. Cooper felt a flush of heat on the side of her neck at the attention. When she woke up this morning, she certainly hadn’t expected this. “Thanks, Mr. Farmer. I hope I can keep things running up to your standard.”
“I’ve tried to get everything in order before we leave, so you won’t have too much extra work to do. But while we’re out, the buck stops with you. If any major, business-changing decisions come up, feel free to call me, but for all the day-to-day work, you’re in charge. Ben here will back you up with whatever you need. And of course you’ll have the rest of the employees around to help.”
Ben grinned. “Emilio’s volunteered for receptionist duty.”
“Hah!” Angela scoffed. “I’ll bet he has a lot more appreciation for what I do after two weeks in my shoes!”
Cooper smiled to herself. The thought of Emilio heading up the customer service desk was amusing. He tended to hit on anything in a skirt and tried to intimidate anything in pants. Deep down, he was a nice guy, but first impressions weren’t the best. “Are you sure he’s the right choice for the face of the company?”
Ben shrugged. “I don’t think you can spare your guys for desk duty, and when I asked Brandi and Emilio, Brandi had absolutely no interest. Emilio sprained his ankle playing basketball, and some desk work will give it time to heal properly. He promised to put on a smile and be a good sport about it.” He stood and patted Cooper on the back. “Congratulations! Don’t screw up, okay, Coop?”
Cooper smiled and patted him back. His shoulder was rock solid from the hours and hours he spent each week at the gym, perfecting his masculine figure. “You can call me boss.”
The group laughed at that before going their separate ways to start the day’s work. Cooper took her coffee to her office and for a moment sat, staring at her computer.
Interim boss. What a surprise! Since being promoted to manager, she hadn’t had much opportunity to prove herself beyond her regular duties. This was her chance—not only to show she was capable of handling added responsibility, but also to get her mind off of Nathan’s mysterious impending announcement. With all of the work to do, she wouldn’t have time to fret about his news.
 
• • •
 
Or so she thought. When she wasn’t signing off on repair invoices, Cooper was checking inventory, and when she wasn’t fielding client phone calls, she was trying to keep Emilio from threatening a rude client or two. But no matter what she did or how much, her talk with Nathan was always at the back of her mind, gnawing away.
As for the business, though, Cooper was pleased to find that being in charge wasn’t actually as difficult as she’d thought it would be. Her repairmen—Bobby and Josh—stayed on top of their full repair dockets, while Ben and his employee—Brandi—worked with lease clients.
The worst part of the week was waiting for Nathan.
Every night after work, Cooper talked with him on the phone, but when he was available to meet, she was working late, and when she was off work, he was busy. It was easily the longest week of Cooper’s life.
But at last it came to an end. On Friday night, Cooper arrived home from work just in time to find her mama in the kitchen, apron tied tightly around her waist and mini prep bowls lined up on the counter.
“Ooo,” Cooper cooed, rubbing her hands together. “Whatcha making?”
Maggie held up a piece of lined paper with a handwritten recipe on it. “Cherry pistachio scones for your picnic tomorrow. Care to lend a hand?”
“I’d love to.” Cooper hurried up to her apartment over the garage, changed and rejoined Maggie in the kitchen. “All right, Mama, what do I do?”
Maggie pointed to the empty prep bowls. “Start measuring.”
Cooper began doling out the proper portions of flour, baking powder and sugar, while Maggie measured butter and dried cherries. Maggie hummed as she worked, the familiar sounds of favorite hymns filling the otherwise silent spaces between the scraping sound of the whisk against the bowl and the tapping of Cooper emptying measuring cups into prep bowls. They were old hymns, songs Cooper remembered her mama singing ever since she was little. When Cooper and Ashley were just kids, they helped their mama in the kitchen making chocolate chip cookies, and Maggie hummed these same tunes.
How life had changed! Maggie had more than a few gray hairs, Cooper was soon to be married, and before long Ashley would be teaching her own daughter how to bake. Gone were the days of simple chocolate chip cookies. Now everything, including dessert, was far more complicated.
But no matter how complicated life became, Maggie still hummed the same songs. Everything else changed, except for the hymns, and for that reason, Cooper loved them.
Maggie was in the middle of “How Great Thou Art” when the front door opened and Grammy’s voice interrupted the humming.
“All I’m saying is that I don’t see why you need it,” she said. “But it’s your money, Earl. You do with it what you want.”
Earl said something too quietly for Cooper to make out, something that elicited a loud laugh from Grammy.
“If you think for one minute that you’ll get me in front of that thing, you’re a crazy man! You probably got that from your father, God rest his soul.”
Curiosity getting the better of her, Cooper peered out of the kitchen to see what all the fuss was about. Earl carried a large bag from the electronics store.
He looked over at Cooper and smiled. “How’s my girl?”
“Doing all right,” Cooper replied. She went to greet him, joined by Maggie. “What did you get?”
Earl set the bag on the floor and pulled out a box. “I bought myself a camera. I figure if I’m gonna have a granddaughter, I need a way to document how cute she is.”
Maggie stood beside her husband and put her arm around his waist, looking over his shoulder at the box. “Looks fancy.”
“Looks too fancy,” Grammy chimed in. “I told him I don’t see why he needs such a fancy camera. Get one of those nice disposable ones. They’re easy to use.”
“But this one takes much better pictures,” Earl replied. He handed Cooper the box so she could see it.
She turned it over in her hands, reading the text. “This one’s digital, Grammy.”
Grammy smirked. “And that means what?”
“Daddy can put the pictures directly on the computer.”
“Why would he want to do that? Just take the film to the store, and that’s that!”
Cooper did her best not to laugh.
Earl didn’t even try, instead interjecting a loud guffaw into the conversation. “I’m no expert, but even I understand the advantage of digital.”
“Then you can keep your camera,” Grammy quipped. “I want no part of it.”
He shook his head. “Grammy Lee, you are a stubborn woman.”
Grammy patted him on the cheek. “Runs in the family. I suppose you know how to use that thing, do you?”
Earl glanced at the box in Cooper’s hands and straightened his shoulders confidently. “I’ll learn.”
“Well, then I’ll leave you to it.” Grammy started toward the back door. “I’ll be spending some quality time with Columbus.”
After she was outside, Earl took the box and set it on the dining table, opening it carefully while Cooper and Maggie watched. He held the camera in his hands as if it were an injured bird and looked hopefully to Cooper. “I don’t suppose you know how to use this thing?”
Cooper gently took it. “I can probably learn, but you can, too. Just read the instructions and you’ll be fine.”
“I’m sorry to break this up,” Maggie said, “but Cooper, you and I need to finish the scones for your picnic.”
“Right, sure.” Cooper handed the camera back to her daddy. “You’ll figure it out in no time.”
“Mmm. No time,” he muttered. He set the camera down on the table. When Cooper and Maggie disappeared into the kitchen again, Cooper looked back to see him just sitting there, staring at his camera, while it stared right back at him.
A half an hour later, the smell of cherry pistachio scones wafted through the house, and Cooper finished washing the last of the prep and mixing bowls. She emerged from the kitchen to find Earl still sitting at the table, flipping through the camera’s instruction booklet, his brow furrowed in confusion.
She pulled out the chair beside him and sat. “Having trouble?”
Earl tossed the instructions onto the table and rubbed his temples. “I’ve never been too good at learning from books,” he replied. “I need to do it, or I need someone to show me how. This is all just . . . it may as well be written in French.”
Cooper laughed. “It might have been. Are you sure you were looking at the English version?”
“Now that would be a lark, wouldn’t it?” He eyed the camera. “Maybe I shouldn’t have bought it.”
“Once you learn to use it, you’ll be glad you have it. Maybe Sunday afternoon you and I can go for a drive and try taking some nature shots to figure out all the buttons.”
A broad grin graced his face. “How about tomorrow?”
“I’ll be gone most of the day at that bluegrass festival, otherwise we’d definitely be going out tomorrow.”
Earl thought for a moment and then pushed the camera toward her. “Take it with you to the festival.”
“I couldn’t,” Cooper replied, pulling away. “It’s your new toy. I can’t use it before you do.”
“You’d be doing me a favor, Coop. You can figure out how to use it, and then you can show me on Sunday. You’ll get to take some nice pictures of the festival. I’ll get a teacher. What do you say?”
Cooper looked at her daddy’s eager face, his bright eyes, his kind smile. “How could I possibly say no?”
 
• • •
 
First thing Saturday morning, Cooper called Nathan. She intended to hear his news before another day passed, and she knew exactly how to make it happen.
“I’m getting to the church early,” she said, without even a “Hello.” “If you get there early, too, we can have a few minutes to talk before everyone else comes.”
“Good morning to you, too,” he replied, a hint of amusement in his voice. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were curious.”
Cooper ignored his teasing. He was right. She was intensely curious. “Will you be there?”
“I’m up early anyway to work on a project. I think I can get to the church before nine, if I finish up . . .”
“Great!” Cooper felt the anxiety lift from her shoulders. Finally, the wait was over. Today she’d hear Nathan’s news. “See you there.”
She dressed quickly, grabbed her daddy’s camera and the box of her mama’s scones, and drove her cherry red truck to the church. At twenty to nine, she pulled into the parking lot, Abbey Road blaring through her speakers. She fought the urge to eat the cookies while she watched the minutes change on her dashboard clock. After ten minutes of singing along with the Beatles, she slid out of the truck and stretched her legs. After five minutes of that, the nerves hit.
Her attention split between the road and her watch, Cooper waited. She counted the seconds and the cars that passed. Once, a car that looked an awful lot like Nathan’s approached, and her heart soared, only to sink when she realized it wasn’t him. Finally, at two to nine, a van pulled into the church parking lot and Cooper’s hope disappeared. Emblazoned on the van’s side was the logo for a local plumbing company. Jake and Savannah had arrived.
He pulled his van in two spaces away from Cooper’s truck and hopped out, happy and energetic. “Mornin’, Coop!”
Cooper swallowed back her disappointment, forcing a smile and hoping they didn’t sense her dismay. After all, it wasn’t directed at them. “Good morning to you. Looking forward to our day at the park?”
Jake walked around to the passenger side of his van and opened the door for Savannah, holding her elbow as she alighted. “You know, when I first woke up this morning, the last thing I wanted was to be outside until nightfall. Then I went over and picked up Savannah, and she made me realize that you don’t get many days like today.”
Savannah ambled toward Cooper. “Terrific weather, wonderful friends, a chance to spend time in communion with God’s creation.”
“Not to mention lots of good food and music,” Cooper added.
“Precisely,” Savannah agreed. “It’s too perfect a day to be in a foul mood.”
Cooper considered what she said, and as she saw Nathan pull into the parking lot, she resigned herself to the fact that there would be no private conversation today. She said a quick prayer, asking God to help her enjoy all the things Savannah had mentioned and realized that, even though they couldn’t talk right now, she was still glad to see her fiancé. It was hard not to smile when he waved through his windshield. Cooper gave Savannah a hug. “You’re right, Savannah. It’s bound to be a perfect day.”
Savannah smiled, obviously pleased by the sudden show of affection. Savannah loved people, and she always appreciated it when the sentiment was returned. “Yes, it is bound to be a perfect day . . . Well, as perfect a day as we imperfect people can manage.”
Nathan parked right in front of Cooper’s truck. He hopped out and hurried to her. “I’m so, so sorry. I was working and lost track of time.”
“It’s okay,” Cooper said. She stood on her tiptoes and gave him a quick peck. “We’ll find time to chat sooner or later . . . although I really do hope it’s sooner.”
“I have a thought about that. We’re supposed to be carpooling. Maybe you and I could ride together, just the two of us, and we can talk on the way to—”
He was interrupted by Trish’s arrival. Her husband, Phil, drove the car, and their daughters were in the backseat. As Trish—sporting a broad-brimmed hat and a beach bag—got out of the passenger seat, all the car windows lowered, and the girls and Phil shouted their good-byes to her while the car rolled away. Trish waved until they were out of the parking lot.
“I am so looking forward to today,” she announced. “You have no idea how much I need a break!” From the beach bag she produced a large square Tupperware container. “My side dish, as promised. What are we doing with the food?”
“Quinton’s not here yet,” Jake said. “You can either hold on to it or we can go ahead and eat it right now.”
Trish contemplated the options. “It’s tempting, but I don’t think Quinton would appreciate an early picnic that didn’t include him.”
Nathan motioned toward the entry to the lot. “Speaking of the picnic boss . . .”
Cooper followed his gesture to see Quinton driving up. He pulled in, parked and popped his trunk. “I’ve got two coolers in the back,” he said as he stepped out of his car. “Feel free to load your food.”
Savannah and Jake retrieved the quiche and rolls from Jake’s van, and Nathan brought out two large jugs from his trunk.
“You got here just in time, Quinton,” Cooper replied. She retrieved the box of scones from the front seat of her truck. “Jake was suggesting we start on Trish’s tomatoes, and I was about to tear into these. I’ve been fighting the temptation all morning.”
Quinton eyed the box and licked his lips. He enjoyed Magnolia’s Marvels more than just about anyone else Cooper knew. “What sort of temptation did you bring?”
Cooper popped off the box lid, holding it under Quinton’s nose so he could inhale the burst of sweet air from inside. “Cherry pistachio scones.”
“You know, there may not be space in my trunk for those. They may have to sit in the front seat with me.”
Cooper laughed and quickly closed the box. “I think I’ll go ahead and put these in the cooler myself.”
“Don’t you trust me?”
“Not with my mama’s scones, I don’t.”
His lips curled into an impish grin, and he looked at Nathan. “A smart fiancée you have there, Nathan.”
“I have to agree with you,” Nathan said, sidling up next to her. He planted a kiss on her cheek. “Smart and pretty.”
A familiar warmth crept up Cooper’s neck. Before the embarrassed flush could work its way to her face, Cooper changed the subject. “So . . . Quinton, what did you bring?”
“For my side, a melon salad with goat cheese and mint, and for dessert, dark chocolate layer cake with marshmallow cream frosting, topped with mini chocolate chips.”
Cooper’s mouth began to water.
Quinton beamed. “Just a little something I threw together.”
“All I can say is, I’m glad we’re hiking, because it means I won’t feel so bad eating my body weight in food.”
They shared a laugh as Bryant’s car pulled up behind Cooper’s truck . . . only Bryant wasn’t driving. His girlfriend, Jane—the single mother of two beautiful children—was in the driver’s seat instead, with Bryant riding shotgun. As Bryant hopped out and grabbed his things out of the backseat, Jane waved to the group. Bryant leaned in from the passenger side and gave her a kiss.
“She stealing your car?” Jake asked, watching Jane drive away. “Because that’s not how relationships are supposed to go.”
“Her car is in the shop,” Bryant explained. “It was supposed to be done yesterday evening, but at the last minute the mechanic told her he couldn’t get a part. The car won’t be ready until later today, and Jane’s kids have a school fund-raiser to go to this afternoon. I figured it wouldn’t be a problem since we’re already planning on carpooling. Say, where do I put my macaroni salad?”
“Cooler in the trunk,” Quinton said, pointing to his vehicle. “And I don’t mind taking passengers. I can carry up to four, if you like.”
Cooper did a quick calculation in her head. If Quinton could carry four, that meant she could drive Nathan, and the two of them would have the whole drive alone to talk. She could hear his news this morning after all.
“Sounds good to me,” she said, as nonchalantly as possible. She looked at Nathan and jerked her head toward her truck. He took the hint, jogging to his car for his backpack and then to the truck’s passenger side.
As he was about to get in, though, Bryant called out. “Hey, Cooper!”
She stopped dead in her tracks. She didn’t want another passenger. She didn’t want another change of plans. She wanted to ride with Nathan, and just Nathan. Reluctantly, she turned. “Yes?”
Bryant donned his baseball cap. “Trish’s bag takes up a whole seat, and there’s no room in Quinton’s trunk for it, because of the food. That means no room for me. Mind if I ride with you guys?”
A part of her really wanted to say no, but she knew she couldn’t. Not to Bryant, anyway. He was a friend, and a sweet person at that. “Of course you can ride with us,” she said, suppressing a frown. She couldn’t catch a break. “The backseat’s all yours.”
Nope. No break at all.
Savannah’s words echoed in Cooper’s mind: It’s too perfect a day to be in a foul mood. Trying to stay positive, she turned on the radio and did her best to ignore her frustration.
All things considered, the drive to the park was a pleasant one. Traffic was light, and the weather was beautiful, just as Bryant had said it would be. With a distinct lack of humility, he reminded them that he’d predicted great hiking weather for today when he’d conducted his channel six forecast earlier in the week. With windows rolled down to let the breeze in, they talked and laughed all the way to the park. By the time they reached the parking lot, it was already starting to fill up.
Cooper drove up to the lot attendant and handed him a five-dollar bill.
“Go down to the fifth row and turn left,” he instructed. “You’ll see a guy in an orange vest. He’ll direct you to the closest space.”
“Thanks,” Cooper said, driving behind Quinton to the fifth row. Just as the attendant had said, a man in an orange vest directed them to two spaces toward the middle of the lot. Cooper parked and hopped out of her truck, stretching her arms up over her head.
“It feels so good to be outside!” she said as the other car unloaded beside her. She drew in a deep breath. “Smell that? So much fresh air!”
Trish and her massive beach bag stood between the two cars. In her hands she held two bottles. “Who needs sunblock and bug spray?”
Nathan came around the truck, backpack slung over his shoulder. He raised his hand. “I need both. Didn’t think to bring them myself.”
Cooper eyed his backpack. “Then what did you bring?”
“You know, the usual. Water bottle, hat, bird identification book . . .”
“Do you have a little room left over in there?”
“I might. What for?”
Cooper reached into her truck and retrieved the camera. “Daddy just bought this and insisted I bring it today so I can learn how to use it. Then I’m supposed to teach him. Mind putting it in your backpack until there’s something to shoot? I’m a little afraid of having it out.”
After pretending to waffle for a moment, he smiled and opened up the backpack. Cooper set her daddy’s camera in, right on top of the bird book. Nathan slung the bag back over his shoulder and gratefully accepted the bug spray and sunblock from Trish.
“So we all know what I have in my bag,” he said. “Trish, why do I suspect yours is much more interesting?”
“Because mom bags are always interesting,” Trish said with a laugh. “A little of this and a little of that. First aid kit, sewing supplies, sunglass repair kit, fruit snacks . . . It’s the bag I always take on vacations.”
“Did you just call it a mom bag?” Cooper asked.
“That’s what Phil dubbed it. He said I never leave home on vacation without my mom bag.”
At the mention of the “mom bag,” an image of Ashley and Hannah came to mind. Cooper tried to imagine her sister trading in her Louis Vuitton purse for a giant flower-adorned canvas bag like Trish’s. The absurdity of the thought made her chuckle.
“What’s so funny?” Nathan asked, applying bug spray to his lower legs.
“I was just wondering if Ashley might get a mom bag when Hannah’s old enough for real vacations. What do you think? Can you see her with a bag like that?”
Nathan stared at Trish’s bag for a moment before shaking his head. “Not really . . . unless Gucci comes out with a mom bag. Then she’ll be first in line.”
“I’ll have to write Gucci and suggest it.”
Nathan passed the sunblock and bug spray back to Trish.
“Anyone else need it?” she asked.
Everyone shook their heads.
Quinton checked the food in the coolers and closed his trunk. “Ice is cold and the food is secure. Whenever we want to eat, we can just carry the coolers to a picnic table, and until then, there’s enough ice to keep our meal good and cold.”
Savannah took Jake’s arm. “Where do we start? Craft booths? Swimming? Hiking?”
Shading his eyes, Bryant turned his face toward the sky, donning the same expression he wore on the air. “We should probably hike before it gets much warmer.”
“I thought it wasn’t supposed to get too warm today,” Jake said. “At least that’s what the channel six meteorologist told me.”
“And I meant it. However, when you hike you do tend to heat up a little more than usual. So I vote we hike now and then do the more relaxing activities later . . . when it still won’t be too warm, but just warm enough we don’t want to be hiking.”
“I’m game,” Trish announced, tucking the bottles back into her bag. “Although maybe I should leave my mom bag in the car while we hike. It’s like carrying a child.”
While Trish put her bag away, Cooper spoke up. “I’m certainly ready for a hike. Nathan, you’ve been here before, right?”
Nathan nodded.
“Where do we start?”
He put his fist to his chin in thought. “The trailhead for my favorite hike is across the lawn. It’s not too difficult, and it has some pretty scenery. Follow me.”
Nathan led them away from the cars and into the park. Holding his hand, Cooper surveyed her surroundings as they walked. It really was a nice day, and she couldn’t help but smile when she saw the crowds of people, all happy and enjoying themselves. The cars themselves spoke of the varied mix of people attending the festival—pristine sports cars, mud-spattered Jeeps and nondescript family sedans, one with a “Baby On Board” sticker on the back windshield. Just past the parking lot, a grassy expanse separated the cars from the tree line.
The section of the parking lot abutting the lawn was sectioned off with chains and signs reading “Food Trucks Only.” Already, several trucks were pulled into their spaces, and according to Nathan, there would be quite the smorgasbord. Cooper was excited to see the variety of foods once all the trucks had arrived.
The lawn was perfectly green and perfectly level, with immaculately cut grass and not a weed in sight. Several groups played Frisbee and catch, and another engaged in a friendly game of touch football. Some teenagers stood in a circle, lobbing a volleyball back and forth and laughing. Professional photographers wearing “Event Staff” lanyards snapped pictures of the activities. Several rows of tarp-covered booths stood in one part of the lawn, populated by local artisans, some of whom were still setting up shop. Already there were thirty or so booths, with space for twice that many.
To the left stood the stone amphitheater where the bluegrass acts would play later in the day. Members of the event staff stood talking in the amphitheater. The whole park buzzed with excitement.
Savannah had been so right. It was going to be a perfect day . . . or as perfect as imperfect humans could experience.
“So when do we set up our blankets out here?” Jake asked. “Looks like it’s already getting crowded.”
Cooper looked out over the lawn near the amphitheater. Jake was right. Already picnic blankets and camping chairs littered the area around the amphitheater—early birds who had staked out their claims to good seats.
“Don’t worry,” Nathan replied. “There are always a few people who decide to set up insanely early. It probably won’t get much more crowded until late afternoon. We’ll get seats before it’s packed.”
Cooper squeezed his hand. “I don’t care where we sit as long as we sit together and can hear the music.”
Nathan smiled. “I can guarantee both of those things. Even if we go sit in the car, we’ll be able to hear the music.”
The lawn came to an abrupt end at the tree line. In the shade of massive oaks and pines grew dogwood and wild cherry trees, while larkspur and mountain laurel bloomed beneath them. The Bible study group crossed from the sunlit grass to the woods, veiled by a canopy of leaves and branches. Sunlight fell onto the dirt path in bright shafts. The air smelled of blossoms, bark, and earth.
The path was wide and smooth, easy to traverse even as it wound around larger trees and smaller thickets. A little deeper in, the woods erupted in a rainbow of color. Beneath crab apple trees ornamented by little white flowers, black huckleberry bushes thrived. Sprays of deep purple larkspur and bright yellow straw lilies bordered the path, framing the pristine white flower clusters of wild hydrangea. The group rounded an especially massive willow tree to find a deeply set cove of pink wild bleeding heart just off the trail.
Little birds flitted from branch to branch, their chirps and songs melding together into a symphony sure to rival the music of the bluegrass bands. Nathan stopped on the trail to retrieve his bird identification book, and Cooper saw her daddy’s camera, still sitting in the backpack.
“I completely forgot. I’m supposed to be learning how to use that.” She motioned to the camera. “Would you hand it to me?”
Nathan gave her the camera, and as they continued he pointed to the different birds and told everyone their names. Meanwhile, Cooper snapped their pictures, getting a feel for the weight of the camera and the different settings.
When they finally came to a fork in the trail, Nathan led them to the right. “This will take us to a little hill over the lake,” he explained. “It’s a great view. The trail isn’t too rocky or steep, and we’ll see some pretty sights.”
Savannah held tightly to Jake’s hand. Even the fairly smooth path was more uneven than she was used to, and she was depending on him for guidance. “Sounds perfect to me.” As they walked, Jake whispered to her whenever a large rock was in the path, and he put his arm around her waist when the trail dipped or rose unexpectedly.
Cooper wished she could take a picture of them without intruding, but she knew that neither would appreciate it.
Instead, she snapped pictures of the trees, the flowers and the wildlife. She took pictures of Nathan as he pointed to birds and finally did capture a very cute shot of Jake and Savannah posing in front of a gray ironwood tree adorned with ivy.
The trail inclined gradually, so that Cooper could hardly tell she was walking uphill, save for a dull ache in her calves. The larger trees gave way to smaller ones, and the sun poked through the canopy more easily. A little stream ran alongside the path, adding its trickling laughter to the opus of nature sounds. It tripped over the rocks in its bed, splashing rivulets up onto the edge of the trail. Cooper took pictures of this, too.
For a good twenty minutes, the group walked in relative silence, admiring the view and enjoying the peace of the woods. Life usually moved so quickly that this kind of harmony was something to be revered, cherished. It was the kind of calm that would be broken by a whisper or by the breaking of a twig underfoot, the kind that was hard to come by and easy to lose yourself in. For those twenty minutes, Cooper didn’t even take a picture. It felt wrong, somehow, like snapping away during a church service. This was a sanctuary, and it deserved respect.
Finally, the path wound around a thick patch of elderberry bushes and crossed over the stream by way of a small wooden footbridge. Here, the scene was too beautiful to pass without a picture. Cooper raised the camera, and as she snapped the photo, the silence broke, and everyone began to talk again.
Trish bent down to smell the elderberries. “This place is absolutely gorgeous! Cooper, I want copies of all your pictures.”
“I’ll make you a deal,” Cooper replied. “I’ll send you the files if you’ll take a picture of Nathan and me on the bridge.”
“You got it.”
Cooper handed over the camera, simultaneously pulling Nathan to where the wood of the footbridge bordered the dirt of the trail. He put his arm around her.
Trish crouched slightly as she pointed the camera at them. “Smile!”
Both Cooper and Nathan did as they were told and looked at the camera with broad, happy smiles. As Trish pressed the shutter button, Quinton snapped his own picture with his smartphone. Trish looked at the view screen, wearing a smile of her own. “Not a bad picture, if I do say so myself!” She squinted, getting closer to the screen. The smile faded as she looked up, past Cooper and Nathan. “Actually, we may need to take it again. People in the background.”
Cooper swiveled around to see who was approaching. A group of six men and women, wearing matching blue golf shirts and silver and gold lapel pins that Cooper couldn’t make out, hiked down the trail toward them. In the lead was a tired-looking man of medium height and fit build, with a gold pin on his lapel, a Rolex on one wrist, and a thick silver bracelet on the other.
He waved at the Bible study group. “I hope we didn’t mess up your picture.”
“It’s no problem,” Nathan replied, returning the wave. “We’ll just take another. The beauty of digital photography!”
All of a sudden, a member of the group, a twenty-something woman wearing a low-dipped baseball cap, came forward, beaming. Before Cooper could figure out who she was, the woman put her arms around Nathan. He scooped her up in a big hug.
Trish leaned in close to Cooper. “Are you okay with this?”
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The woman’s baseball cap fell off, and Cooper instantly recognized her. She burst out laughing. “Yeah,” she managed to say. “I’m okay with it.”
Nathan put the woman down and presented her to his friends. “Everybody, this is my kid sister, Christine. Christine, this is the Sunrise Bible Study Group.”
Christine moved from Nathan to Cooper, offering another friendly hug. Cooper held her tight. “Almost didn’t recognize you,” Cooper said. “Your hair’s shorter than last time I saw you.”
Christine scooped her baseball cap up off the ground and placed it back on her head. “It was time for a change. And by the way, I cut it almost a month ago. It’s been way too long since we hung out.”
“A month?” Cooper shook her head in disbelief. “Doesn’t feel like it’s been that long.”
“Yeah, well, that’s what happens when you start all this wedding planning. You lose track of time. When do I get my invitation?”
Nathan smirked. “Who says you’re invited?”
Christine responded by smacking him on the arm before returning her attention to Cooper. “Engagement looks good on you, Coop. Even if it is to my brother.”
“I could do worse,” Cooper said with a laugh.
Christine smiled. “Yeah, I guess you could at that.” She took in the other members of the group with a sweeping glance. “So this is the group I’ve heard so much about! It’s so nice to finally meet you all!”
“Likewise,” Savannah replied. “We’ve heard quite a bit about you, too.”
Christine smirked, and the resemblance to her brother was almost eerie. “Don’t believe everything you hear.”
“It was good stuff,” Jake said, a twinkle in his eye. “Mostly.”
His arm resting around his sister’s shoulders, Nathan gestured to his friends. “This is Quinton, Bryant, Savannah, Jake and Trish.”
She greeted them with a wave. “I feel like I know you all already. I’m grateful to you for getting Nathan out of the house.”
“I’ve been working a lot.”
“You know what they say about all work and no play, right?”
“Yes, it makes a successful business.”
The man leading Christine’s group stepped forward and tapped Christine on the shoulder. “I’m sorry to break up the family reunion, but . . .”
“Oh, right,” Christine said. “We ought to get going. Hey, Sinclair, meet my big brother, Nathan. Nathan, this is Sinclair Gordon, CEO of Sphinx Digital Systems and Solutions. That usually just gets whittled down to Sphinx. We’re on a mini work retreat today.”
Nathan and Sinclair exchanged a handshake and a smile. “I’m sorry to take her away from you,” Sinclair said. “We’ve got a full day planned.”
Christine gave Nathan another hug. “We really need to spend some time together. You, me and your wonderful fiancée.”
“You got it,” Nathan said. “Do you want to meet up later for supper?”
“Can’t. I’m all booked up with retreat stuff.”
“Then I’ll give you a call and we’ll make a date, okay? Now, go have fun on your retreat.”
Sinclair led his group around the bend in the trail, and soon they were out of sight.
“They must have a fun workplace,” Quinton said, wiping the sweat from his forehead with a kerchief. “The closest to a retreat my office got was when the fire alarm broke and we had to wait outside for two hours. We started up a game of gin in the parking lot.”
“I guess that could qualify as a retreat,” Jake said. “Your sister seems real nice, Nathan. Glad we finally got to put a face to the name.”
Savannah nodded in agreement. “There’s such a family resemblance, too!”
Cooper arched a brow in her direction. Although Savannah had a gift for perception and could see the good in others, she was legally blind. How could she see any family resemblance?
Sensing the unasked question, Savannah explained. “I could hear it in their voices. The way they laugh. The way they tease. It’s the same. Not all family resemblances are in the face, you know.”
Nathan laughed, and as Cooper listened to it, she realized that Christine’s laugh was exactly the same. She smiled. “I never noticed it before.”
“Like I said, family resemblance.”
Bryant knocked back half a bottle of water and wiped the overflow from his chin. “I’d say that was a nice break. Anyone else ready to head on up the trail?”
The group replied with nods.
“Wait!” Trish said. She pointed the camera at Nathan and Cooper once again and snapped a picture. “Now we can go.”
It wasn’t an arduous hike, but even if it had been, the view would have been well worth the effort. As the larger trees continued to thin, dogwoods and wild cherry trees became more numerous. Honeysuckle vines clung to the trunks of ironwoods and scented the air with a sweet perfume. The stream crossed under another footbridge and then disappeared into the hollow under a mass of boulders. At last the trail came to an end, widening to a lookout above the park’s lake. Cooper began to snap pictures. With the hill high enough to afford a clear view of the scenery, this was her chance to really test the camera’s capabilities. Below, people swam and fished. A few rode in paddleboats. And all around on the lookout were wildflowers and bird feeders teeming with birds.
The group rested for a while, taking in the view and enjoying the stillness. A few other hikers came and went swiftly. They appeared to be on a mission, trying to get to the top and back to the trailhead in record time. In the process they seemed to ignore the beauty around them. How could anyone ignore this? And why would anyone want to?
She snapped a few more pictures before Quinton stretched his legs and rubbed his stomach. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I could use some lunch.”
Until that moment, Cooper hadn’t realized she was hungry. At the mention of lunch, however, her stomach began to growl. “I second that.”
“Sounds good to me,” Nathan said. “It won’t take as long going down.”
Trish gazed out over the lookout. “Could we eat at the lake? I see picnic tables.”
“Sure,” Quinton replied. “I brought a tablecloth and picnic blankets, just in case.”
As Nathan had said, descending was much faster and much easier on the legs. It took half the time to hike from the lookout back to the tree line. Keeping to the path running along the edge of the woods, the group made their way to the lake, where they found the area almost deserted. The swimmers and paddleboats were nowhere in sight.
Bryant stepped to the front of the group, scanning the area. “Where did everyone go?”
Nathan tapped his Fitbit to see the time. “To the food trucks, I’m guessing. Looks like we got here just in time. As soon as they get lunch, these tables will fill up fast. Somebody should probably stay here to save a table while the rest of us go get the coolers.” Jake rolled up his sleeves. “How about Bryant, Nathan, Quinton, and I go fetch lunch. The ladies can pick us out a good table and protect it from any other interested parties.”
Trish looked around. “I see a table over there.” She turned to Cooper and Savannah. “Let’s go check it out.”
“And if anyone else tries to take it . . .” Cooper put up her fists as if she were going to fight. “We’ll fend them off.”
“That’s the spirit!” Jake said with a laugh. “Come on, fellas.”
While the guys headed back to Quinton’s car to get food, Cooper, Savannah, and Trish ambled across the soft grass to the picnic table. Trish led the way, and Cooper linked her arm with Savannah’s to help her over the moist earth. The table was metal with a long bench seat on either side. It was only a few yards from the water, nestled under the protective boughs of an oak tree, close to a little pier that jutted out a good fifteen feet over the lake.
“This is perfect,” Trish announced. She took off her hat and laid down on one of the benches, looking up into the tree. “What do you say?”
Cooper sat on the opposite bench and stared out over the water. “I’d say I agree with you.”
“Hear, hear,” Savannah added, sitting beside Cooper. “A perfect spot. And the water’s so close!”
“It’s a good thing, too,” Trish said, turning from the tree to the lake. “I could really use a cool swim after that hike.”
“Ditto,” Cooper agreed. “After we eat, I’m changing into my suit.”
“Aren’t you supposed to wait an hour to swim after eating?”
“I heard that’s not true. No waiting necessary.”
“Hmmm.” Trish scrunched up her face in thought. “I’m not sure what to believe now. My mother always made me wait between eating and swimming. Then again, she did tell me there was a Santa Claus. Maybe waiting to swim is in the same vein.”
Laughing, Cooper tried to think of a clever response but was too amused to do so. Her laugh faded to a mild chuckle, which dissolved into a satisfied smile. Out of the corner of her eye she spied Savannah, who sat with her eyes closed, facing the lake. She wore an expression of absolute contentment.
“You’re awfully quiet, Savannah,” Cooper said. “Everything all right?”
Savannah’s eyes popped open and she turned to Cooper. “I was just enjoying the scenery.”
“The scenery?”
“Yes, the scents and sounds.”
“Ah.” Cooper sniffed the air. “I don’t smell anything.”
“Really? Nothing? Close your eyes.”
Cooper did as she was told. “Now what?”
“Take a breath, of course! Concentrate on the little variations in the air. You’ll notice an earthy, woody scent. That’s the trees. The lake smells moist and summery.”
Cooper inhaled again, this time focusing hard on the air passing through her nostrils. There it was—the earthy smell of the trees. A deep, full aroma.
Then she noticed the moisture in the air. She’d never thought of “summery” as a kind of scent, but that was the only word to aptly describe a fragrance that brought to mind a thousand memories of swimming during summer vacation. Yes, the lake smelled summery.
Savannah continued. “Now, notice the unnatural odors—grease, meats, frying oil, burnt pans. Those are from the food trucks. They’re subtle, but unmistakable. And every time the breeze kicks up, it brings a fresh batch of wildflower perfume to us. Can you smell it?”
Drawing in another deep breath, Cooper found that she could, in fact, detect the very slight odors from the food trucks. The more she focused on them, the more they stood out against the natural smells of the park. A breeze whipped across the lake, and Cooper got a nose full of what Savannah called wildflower perfume.
“I never would have noticed any of that,” she said. She reached over and gave Savannah a side hug. “Thank you for opening my eyes . . . or nose.”
“What about your ears?” Savannah asked. “What do you hear?”
Cooper stopped and listened again. “The birds are singing.”
“And?”
“When the breeze blows it rustles the leaves . . . that’s all.”
“There’s so much more! Water lapping against the shore, children laughing—they’re heading back from the food trucks, I guess—and if you really listen, you can just make out the sound of musicians tuning their instruments.”
Trish sat up. “You can hear the musicians?”
“Barely,” Savannah replied. “And only because I’m used to focusing on the little sounds. Once we start eating, and I’m not concentrating, I won’t notice them anymore. For a few minutes, though, it’s a nice way to experience God’s creation.”
Being legally blind, Savannah couldn’t enjoy the scenery as the others did, but her attitude wouldn’t allow her self-pity, and that was one of many things Cooper loved about her. While the rest of the Bible study group explored the world mostly through sight, Savannah listened, smelled, and touched, using her other senses in ways that the others never did. Sure, Cooper could hear, smell, and feel, but she never did so as deeply and thoroughly as Savannah, and Cooper wished she could experience nature as her friend did, if only for a day. Savannah was immersed in God’s handiwork.
For the next few minutes, the three of them sat in silence with their eyes closed, smelling the air, listening to the wind and enjoying the tranquility of their lakeside table. Then the sound of a loud thump broke the silence. When Cooper opened her eyes, she saw Nathan and Jake standing at the end of the bench, having just set one of Quinton’s coolers on the table, which they’d silently covered with a tablecloth while she wasn’t looking.
Nathan opened up the cooler lid. “Did anyone try to take the table?”
“A few punks,” Cooper replied, smiling. “Trish took them out.”
Jake gave Trish a congratulatory pat on the back. “Nice job. Who’s hungry?”
“I am!” Quinton said, placing a basket of plastic cutlery, paper plates, and napkins beside the cooler.
“I second that,” Bryant agreed, bringing up the rear. He heaved the beverages up onto the table. Together, the whole group set the table for the picnic, and when they were finished, they took their seats around the feast.
“Shall we say a quick prayer before we eat?” Savannah asked. Everyone closed their eyes and bowed their heads, as Savannah continued. “Lord, thank you for this beautiful day, for wonderful friends and for tasty food. Please bless this meal to our bodies. Amen.”
And then the meal officially began. They passed around Savannah’s quiche, Bryant’s macaroni, and Quinton’s melon salad. Trish dished out her tomatoes, which she reminded everyone were really “Southern marinated heirloom tomatoes.” Jake tossed rolls to anyone who wanted one, and Nathan poured the drinks. In between bites, they complimented one another on the food and commented on the day, but the conversation lulled as they all realized how hungry they were and turned their full attention to their meals.
Cooper watched Nathan, wondering what was going on inside his head at this very moment. On the outside, he appeared calm and collected, but she wasn’t sure that façade could be trusted. If she had big news to share with him, she’d be anything but calm. She’d be bursting at the seams.
Then again, maybe her definition of big news and his definition were very different. Maybe, just maybe, what Cooper was expecting to be life-altering wasn’t really so big after all.
“Pass the quiche, please.”
The request jogged her from her thoughts. She looked around the table. “Huh?”
“The quiche,” Bryant repeated. “Would you mind passing it?”
Cooper handed him the dish, and just like that the chatter started again, only now it concerned plans for the afternoon.
“I’d like to visit the artisan booths,” Savannah said, wiping the tomato marinade from the corners of her mouth. “I don’t really care when we do it as long as we do. I just love seeing what local artists turn out!”
“Imagine that!” Jake jested. “The artist wants to visit the artisans.”
“Well, I’m no artist,” Trish said, “but I’d also like to see the booths. Only after we rest for a little bit.”
Quinton nodded. “I’m embarrassed to say that hike winded me more than I thought it would. A rest before more walking sounds great.”
Cooper turned and looked out at the lake. “We were talking—us girls—while you guys were getting lunch. We thought it might be nice to take a swim after lunch.”
“How about this?” Nathan asked. “We eat. We talk for a bit. We swim. Then we head over to the craft booths for a while before staking out a place near the amphitheater. We can take turns saving seats and getting supper from the food trucks.”
Bryant gulped his lemonade and then wiped his chin. “I like the plan. Say, Savannah, weren’t you going to prepare a Bible study for us?”
Savannah perked up. “Thanks for reminding me. I’ll share it after we finish eating, while we let our food settle.”
“The let’s finish eating!” Quinton suggested. “Do you mind helping me serve dessert, Coop?”
“Not at all,” Cooper replied. She cleared the table of the used paper plates and laid out fresh ones for the sweet treats. Meanwhile, Quinton pulled his cake box and Cooper’s scone box out of the cooler.
Cooper set her mama’s cherry pistachio scones in the middle of the table so that everyone could reach them. Quinton sliced his cake, smiling at the longing looks his dessert was receiving, and as Cooper handed him plates, he dished it up. Cooper licked her lips. The dessert was made of three layers of dark chocolate cake, separated by fluffy marshmallow cream frosting. Covering the top was a thick layer of the frosting, decorated with mini chocolate chips. The look and smell were absolutely heavenly.
The desserts were received with blissful sighs and words of praise. The first bite of Quinton’s cake melted in Cooper’s mouth. The marshmallow frosting was just sweet enough to counter the slightly bitter dark chocolate. And of course, her mama’s scones were wonderfully light and delicious, as her mother’s baking always was.
When they were finished, Trish and Jake collected the plates, and Quinton packed up the food. Savannah took her Bible from her purse.
“While they get things cleaned up, I’ll tell you all what I had planned for our study,” she began. She caressed the Bible with her artist’s hands. The book was worn and well-loved. “I brought a very special Bible today. It belonged to my grandmother. She read it every morning for as long as she lived, and every time I went to visit her, she’d read me my favorite stories—David and Goliath, Daniel in the Lion’s Den, Jesus turning water to wine, the walls of Jericho falling before Joshua . . . Today, I thought we could take turns, each sharing our favorite passage from Scripture. You can read, if you like, or you can just tell us about it.”
They took a few moments to think as Trish, Jake and Quinton finished cleaning. After a short time, Savannah set her Bible on the table in front of her. “I’ll start by telling you mine. While it’s certainly hard to pick a favorite passage, my current favorite would have to be the creation story in Genesis.” She began to recite from memory. “‘In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was formless and void, and darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was moving over the surface of the waters. Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light.’ I can see it in my mind. A dark mass of nothingness and then suddenly, out of the words of God, light appears. Almost gives me goose bumps to think about it.”
“Definitely makes you think,” Jake said. He cleared his throat. “I’ll go. Sorry to say I don’t recall where it is in there, but I always liked the part about Samson.”
“There’s quite a bit about him in the book of Judges,” Savannah replied. “Any story in particular that you like best?”
“Oh, you know, the stories about how he was so strong—with a strength from God. Killed a lion, took out a whole bunch of guys, pushed down the pillars of a building. It’d be pretty nice to have that kind of strength.”
“True,” Quinton agreed. “But you forgot the part where his girlfriend betrayed him, he had his eyes gouged out, and then he died after pushing down those pillars.”
Jake grimaced. “You’re right. I did forget that part. I still like how strong he was, though. How about you, Quinton? What’s your favorite?”
“I was always fond of the story of Jonah—the fellow tried to run from what God was telling him. He wound up in the belly of a big fish and realized God was right and he needed to do what He said.”
Bryant snickered. “I suppose he had plenty of time to think it over while he was in the big fish.”
Trish reached across the table, picked up the Bible and flipped through it. “Ah! Here’s my favorite. I couldn’t remember which chapter it was . . . First Corinthians, chapter thirteen. ‘Love is patient, love is kind and is not jealous . . .’ Then later it says, ‘Love never fails.’ It’s a beautiful chapter. Very poetic and a good reminder of how powerful God’s love is.”
“I’m more of an action-adventure fan,” Bryant said. “I always got a kick out of the story about the fiery furnace. You know, when Daniel’s friends were supposed to bow down to a statue, but they didn’t. The king had his guards throw them into a furnace that was so hot that the guards who threw them in died. But Daniel’s friends trusted God to save them, and they were completely unharmed by the flames.” He crossed his arms on the table and leaned forward. “I always thought that sounded like something from a good movie. Kings, fiery furnaces, and near-death experiences. It’s all very exciting.”
The conversation lulled. Savannah turned to Nathan. “What about you?”
“I was thinking about it,” Nathan replied. “I know a lot of people like to read about Jesus’s birth and life and death, but I’ve always really liked the part that came after. The end of Luke and the beginning of Acts. When Jesus was raised from the dead and talking to his disciples.”
“Interesting. Why do you like that so much?”
“I think we sometimes forget that faith didn’t end with the cross. It started there. And after Jesus ascended, there was a lot of work to do. It forces me to remember what we’re here for, what faith is really about. What about you, Coop?”
Cooper rubbed her palms on her shorts. She’d been racking her brains to think of something, anything, but the extent of her Bible knowledge was what she learned at the Sunrise Bible Study, and she didn’t want to point to last week’s lesson as her favorite passage. “I’m not sure what my favorite is. I went to church as a kid, and I guess I always believed in God, but it wasn’t until fairly recently that I got into Bible reading. I don’t know that I have a favorite passage or story.”
She sat quietly for a few seconds, trying to think of some verse that had stayed with her. In her mind’s eye she pictured a framed document hanging on the wall in Grammy’s room, the Twenty-third Psalm. It had been there for as long as Cooper could remember. She read it every time she went to talk to Grammy, so it was firmly planted in her memory.
“‘The Lord is my Shepherd,’” she began. “‘I shall not be in want. He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside still waters. He restores my soul for his name’s sake.’ That passage hangs on my grammy’s wall, over her nightstand. I guess that’s the verse I remember from way, way back, the verse that’s been with me the longest.”
“Ah, the Shepherd’s Psalm,” Savannah said. “A beautiful poem reminding us of how God not only guides but also protects and watches over us.” She paused and looked around the table. “Thank you all for sharing. Times like these I feel I’ve come to know you better, on a much deeper level. I feel I’ve gotten a glimpse into your souls. Thank you for that.”
Her words left them in silence.
She continued. “That’s all I had planned for today, as far as Bible study’s concerned. Short and sweet.”
“A dip into Scripture before we take a dip in the lake,” Trish quipped. “I enjoyed sharing.”
“Yes, that was a nice idea,” Jake agreed. He reached over and took Savannah’s hand. It was as affectionate as he ever was in public. “Well done.”
Savannah smiled at him. “I appreciate the encouragement.”
Cooper stood and stretched her legs. “I agree with what you said, Savannah. About knowing us better. I enjoy those moments, too. I get to see what really makes everyone tick.”
“Agreed,” Quinton said. He stood up. “Now, who’s ready for a swim?”
While the guys returned the coolers and basket to Quinton’s car and brought the swimming gear back with them, the gals scouted a place in the woods near the picnic table to change into their suits. There was a restroom on the other side of the lake, but nobody wanted to make the trek, so by the time the guys returned with swimsuits and beach towels, Cooper and Trish had found a nice secluded cove surrounded by ivy-covered crab apple trees and tall witch hazel shrubs.
Everyone took turns changing, except for Savannah and Jake, who opted not to swim. When Cooper emerged from the cove, Nathan, Bryant and Quinton were already in the water, tossing around a beach ball. Trish floated near the pier on a pool noodle, talking to Jake and Savannah, who sat at the end of the pier and dangled their feet into the water.
Nearly an hour passed as the group swam and splashed, relaxing in one another’s company in the cool lake, and for almost another hour after that they all joined Jake and Savannah on the pier. They talked about family, church, and work, and then for a short while they just sat, listening to the sounds of nature.
Quinton returned to the table for a few minutes and began to write something on a napkin. Cooper watched him curiously, wondering what he was writing, and why it couldn’t wait. When he rejoined them on the pier, she noticed that he held pen and napkin in hand.
“What do you have there?” she asked, pointing to the napkin.
“Oh, this?” Quinton looked down at his makeshift notepad. “I just had an idea I wanted to write down.”
“What kind of idea?”
“A song idea.”
Savannah smiled. “How wonderful! Do we get to hear it?”
Quinton hesitated. “It isn’t finished. I’d feel weird reading it.”
“We’d still love to hear what you have,” Savannah insisted.
Cooper nodded. “And I’d be glad to read it so you won’t feel weird.”
Quinton handed over the napkin to Cooper, and she read:
 
Creation is kneeling
At the foot of Your throne,
And lifting up praise,
Every river and stone.
 
Creation is worshipping,
As one it sings
Glory and honor
To the great King of Kings
 
From sunrise in summer to felled leaves of fall,
From sweet forest zephyr to great ocean squall,
The mountain so high, and the creature so small,
They bow down before you, the Maker of All
 
Savannah wiped a tear from her eye. “That was lovely, Quinton. Simply lovely.”
“Yeah, it’s good,” Bryant agreed. “I like it.”
“Like I said, it isn’t finished,” Quinton replied. “I just wanted to write that much down before it slipped my mind.”
Cooper returned the napkin to him. “Thank you for sharing it with us.”
Finally, they took turns changing back into their regular clothes in the secluded cove, carried their now dry swimsuits back to the parking lot, and meandered over to the lawn near the amphitheater, to where the rows of booths were swarming with customers. Cooper spotted the Sphinx group on the lawn, playing some kind of team-building game. She waved, but Christine was too busy to see her.
By the time they reached the booths, Savannah was nearly giddy. Here, local artists and artisans eagerly showed off their wares—sculptures, scarves, candles, toys, soaps and so much more. Savannah engaged at least half the artists in conversation about their work and purchased more than a few items. Cooper wound up with rose petal bar soap for Ashley and a doll for Hannah.
Bryant suddenly winced with pain and put his hand to his neck.
“You all right?” Nathan asked.
“I think I got a sunburn,” Bryant replied. “Would you take a look for me?”
Nathan and Cooper looked more closely at the back of his neck, and Cooper saw why Bryant was wincing. The skin between his hairline and shirt collar was purple.
“You got one heck of a sunburn,” Nathan told him.
Trish gave Bryant a reprimanding look. “I offered you sunblock.”
Bryant shrugged, immediately grimacing as the movement caused his collar to rub on his neck. “I don’t usually burn.”
“Well, you did this time,” Nathan said. “Trish, do you have any aloe in that bag?”
Trish shook her head. “I don’t, but I saw a first aid and security tent between the booths and food trucks. I’ll bet they have something that’d help.”
“I don’t need anything,” Bryant said. He turned and looked at the amphitheater, and his collar again rubbed against his burn. He sucked in his breath. “Then again, maybe I do. It’s only five now. I’ll come find you.”
“We probably need to find seats and get food,” Jake replied. “Just look for our place on the lawn, by the amphitheater.”
While Bryant hurried to the first aid tent, the rest of the group settled on a portion of unclaimed grass with a clear view of the amphitheater. Quinton saved the group’s seats, allowing the others to head over to the food trucks to find some supper.
Cooper was surprised to see twenty different food trucks in the designated area of the parking lot with fare as varied as the cars parked nearby. They served everything from pulled pork to panini, from Asian fusion to fried candy bars. Cooper glanced at her watch. Plenty of time to peruse her options before the opening band played.
Savannah and Jake broke away from the group first, heading to a truck emblazoned with the tagline “Just Like Mama Used to Make.” Trish left next, drawn to the smell of barbecue from a truck with a giant smiling pig painted on the side.
Cooper and Nathan walked hand in hand, and he told her which trucks sold the best food. Suddenly, his wrist began to vibrate, and Cooper stared down, surprised.
“What on earth . . .” she began.
Nathan laughed. “My Fitbit. It’s just telling me I hit another ten thousand steps for the day.”
“Another ten thousand?”
“Yep. I’m at twenty thousand so far.”
“Oh, good.” Cooper rubbed her hands together. “That means I get to eat whatever I want for supper.”
They passed by a few more trucks when they saw a long line at the panini truck. Lamenting the number of people already waiting for food, Cooper forgot to watch where she was going and accidentally walked through the middle of the line, stepping on a woman’s toes as she did so.
Cooper backed away quickly. “Sorry! I guess I need to watch where I’m going.”
The woman looked up, surprised, from her nails, which she’d been filing with a Swiss Army knife. “It’s all right. Everybody’s bumping into everybody in this madhouse.”
“Hey!” came a shout from farther back in line. “No cuts!”
Cooper turned to see a tall man staring angrily at her and Nathan. Nathan donned his most innocent smile. “We’re not cutting, sir. Just klutzy.”
The woman was staring at Cooper. “Don’t I know you?”
“I don’t think so,” Cooper replied, although at a second look, the woman was familiar. No, it wasn’t the woman, but her apparel—a blue Sphinx Digital Systems and Solutions shirt with a little gold sphinx pin. “Wait . . . do you work with Christine?”
The woman snapped her fingers as the lightbulb flashed on in her head. “That’s right! We met on the trail! You’re her brother and her brother’s . . . friend. Is that right?”
“Close,” Cooper said. “I’m his fiancée. And you are?”
“Mandy. Mandy Reed. Sphinx customer liaison. And a hungry one at that. I don’t know why these lines take so long. I’ve been waiting here forever.”
“You’re here all by yourself? I thought you were eating together.”
Mandy rolled her eyes. “We did everything together until a couple hours ago. The boss released us to do whatever we wanted, and now we’re supposed to meet up again to eat. I was supposed to meet Christine here at six.”
Nathan tapped his Fitbit and it displayed the time. “It’s a little after six now. It’s not like her to be late. Do you have her number?”
“I’m here!” The voice came from behind Cooper. She turned to see Christine jogging toward them. “I got held up. There was a guy juggling chain saws over by the craft booths. At first I was afraid to try and go past him, and then I kinda got drawn into the show. It was quite impressive.”
The same man who had yelled at Cooper and Nathan spoke up again. “No cuts!”
“Yeah, we get it!” Mandy shouted back. She shook her head and turned to Christine. “If you tell me what you want, I’ll order it for you. The people behind me have very definite ideas.” She smiled at Cooper. “It was really nice to see you both.”
Cooper gave Christine a quick hug around the shoulders. “You guys have fun.”
She and Nathan left the panini line and wandered past a few more trucks. Finally, Nathan pointed to one with a sign that read “Best Burgers This Side of the Mason-Dixon.” A good burger. That was just what Cooper needed.
She veered off in the direction of the burger truck. “I don’t think I can pass up the best burgers in the South.”
Nathan jerked his thumb toward a truck a few spaces down. The artwork on the side depicted a dancing slice of bacon. “If I remember correctly, that truck has an all-bacon menu.”
Cooper cringed. “So for supper you decided to have a heart attack?”
“It’s not as heavy as it sounds,” he replied with a laugh. “They have a tempura-battered fried bacon thing that’s really good. Rich, but good. You have to try some. You’ll love it.”
“All right. You get the bacon, I’ll get the burger. We’ll meet in the middle in”—she looked at her watch, pausing for dramatic effect—“ten minutes.”
Exactly nine minutes later, Cooper and Nathan met and started to walk back toward the lawn and the seats Quinton and Bryant were saving. Nathan carried two brown paper bags, the bottoms of which were quickly becoming dark with grease. Cooper’s stomach turned at the sight.
“Are you really going to eat that?” she asked, her eyes glued to the seeping stain.
“No. We are going to eat it.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”
“Come on, Coop! Be adventurous! Besides, if you can’t trust your future husband’s food recommendations, whose can you trust?”
Cooper laughed. “Fine! I’ll try your heart attack in a bag.”
Nathan beamed, obviously proud of himself. “What did you get?”
“A good old-fashioned cheeseburger. Nothing fancy.”
Soon they were back at the group’s seats. Savannah and Jake were there, having relieved Quinton and Bryant of their guard duty, and were busy eating fried macaroni and cheese balls and thick slices of corn bread.
As soon as they were seated, Nathan handed Cooper a long piece of fried bacon. “Try this.”
Cooper sniffed it. The smell was pleasant. No, not pleasant. Wonderful. She timidly bit into it. The flavor of the slightly sweet batter and the warm, salty bacon mixed on her tongue and sparked like fireworks. Her eyes widened.
Nathan grinned. “Tasty?”
Cooper nodded, taking another bite.
“I’m glad you think so.” He handed her one of the brown paper bags. “Because I got you a whole order. I knew you’d love it once you tried it.”
“You were right. And I certainly wouldn’t have tried it on my own.” She gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “I’ve learned my lesson. I need to trust my future husband’s taste.”
“We all already knew I had good taste, though,” Nathan quipped. “I’m marrying you, remember?”
Enjoying the flattery and food, Cooper alternated between eating her burger and deep-fried bacon. The day had gotten better and better as the hours wore on. She couldn’t wait to see what the evening would bring. Before long, Trish arrived with a plate of pork spare ribs. With the first bite, her face was covered with sauce. Next came Quinton with a three-cheese-and-ham panini. Lastly, Bryant returned carrying a noodle bowl from the Asian fusion truck.
As they ate, they watched the musicians check their instruments beside the amphitheater stage. Festival staff made last-minute adjustments to speakers and wires. By the time Cooper finished her supper, it was still a good twenty minutes before the music was scheduled to begin.
Nathan leaned toward her, his lips close to her ear. His voice was soft, affectionate. “Care to go for a stroll?”
“Just the two of us?”
He nodded, and Cooper felt a spark of excitement. All day she’d focused on the beauty and calm of their surroundings, and she’d found a great deal of peace in it. Unfortunately, there had been a constant nervous undercurrent, a gnawing curiosity at the back of her mind. Now there was a chance she could still hear Nathan’s news today, and that trumped beauty and calm.
She replied as nonchalantly as possible. “A walk? Sure, why not?”
Nathan helped her to her feet, held her hand, and guided her toward the trailhead.
The sun was low on the horizon, painting the fading blue sky with brilliant orange and red. Light cascaded through the leaves and boughs, spilling onto the path in patches of pale gold. The trees took on a shadowy appearance, their distinguishing features hidden in the low light. It was like a painting.
Together, she and Nathan strolled, admiring the view. When they rounded the first turn in the trail, Nathan spoke. “Thanks for the walk. I’ve been hoping to get some time alone with you.”
“Me, too. All week.”
“All week?”
“Of course all week!” Nonchalance went out the window. “Ever since you told me you have news, I’ve been dying to hear it!”
Nathan smiled slightly and lowered his head in affected shame. “I’m sorry I made you wait.”
Cooper rolled her eyes. “You’re not sorry at all.”
“Okay, not really. I mean, I’m sorry if I worried you, but I really wanted to tell you face-to-face. I’m glad I waited. I hope you weren’t too miserable, though, with the waiting.”
Down the trail, a stick broke on the ground, and the sound drew Nathan’s attention. Cooper ignored it.
“So . . .” she said expectantly. “What’s your news?”
“You know I’ve been working a lot lately.”
“I noticed. I’m proud of you.”
“That means a lot to me, Coop. You see . . .” Another twig breaking. The unmistakable sounds of movement. Coming toward them. Cooper watched the trail. What was making the noise?
Rustling. The crunching of crushed leaves. The crackle of branches being moved. Something was pushing the brush aside. Closer. Cooper tightened her grip on Nathan’s hand. “What is that?”
Quick, loud breathing. Footsteps. Nathan pulled Cooper behind him. “I don’t know what it is, but it sounds big. We should get a security guard.”
“Do you really think that’s necessary?”
His eyes were on the trail. “I don’t know. It doesn’t sound like someone walking. Could be an animal. A cougar or coyote maybe. I don’t like the idea of facing off against either one of those if I can help it.”
More heavy footfalls. Whatever it was was very close, nearly on top of them. Nathan took a quick step backward, shielding Cooper with his body as the noise reached the curve in the path ahead. A figure stumbled out of the shadow and into a shaft of light. For a moment, Nathan and Cooper stared in shock.
Standing before them was no cougar or coyote, but a person, bent forward and stumbling. A woman, eyes wide, startled and afraid. She ran forward, falling into Nathan, her whole body shaking.
It was Christine. And she had blood on her hands.
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“Christine, what happened?” Nathan asked in a panic, holding his sister up. Her legs were giving out. “Are you hurt?”
She shook her head. “It’s Sinclair.”
Nathan’s expression changed. Anger flashed in his eyes. “Sinclair? Did Sinclair hurt you?”
Christine didn’t answer. She began to cry, tears accompanied by heaving gasps. Cooper put a hand gently on her back. If she kept this up, she’d hyperventilate.
Nathan knew it, too. “Shhh,” he said, hugging his sister close to try and calm her. “Just tell me what happened.”
“I found Sinclair.” Her face buried in Nathan’s shoulder, her words were muffled. “I found him. Nathan, I found him.”
Nathan pulled away and gently lifted Christine’s chin so he could look into her face. “What do you mean, Christine? Was he missing?”
She didn’t respond, but stared in terror down the path in the direction from which she’d come. Nathan put his arm around her waist to hold her up. “Can you show us?”
Christine took a few deep breaths. She nodded and straightened herself, slowing her breathing. She was trying to get control of herself, with little success. Her whole body shook, and her face was wet with fresh tears. Still, she nodded, and with Nathan’s arm around her, she took them deeper into the woods.
Only moments ago the evening lighting had seemed romantic. Now the shadows wrapped around the trail in eerie silhouettes against shafts of light. The woods didn’t seem peaceful anymore. Though Christine, Cooper, and Nathan walked quickly, it seemed to take forever to reach their destination. The path seemed to go on and on. Every shrub and tree was a hindrance, an obstacle trying to prevent Cooper and Nathan from seeing what Christine wanted them to see.
Finally they rounded a familiar willow tree, and Christine skidded to a stop. She slowly raised a hand and pointed into the deeply set cove of wild bleeding heart just off the trail. At first in the dim light, Cooper saw only darkness. But as her eyes adjusted, she saw the outline of the flowers and framed by them, a body.
Christine began to cry again, her legs wobbling beneath her. As her legs gave out, Nathan caught her, helping her slowly to the ground. Cooper approached the body, fumbling in her pocket for her keys. Thank goodness Daddy had made her put a little flashlight on the keychain.
She turned the light on, the thin beam cutting into the dark shadows, and she shined it on the body. She recognized the face and form, the silver bracelet on one wrist and the Rolex on the other. The silver Sphinx pin was speckled red. It was Sinclair, all right, a bloody halo around his head.
In his hand he clutched a revolver.
Cooper turned away from the grisly sight, swallowing the bile rising in her throat, and stuffing her keychain back into her pocket. A breeze kicked up, rustling the leaves. Earlier the sound had been pleasant. Now it was ominous.
She returned to Nathan and Christine, who sat on the path. Cooper knelt down beside Nathan and said quietly, “It looks like he killed himself.”
Nathan swallowed hard, probably fighting the same nausea Cooper felt. He held Christine tightly, his protective instincts taking over. He rested his chin on top of her head, keeping his voice low and soothing for Christine’s sake. “We need to get security.”
“I’ll go,” Cooper said. “You stay with your sister.”
Ignoring the deepening shadows and trying to dismiss the image of Sinclair covered in blood, Cooper ran. Around the willow tree, up the path, past the larkspur and lilies. The trail was deserted at this late hour, as the people gathered at the amphitheater. Cooper’s heart pounded hard in her chest, the rhythm matching her footfalls on the path. Finally she broke past the tree line and into the open. With tunnel vision, she focused on the first aid/security tent and continued her run. Somehow, the crowd parted before her. She burst into the tent.
“There’s been an accident.” She tried to speak calmly, but through her panting it sounded just as terrified as she really was.
The security guard lounged in a camping chair, his “Security” baseball cap sitting on his lap. He stood slowly, running his fingers through his white hair. “What’s the problem, ma’am?”
Cooper stole a quick glance around the tent. A handful of people sat in the first aid half of the tent, awaiting treatment for cuts, sprains, and sunburns. A few more loitered outside. There was no need to alarm everyone. Cooper stepped closer to the guard and kept her voice low. “A man is dead.”
The guard’s demeanor changed immediately. He stood taller. His shoulders straightened. “Dead?”
“Looks like he shot himself.”
The guard donned his cap. “Show me.”
Cooper led him back to where Nathan and Christine sat on the trail and pointed him toward the body nestled in among the flowers. While Cooper waited with Nathan and Christine, the guard pulled a flashlight from his utility belt and stepped carefully off the path. Cooper looked away as he shined the light on Sinclair.
She arched a questioning brow at Nathan to wordlessly ask how Christine was doing. Nathan replied with a grim expression and a shrug.
Meanwhile, the security guard got on his radio. “Jim, you need to get out here. And call 911. Tell them we’ve got a body.”
The guard turned off his flashlight and went to the three waiting on the path. “Who found him?”
Christine timidly raised her hand.
The guard knelt in front of her. “The name’s Pete. What’s yours?”
“Christine.”
“Christine? I’ve got a granddaughter named Christina. It’s a good name.”
He paused, as if waiting for a response, but Christine remained silent. He continued. “Christine, did you touch anything? Move anything?”
Christine shook her head, then stopped. “I touched his neck. I checked for a pulse.” She glanced at the shadows shrouding Sinclair. “The way he looked—all the blood—it was probably a stupid thing to do, but I . . . I . . .”
“It’s all right,” Pete said. “That was a good thing to do. You were right to check. The police are on their way now, so I won’t ask you for the whole story. You’d just have to repeat everything.” He turned to Cooper. “We haven’t officially met.”
“I’m Cooper,” she replied. “And this is Nathan.”
“Wish I could say it’s nice to meet you, but considering the circumstances . . .” He let the thought trail off as another security guard came around the bend. “Excuse me.”
He walked toward the other guard, and the two spoke quietly. Cooper tried to avoid looking at Sinclair’s shadow-ensconced form, but her eyes were drawn to it. At first she could just make out the shape of his body. As the light fell away, all she could see was his feet. Brown hiking shoes. Dirty. Well-worn.
Cooper wasn’t sure how much time passed. Darkness fell, as more security guards arrived. They spoke in whispers, stealing glances at the body. One brought a thin blanket to Christine, and she wrapped it around her shoulders, holding it tightly, like armor. A nearby owl added his persistent “Who?” to the chorus of chatter, and a few minutes later the wailing of police sirens joined in.
Shortly thereafter, the security guards moved aside to allow the police through. Crime scene techs flooded the area, and a coroner toting a white body bag went straight to Sinclair.
“Ms. Lee?” At the sound of the familiar voice, Cooper turned. Inspector McNamara stepped past an officer stretching yellow caution tape from one tree to another, his eyes on Cooper as he approached. “What are you doing here?”
“Moral support,” she replied. She stood and wiped the dirt off her pants. “Nathan’s sister found the body.”
The inspector’s face softened. He may have been a hard-boiled detective, but when dealing with people in pain, he was a teddy bear . . . a gun-toting teddy bear. He held out a hand to Christine. “Are you the sister?”
Christine nodded, taking his hand and allowing him to help her stand. “I’m Christine Dexter.”
“I’m Inspector McNamara, and I’d like to ask you a few questions. Is that all right?”
Another nod.
McNamara produced a little notebook from his jacket pocket. “Now then, Ms. Dexter, how did you come to find the body?”
“I was looking for him.”
“So you knew him?”
“He’s my boss.” Christine couldn’t help but glance over at the corpse, and when she did, she shuddered.
McNamara made a note and then met her eye. “I’m very sorry for your loss, and I’m also sorry to have to ask you to do this. But I need you to tell me what happened.”
Christine tugged at the blanket around her shoulders. “We spent all day at the park,” she began. “Hiking, swimming, doing all kinds of team-building exercises. In the afternoon, Sinclair—that’s his name, Sinclair Gordon—he built in some free time for us in his schedule. He wanted us to eat together, but we got to go wherever we wanted for a couple of hours.”
“What time was that?”
“Around four. We split up. When we met to get supper—around six—Sinclair wasn’t there. We thought maybe he wanted to give us time to bond without the boss around. It sounded like something he’d do. After a while, he still hadn’t shown. He wasn’t answering his cell. We were worried, so we decided to find him. We split up again. Everyone had an idea about where he might be.”
“What made you check the trail?”
“He’d mentioned earlier how serene it was out here, how perfect for relaxing after a long day. I thought he might have come back during his free time and lost track of the hour.”
“So how did you find him?”
“I was just . . . walking. Not a care. Not too worried anymore, now that we were looking. I figured we’d find him, and then we’d watch the musicians. I wasn’t even really thinking about Sinclair at all as I looked. I was thinking about what I needed to do when I got home tonight. I came around that big willow, and . . .”
The words caught in her throat. McNamara said nothing, giving her time to compose herself.
After a moment, she continued. “At first, I didn’t realize what I was seeing. He’s sort of tucked into the brush. Other people probably passed him by, not even paying attention to something so far off the path.”
“Was anyone else with you when you found him?”
“No. No one.”
“Did you see anybody in the area at the time?”
“No. It was so quiet. I thought I was in for a nice easy walk . . .” She sniffed back more tears.
McNamara turned and studied the ground around Sinclair. “Did anyone approach the body?”
Taking Nathan’s hand absentmindedly, Christine nodded. “I checked for a heartbeat. I saw the gun in his hand.”
Cooper glanced down at Christine’s hands and saw the blood. Now it was on Nathan’s hands, too.
“Did anyone else approach him?” McNamara asked, this time looking at Cooper and Nathan.
Cooper replied, “Nathan didn’t, but I checked to make sure it was really Sinclair. The guard stepped close, too. That was it.”
The inspector stared at the ground around the body again. “Interesting.”
“What is?”
“Looks like someone moved around a lot. Actually, it looks like more than one set of footprints in the dirt . . . like there might have been a struggle.”
“A struggle? Didn’t he shoot himself?”
McNamara didn’t respond, instead focusing on Christine again. “Tell me what happened next.”
Christine continued. “I really didn’t notice the blood until it was on me, and then I . . . I . . .” She fought for breath as she relived the moment. Cooper put her arm around Christine’s shoulders.
Christine took a deep breath. “The more I looked, the more I realized there was blood everywhere. On his clothes, on the ground, on the trees.” She swallowed back revulsion. “I was so scared. I panicked and ran. That’s when I found Nathan and Cooper.”
Inspector McNamara turned his eyes to Cooper. “And what were you two doing out on the path so late? Didn’t you want to get seats?”
“We came with the whole Bible study group,” Cooper replied. “We decided to go for a walk while they saved our seats. We wanted a chance to talk.”
“Did you notice anything . . . off?”
Cooper looked to Nathan, who shook his head. “Everything was normal at first,” he said. “Quiet, but normal. It wasn’t until we heard a noise that we thought something might not be right. I thought it was an animal on the path—something big—and we were about to get a guard . . . in case it was a predator of some kind.”
“I take it the noise was your sister.”
“She was running . . . panicked. She tried to tell us what happened, but she couldn’t get the words out. She led us down here to the body.”
Cooper jumped in. “Then I went and got the guard.”
“I understand,” McNamara said, making a note on his notepad. “What time was it when you found him, would you say?”
Christine thought about the question. “I’m not sure. Six thirty? Six forty?”
McNamara turned to the coroner kneeling beside Sinclair’s body. “Hey, Lincoln!”
The coroner looked up.
“How long until we have time of death?”
The coroner pointed to Sinclair’s watch. “Got it for you right now. His watch hit a rock when he fell, and the face busted open. Stopped at five fifty-five.”
Christine went pale. “We split up at four for free time. We met again at a little after six to eat.”
“So your coworkers were separated at the time of death.” McNamara wrote in his notepad again. “Ms. Dexter, I’d like to get you to the station. We’ll get you cleaned up, give you some hot coffee, if you’d like. And we can get your official statement, with all the little details.”
Nathan helped his sister stand. “Inspector, I’d like to go with her, if it’s all right. I’ll stay out of the way, but . . .”
McNamara held up his hands to quiet Nathan. “No need to explain, Mr. Dexter. Of course you can come.”
Nathan slipped his arms around Cooper. She kissed him on the cheek and whispered, “You’re a good brother.”
He responded with a sad smile. “Thanks. But I wish I didn’t need to be today . . . not like this.”
“I know. If I can do anything, just give me a call.”
McNamara turned to one of his officers. “Start taking down the names of everyone in this park—staff, visitors, musicians, food servers, artists. We’re gonna have to talk to all of ’em over the next couple weeks.”
The officer hurried off, and McNamara turned back to Cooper. “That includes you, Ms. Lee.”
“I’m glad to help however I can,” Cooper replied. “Just let me know when you need me. I’m sure the rest of the Bible study group will feel the same way.”
“I appreciate that. Sometimes folks don’t want to talk to the police, and they make it as difficult as possible.”
Cooper shrugged. “Those folks probably have something to hide. What about Christine’s coworkers? Will you talk to them?”
McNamara’s jaw tightened. With strained patience, he replied, “I do know how to do my job, Ms. Lee. I’ll have an officer explain to her coworkers what happened and take down some basic information. I’ll interview them tomorrow.”
Inspector McNamara led Nathan and Christine from the crime scene. With one last look at the body, Cooper followed. As they emerged from the woods, Cooper spotted the rest of their group waiting behind a second boundary of yellow crime scene tape. She hurried to them, and they greeted her with a group hug.
“Cooper, what happened?” Trish asked. Her eyes were wide as she looked from Cooper to the police tape and beyond it. “We saw the police and the paramedics.”
“Nobody would tell us what’s going on,” Quinton added. “Had us pretty scared.”
Savannah nodded, holding Jake’s hand. “We thought you might have been hurt.”
“We’re just fine,” Cooper assured them. “Dazed, but fine. I’m so sorry we worried you. I figured you’d be enjoying the music.”
“The band is waiting to go on until things calm down back here,” Bryant replied. “They wouldn’t say what happened, except that there was an accident. And they wouldn’t let on who was involved.”
“It was Christine’s boss, Sinclair,” Cooper explained. She lowered her voice. “He’s dead. Looks like suicide.”
The revelation was met with a collective gasp.
“It gets worse. Christine found him.”
“Oh, that poor girl!” Savannah said. “Is she all right?”
“As well as can be expected. She’s pretty shaken up. Nathan went with her and McNamara to the station.”
A whine from the speaker system interrupted, drawing the group’s attention toward the amphitheater. Onstage, a man with a long, narrow beard stood at the microphone. “Folks, it looks like we’re gonna be postponed a little longer due to that accident, so please be patient. And if you need to leave, be sure to talk to one of the police officers in the parking lot first. They want to get everybody’s information so they can talk to you later, if need be. They’ve assured me it’s just procedure. Nothing out of the ordinary. It’s all completely normal.”
Cooper’s stomach turned at his words. What was going on was anything but normal.
“I don’t feel much like bluegrass anymore,” Quinton said, his attitude markedly somber against the backdrop of the festival. “Anybody else want to get out of here?”
 
• • •
 
When Cooper pulled into the IHOP parking lot, it was late, but she wasn’t tired. Not in the least. Adrenaline and anxiety had given her more energy than any amount of coffee could—an edgy energy, true, but very robust.
Trish and Savannah had ridden with her to the restaurant, talking the whole way about anything and everything except for what had happened to Sinclair. As soon as they got settled in at IHOP, Cooper would share everything that had happened, but until then she wanted to think about something else. She parked on the side of the restaurant and, leaving her daddy’s camera on the front seat of her truck, she and her passengers went into the restaurant as Quinton’s car pulled into a space near the door. The hostess led them to a corner booth in the back. The perfect place, considering what they had to talk about.
When the whole group was seated, their waitress hurried out of the kitchen. Wearing heavy red earrings and a wide smile with lipstick to match her jewelry, she took their drink orders before leaving them alone again.
Cooper stared absentmindedly at the menu. She couldn’t concentrate enough to sort through the options. And now that no one was actively trying to distract her, her thoughts wandered down the path, back to Sinclair and to that horrible moment when Christine came running around the bend. When she closed her eyes, Cooper could see the shadow of the body lying among the flowers and the red stain on Christine’s hands. She could see the silver bracelet and matching pin spattered with blood. She could see the gun, the wound, the trampled ground around his body.
This was meant to be a fun day, a perfect day. It was supposed to be a time of fellowship, music, art, and laughter. It most certainly wasn’t supposed to be the scene of a suicide.
When the waitress returned with a couple of coffee carafes for the table, everyone ordered appetizers to share. As soon as the waitress walked away, Savannah leaned across the table toward Cooper. “Do you want to talk about it? We’re here to listen if you do.”
“I don’t want to burden you with the details,” Cooper replied.
“You wouldn’t be burdening us at all!”
“As a matter of fact,” Quinton added, “I’d like to hear the whole story. Sounds kinda fishy to me.”
“Fishy?” Cooper repeated. “How does it sound fishy?”
“A fellow goes to the bluegrass festival to kill himself? Seems like an odd place to do it . . . although I guess I don’t have much experience dealing with suicide. Maybe it’s a perfectly normal place . . .”
“No, I agree.” Cooper rubbed her temple hard. She could feel a stress headache coming on. “It is strange. I hadn’t thought about it, but why would he go to the festival to commit suicide? Why plan a whole mini work retreat and then kill yourself?”
Jake responded with a shrug. “I guess when you’re that down, you don’t necessarily think about where you’re going to . . . pull the trigger. You just do it. Probably made sense to him somehow.”
Trish sat back in the booth, wrapping her arms around herself. She had goose bumps. “I can’t imagine feeling that hopeless. Even on my worst day, I never . . . Didn’t he have someone he cared about? Something to live for?”
“I don’t know.” Cooper poured herself some coffee from the carafe. “Actually, I’m jumping to conclusions assuming it was suicide.”
“Is there a chance it wasn’t?” Bryant asked.
“While Inspector McNamara was talking to Christine, he made a comment about the ground around Sinclair’s body. He thought the footprints looked like there might have been a struggle there.”
“A lot of people were at the park. Maybe the footprints were from earlier in the day.”
“Maybe. And then there’s the fact that the police are talking to everyone at the park.”
Jake pushed his coffee cup away. He’d already drained it. “The announcer said that was just standard procedure.”
“Sounds like way too much work to be standard procedure,” Cooper replied. “For a suicide, at least.”
“True,” Trish agreed. “They’d only need to interview everyone if they thought it was a homicide.”
Savannah sat back, her arm linked through Jake’s. “Poor Christine. I can’t imagine what she’s going through. If there’s any way we can help her, we should. Maybe we can bring her a few meals.”
Cooper stopped and stared into her decaf, her thoughts on Christine. Poor Christine. She’d forever be haunted by the image of Sinclair’s corpse, an image that was also burned in vivid detail into Cooper’s mind. But unlike Cooper, Christine had a connection with Sinclair. Her nightmare would be mixed with grief. Her memory would be full of pain. Moreover, Christine, being connected to Sinclair and having found the body, would be deeply involved in any kind of homicide investigation. How much of a nightmare would she have to endure before this was over? “What if it is a homicide?” she finally asked.
Bryant, watching Cooper’s face, replied. “McNamara’s a homicide investigator. He’s always got murder on the mind. I’m sure he really is just following protocol before closing the case and declaring the death a suicide.”
“Bryant’s right,” Trish agreed. “Nathan’s sister will be just fine. There’s no reason to expect the bad situation to get worse.”
The waitress brought their food, and for a few minutes there was silence as they ate. Finally, Quinton spoke. “If you feel like it, do you mind telling us the whole story from the top? Everything you know, that is . . .”
With one more bite of food to bolster her strength, Cooper told them all that had happened, from the moment she and Nathan heard the first stick breaking on the path until she met them on the lawn afterward. She described Christine’s state and Pete, the friendly security guard. Closing her eyes to see the scene clearly, she recounted the details of Sinclair’s body and the gun in his hand, and she made sure to tell them what a good brother Nathan was to Christine. While she spoke, the group listened quietly, paying far more attention to her than to their food.
When she’d finished, their pensive silence continued. “I know what happened at the park was horrible,” she continued. “Regardless of how Sinclair died, he’s dead, and that’s really sad. But to be honest, part of what upsets me is that this was supposed to be a perfect day. Does that make me a selfish person?”
Savannah smiled. “It makes you a very normal person.”
Trish stole a fry from Cooper’s plate. “Until the police came, it really was a perfect day, I’d say. A beautiful hike.”
“In beautiful weather,” Bryant remarked with a smile. “As predicted.”
“I, for one, enjoyed hearing everyone’s favorite Bible passages,” Savannah said. “And I did love meeting so many artists.”
Jake nodded in agreement. “I can’t remember the last time I just sat by the lake and relaxed.”
“And the food,” Cooper said with a little sigh. “I could eat deep-fried bacon until I explode.”
Quinton chuckled. “It probably wouldn’t take much deep-fried bacon to make a person explode.”
They all laughed, and then fell silent once again. Cooper looked from face to face, thankful for such good friends—people she could celebrate with and mourn with. People who could cheer her up when she was down. People who truly cared.
Comment by comment and laugh by laugh, the grim evening faded into the background. When they ran out of appetizers, they ordered more, talking and eating late into the night. Jake told them about his recent problem client, who needed his shower plumbing fixed. Bryant told stories about his babysitting adventure with his girlfriend’s daughters. Savannah shared the inspiration for her latest piece of folk art.
It was almost midnight when they finally split the check and left the restaurant, pulling their coats closer against the cool night air. As Cooper headed for her truck, waiting for the others to decide who would ride with whom, she noticed that something was wrong. Unable to put her finger on whatever it was, something told her to be wary.
Slowly, she approached the cherry red truck, heeding the little voice inside. The parking lot was unnaturally quiet, the night more dark than it should have been. Cooper looked up and saw the streetlight over her truck had been smashed. Broken glass littered the ground by the passenger side of her truck, but it was too much glass. It couldn’t have come from the streetlight alone.
A few more steps and Cooper could finally see what was wrong. The front passenger window of her truck was shattered.
Under her breath she muttered, “What the . . .”
“Over here!” Jake shouted, and Cooper turned to see him dart out, away from the restaurant. She jogged after him, careening around the edge of a parked sedan. Jake was running toward a lump in the middle of the parking lot.
Cooper stepped cautiously toward the lump, afraid of what it might be. Her heart pounded. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. A smashed window and a mysterious, still lump in the parking lot? Fear rose from the pit of her stomach. Nothing good could come of this. Nothing good at all.
What was Jake looking at?
Cooper’s eyes adjusted to the light from the streetlamp as she watched Jake kneel down and put his face closer to the thing. Only she could see now that it wasn’t a thing.
It was a person. A man.
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Everything was a blur. Jake and Quinton knelt beside the man as Trish called for an ambulance. Savannah bowed her head in prayer. Bryant ran back into the restaurant. Cooper stood there, dazed.
“He’s alive,” Jake announced, his fingers pressed against the man’s inner wrist.
Quinton put his face over the stranger’s. “Sir? Sir, can you hear me?”
There was no response. The man remained still, silent, his breathing shallow but steady. A little blood pooled around his middle, although Cooper couldn’t see a wound. She looked in both directions, trying to determine what had happened. “Looks like he might have been hit by a car.”
Bryant emerged from the restaurant as Savannah closed her prayer with a quiet “Amen.” “There’s nobody in there that can help,” he said. “No cops. No doctors. They called 911, though.”
“So did Trish.”
On cue, Trish clicked her phone off. “Ambulance is on the way. Did you guys see anything? Any suspicious cars or people?”
“I didn’t see anybody,” Cooper replied. “But the passenger window of my truck is broken.”
Bryant took a few steps closer to the truck, peering into the bed. “Is anything missing?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. Before I could look I heard Jake yell, and I ran over here.”
“Maybe you should take a look before the ambulance gets here. It might be connected to this guy somehow.”
Cooper looked at the poor man lying on the asphalt. Maybe he knew something about who broke into her truck. Or maybe he was the one who’d done it. Noting his condition, though, she doubted it. As a siren’s wail pierced the night, signaling the oncoming ambulance, Cooper jogged over to the truck and peered inside.
Her eyes went immediately to the empty seat. Daddy’s camera was gone. She wanted to kick herself. She knew better than to leave a camera out on the seat where anyone could see it. She should have put it on the floor, tucked under the dash where it would have been hidden. She should have laid something over it so no one could tell it was there.
Any concern she felt over the camera was short-lived, however, as she left the truck behind to follow the ambulance pulling into the parking lot. Earl would agree that the camera didn’t matter right now.
She stayed out of the way as the paramedics hurried to the fallen man. Jake and Quinton stepped aside, joining the rest of the Bible study group in a little huddle under the streetlamp.
One of the paramedics turned to the group. “Do you know his name?”
Jake shook his head. “He was just lying there when we came out of the restaurant. Never seen him before.”
“How long ago did you find him?”
“Maybe . . . ten minutes.” Jake turned to Quinton. “Would you say so?”
“Sounds about right,” Quinton agreed.
“And do you have any idea when he was injured?”
“Like I said, we were in the restaurant,” Jake replied.
Savannah expounded. “We were visiting for several hours. We really don’t know anything about what happened.”
The paramedic turned back to his partner, who rattled off vital signs. Then, as they hefted the man onto a gurney, a squad car pulled in behind the ambulance and a portly policeman with a sour expression joined them. He spoke quietly with the paramedics before addressing the rest of them.
“I’m Officer Ghent,” he said. He looked each of them in the eye, as if expecting them to burn his name into memory. “What can you tell me?”
Jake repeated what they’d told the paramedic.
Ghent made a few notes, and then arched a brow at what he’d written. “That’s not much.”
“It’s all we’ve got, I’m afraid,” Trish replied. “Wish we knew more.”
“Well, what about Cooper’s window?” Bryant asked.
Cooper shook her head. “It’s not as important as a man’s life.”
“But maybe it’s connected.”
As the paramedics raised the gurney, the fallen man’s hand opened, and a black disk fell out of his grasp to the ground. Officer Ghent bent to pick it up. “What’s this?”
He held it up under the light of the streetlamp, and Cooper recognized it immediately. “That’s a lens cap.” She turned to Trish. “My daddy’s camera’s missing.”
Officer Ghent made another note. “Does this lens cap go to the missing camera?”
“It might,” Cooper said. “I can’t be sure.”
“Well, maybe your friend’s right. Maybe this drifter’s connected to the missing camera. Wouldn’t be the first time a desperate man turned to crime.”
Cooper looked over at the man as the paramedics loaded him into the ambulance. Only after the officer’s comment did she notice the man’s state. His beard was tangled and dirty, and his hair was long and unkempt. Both were a shade of deep brown, save for a few streaks of gray. His skin was well tanned and dirty.
“The camera’s a little big for him to hide in his clothes,” she said.
“Well, maybe he didn’t take it.” Officer Ghent flipped the lens cap like a quarter. “But maybe he saw who did. You’ll need to come with me. We’ll get a unit out here to process the truck and have it towed.” He returned to his squad car and pulled out the radio. He was too far away for Cooper to hear what he said, but his eyes were on the ambulance the whole time.
Savannah’s words from this morning echoed in her mind. It’s bound to be a perfect day. Cooper had agreed with her.
How wrong they both had been.
 
• • •
 
It was almost two in the morning when Cooper finally dragged herself from Officer Ghent’s desk to the station lobby. Her eyes fell on her daddy, who sat in one of the plastic-covered chairs, absentmindedly flipping through a magazine.
Earl greeted her with a hug.
She took a deep breath, enjoying the smell of aftershave, cleanser, and fabric softener that was uniquely his. She felt safe. “How long have you been here?”
“I came right after you called.”
“That was more than two hours ago.”
“Was it really?” Earl’s expression was entirely sincere. “I didn’t notice. I guess I was just too wrapped up in this home and garden magazine.”
Cooper smiled. She could always count on him. “I doubt that. Thanks for coming, Daddy.”
He planted a kiss on her forehead. “You couldn’t keep me away, Coop.”
“I know it’s late.” She stepped away and sat, rubbing her eyes. “I would’ve called Nathan, but he was here with Christine until . . . well, I don’t know how late, and he’s probably still taking care of her. I didn’t want to put him in a hard place, you know. Trying to choose between taking care of me and taking care of his sister.”
“I bet he’d pick you.”
Earl was a man who put loyalty to his family—his wife, in particular—above all else. “I’m sure he would,” Cooper agreed. “But I didn’t want him to leave Christine by herself. She’s had a harder day than I have. I’m just glad it’s over.”
“Does that mean you’re free to go?”
“Daddy, I’m giddy to go.”
 
• • •
 
Cooper opened her eyes and looked around. She was in her bed, in her room, in the little apartment over her parents’ garage. As hard as she tried, though, she couldn’t recall how she got here. She remembered the police station, her daddy in the waiting room, the car, and then . . . nothing. She’d either walked up from the car half asleep or Earl had half carried her.
She rolled over and buried her face in her pillow, caring less about how she got here and more about resting. She would have stayed that way for another hour were it not for the quiet purring of her cats—Moses and Miriam—telling her they wanted some attention. They nuzzled at her neck and pawed at her hands, begging her in their own way to rise and shine. Slowly, Cooper pulled herself up, stretching her arms up over her head with a long yawn. Then she looked over at her clock. It was almost noon.
Noon. Sunday. Church! She’d missed church!
She hopped out of bed, grabbed her bag off of her desk chair and dug through it until she found her phone. Four missed calls—Nathan, Savannah, Trish, and Nathan again. She dialed Nathan first.
He answered after the first ring. “Hey, Coop. You all right?”
“I overslept. I hope you weren’t worried.”
He replied with a tired laugh. He sounded as exhausted as she still felt. “After everything that happened yesterday, how could I not be worried, Cooper? As long as you’re okay . . .”
“I take it you know about last night.”
“Everybody filled me in this morning.”
“How’s Christine?”
There was a pause. “McNamara wants to talk to her and her coworkers tomorrow. Over the next week or so his officers are gonna interview everyone who was at the festival.”
“That seems like a lot of work for what looked like a suicide.”
“That’s what I thought. The inspector sounded like he wasn’t entirely convinced it was suicide.”
Cooper hesitated, unsure how to respond to that piece of information. Nathan was confirming her suspicions. But she was just too tired to think. “I wish I could help her somehow.”
“You’ve helped already. You were there with her when McNamara came. You helped me keep her calm. You’re like a sister to her. I hope you know that.”
That brought a smile to Cooper’s face. “The feeling is mutual.”
“Hold on a sec . . .” Nathan’s voice became muffled, as if he were holding his hand over his phone. His voice was interrupted by others, and finally he spoke to her again. “Trish and Savannah are here. They’re headed over to the hospital this afternoon. They’re visiting the guy you all found last night, and they want to know if you’d like to meet them there.”
“I’d love to! What time?”
 
• • •
 
Cooper sat in the hospital lobby, and as she watched a mother and new baby being rolled through in a wheelchair, Trish and Savannah arrived.
Trish greeted her with a hug. “How was your late night?”
“Let’s just say that yesterday was a very long day,” Cooper replied. “Sorry I missed Bible study this morning.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Savannah replied. “We were just glad you got some rest. And I’m glad you could meet us here.”
“Thanks for thinking of it. Do you know what room he’s in?”
Savannah shook her head. “We’ll have to ask.”
They went together to the information desk, Savannah leading them, her cane sweeping the ground before her.
The woman at the information desk looked up with a tight smile when Cooper, Trish and Savannah approached.
“How can I help you?” Her tone was coldly professional.
Savannah smiled warmly. “We’re here to see a friend. Can you tell us what room he’s in?”
“Certainly.” The woman’s fingers went to her keyboard. “What’s his name?”
Without skipping a beat, Trish chimed in. “We don’t know his name.”
The woman arched a brow suspiciously. “Thought you said he’s your friend.”
“I use the term ‘friend’ very liberally,” Savannah explained, her smile unwavering. “We found the gentleman, you see, and we’d like to know how he’s doing.”
“What do you mean you found him?”
“He was injured outside a restaurant. I believe he’s homeless and probably doesn’t have anyone to check in on him, and when he left in the ambulance, he was still unconscious. We didn’t have any way to get his name.”
The woman placed her fingers on the keyboard and tapped her thumb on the space bar lightly in thought. “Normally we only allow family members to visit.”
“Is there any way you could make an exception?” Cooper asked. “We’re part of a Bible study group at Hope Street Church, and we’d really like to offer him some encouragement. You can call the church and confirm that if you like.”
“We do sometimes make an exception to the family-only rule in the case of a John Doe,” the woman explained. “In order to identify him, we allow anyone involved to see him, in the hope that someone can give us useful information. But that’s only if we need an ID.” She typed something into her keyboard. “What time did the ambulance bring him in?”
“It was around midnight when we found him. I’m not sure what time he was brought here.”
The woman typed some more. “Looks like you’re in luck. We still need an ID, and it looks like he was moved out of the ICU about an hour ago. He’s in room 307.” She stood and pointed to a row of elevators down the hall. “Take those up to the third floor. When you get out of the elevator, you’ll take an immediate right. Follow that hall until you reach the nurse’s station. Go past it to room 307.”
“Third floor. Right. Double doors.” Trish nodded to herself as she recited each instruction. “Thank you very much.”
They followed the directions to the third floor and room 307. The door was open, but Trish knocked anyway before they entered. As they slowly stepped into the room, Cooper wondered what they’d see. Would the man be awake? Asleep? And in what shape? She said a quick prayer for strength to comfort the man, and a moment later she was staring at him.
He lay in a bed, an oxygen tube taped against his nose and an IV in his arm. On his right index finger was a white clip measuring his oxygen levels. Electrodes on his upper chest monitored his heart rate. His eyes were closed, his face peaceful.
“So this is John Doe?” Trish asked quietly, staring at his face. “I’m glad he’s getting some rest. He looks so different.”
Cooper cringed at the name John Doe. It was bad enough if the man didn’t have a home or a family, but surely he had a name. John Doe was so impersonal. So cold. “What do you say we call him something else?” she asked in a whisper. “I’m not a fan of John Doe.”
Savannah nodded. “I understand. What about John? Plain, simple John.”
“John is good,” Cooper replied. “And you’re right, Trish. He does look different.”
Clothed in a clean hospital gown rather than layers of dirty rags, John had a proud look about him. His beard and hair were still unkempt, but his body was lean and his shoulders broad. “I wonder who he is.”
“I wonder that, too,” came a loud voice from the doorway. Cooper turned to see a doctor standing there, clipboard and pen in hand, his coat bright white. “I take it you’re not family.”
“We’re the ones who found him last night,” Trish said. “Aren’t you worried you’ll wake him?”
“Not with the meds we’ve got him on.” The doctor looked at John’s chart. “So you called it in? Good thing you did. He’d have been dead by morning if you hadn’t taken the time to check on him.”
The words struck Cooper with more force than she would have imagined, and she had to fight back tears. After what happened at the park, it was hard to think that John might have died, too. Fortunately, the doctor didn’t seem to notice as she wiped the moisture away from her eyes.
“He’s pretty banged up,” the doctor continued. “Broken ribs, fractured collarbone. One punctured lung. Concussion. And he’s got a pretty bad cut on his arm. All things considered, he’s lucky he came out in such good shape.”
Cooper felt her stomach turn. “This is good shape?”
“Sure,” the doctor said. “His neck or back might have been broken. He might have needed to stay in the ICU for a long time. And of course the impact could have killed him instantly. Car versus man isn’t a very fair fight. And most people wouldn’t have bothered to call in an injured vagrant.”
“That doesn’t say anything particularly flattering about humanity,” Trish quipped.
“Neither does the fact that someone ran him down and fled the scene. The really sad part is that the cops may never find who did it.”
Cooper felt a pang of sorrow. “Really? Never?”
The doctor watched the monitor screen beside John’s bed. “That’s not my area of expertise, but I’ve seen enough of these poor guys to know. Unless someone saw it happen, the guy who did it will get away, scot-free.”
Trish reached out and grabbed hold of John’s hand. It was an instinctive gesture—the action of a mother—and when she did it, Cooper noticed the words “Semper Fidelis” tattooed on John’s forearm.
“How long will he be here?” Cooper asked.
“A few more days, at least.” He motioned to a plastic bag on the chair by the hospital bed. “If you’re here to help ID him, those are his personal effects. No license. No wallet. There’s a name sewn into one of his jackets, but we’re pretty sure it’s not his.”
“Why are you so sure?” Cooper asked, picking up the bag. “It could be his.”
“I believe the name is Beatrice. The coat probably came from a shelter.”
Cooper turned the bag over in her hands. A glint of metal caught her eye. “Is that a ball chain?”
She held out the bag, and Trish nodded. “Looks like it.”
Cooper pointed to John’s arm. “Isn’t that the kind of chain used with dog tags? Take a look at his tattoo. He’s a veteran. He could have been wearing tags when he was hit.”
The doctor shook his head. “If it’s not in that bag, he didn’t have it.”
Trish looked down at John’s tattoo. “I don’t remember seeing any dog tags in the parking lot, but I wasn’t really looking for them.”
“Me neither,” Cooper answered. “I think we were all more focused on him than the ground.”
The doctor made a note in the chart. “If you learn anything, let us know.” His tone of voice signaled that the conversation had ended, and he went about checking John’s vitals and his machines. Cooper, Trish and Savannah slipped silently into the hallway.
The whole situation was so foreign to Cooper. If there was one thing she didn’t understand, it was being alone in the world. If she were in the hospital, Nathan would be by her side the whole time. She’d have Mama, Daddy, Grammy, her sister, and her brother-in-law smothering her with care, and while they filled her room, the entire Bible study group would be waiting their turn. The church would make sure her family had meals and help during her recovery. Her coworkers would send flowers. Angela would sit by her bed, sharing the latest gossip. A few loyal Make It Work! clients would probably send cards. Cooper had all the love she could hope for. The prospect of being alone, of having no one, was horrifying.
“I’m glad we came,” she finally said.
Trish gave her a side hug. “Me, too. I think I’ll drive over to the restaurant later today. Maybe there were dog tags on the ground.”
“Be sure to check the restaurant’s lost and found,” Savannah suggested. “Someone might have picked them up.” She followed this with a troubled sigh. “I realize we’re a fallen people. I know we’re sinful. But I still don’t understand how you could hit someone with your car and just drive away.”
“Whoever it was didn’t think they’d be caught,” Trish said. “A homeless man, alone . . .”
Cooper shook her head. “Maybe he was alone, but he isn’t anymore.”
Savannah smiled. “He’ll get so much company this week he won’t know what to do with himself.”
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Repairs were on schedule. The leasing department was on top of orders. The supply closet was well stocked. The coffeemaker was doing its job. And everything was running perfectly smoothly.
If this was being a boss, Cooper thought, she could really get used to it, although a part of her wondered when the other shoe would drop. Surely there would be some catastrophe while Mr. Farmer was away. It couldn’t possibly be this easy.
She was busy filing a few leasing orders in a folder for Mr. Farmer to look at upon his return, when a knock at the door interrupted her. Bobby Weller, one of her repairmen, stood in the doorway. “I’ve got the signed repair order from Richmond Bank.”
He stepped inside and handed the paperwork to Cooper. Then he turned away and coughed loudly into his elbow.
“You feeling all right?” Cooper asked.
He nodded. “Just a little tired.”
As Bobby left, Cooper’s phone rang. “Make It Work! This is Cooper Lee.”
The person on the other end of the line didn’t even bother introducing himself. He just launched into a tirade. “I just can’t believe the guy you have as your receptionist! He’s the rudest person . . . I can’t believe how rude he is! How can you stay in business with that kind of customer service? Or should I say lack of customer service?”
Ah, yes. The sound of the other shoe dropping. For the next twenty minutes, she listened to the client, not learning the caller’s identity until about halfway through. It was the office manager from Sanders, Peters & Dean, a law firm downtown and an important client. When he finally calmed down enough to allow Cooper to speak, she was able to talk him down with the promise of a discount on his next repair call and an apology from Emilio.
Hopefully, Emilio would be willing.
When she went to the front desk, she found Emilio leaning back in his desk chair, his head leaning back on his hands, his sprained ankle propped on Angela’s desk.
“So, I just had an interesting phone call,” she began.
“Was it that idiot from the lawyer office?” Emilio dropped his foot to the ground with a grimace and folded his hands on the desk. “I told him I’d put him on the repair schedule. I don’t know why he had his panties in a bunch.”
Cooper sighed. Emilio had always had a little attitude and even more ego. “Tell me exactly what happened.”
“He called and said he needed a repair. I told him I’d put him on the schedule.” Emilio gritted his teeth as he recalled the details. “Then he says to me he doesn’t have time to be on a schedule. Says they have a big case and need to print briefs ASAP. I tell him he’s on the schedule for Wednesday, and he starts yelling.”
“Then what did you do?”
“I told him not to get his panties in a bunch and that we’d get out there and repair his dumb printer whenever we felt like doing it!”
Cooper closed her eyes, trying to maintain her calm. “Please tell me you didn’t actually say that to him.”
“More or less.”
“Emilio, you can’t talk to a client that way! Call him back and apologize.”
“Ha! I wouldn’t call him back if—”
“If you can’t do this job, then we need to get someone out here who can. When you sit at that desk, you’re the face of the company. You’re the first person people see when they walk in for a meeting and the first voice they hear on the phone. And if you don’t apologize to that man, we’ll lose the law firm as a client. They’ll tell all their business contacts about it. We’ll lose some of them as clients. You’ll get in trouble. I’ll get in trouble, because I’m in charge right now. Ben will probably get in trouble, because you’re actually his employee. Do I really need to go on?”
Emilio’s face fell and he glanced up at her with a sheepish look. “I get it. All right. I’ll call him.”
“And in the future, if you have a problem, forward the call to me. If you have the urge to mention a client’s panties getting in a bunch, forward the call to me. If you want to yell or cuss at a client, forward the call to me. Got it?”
Emilio nodded, took a deep breath and picked up the phone. Cooper returned to her office, eavesdropping as Emilio made his reluctant apology.
Catastrophe averted. The dropped shoe hadn’t been all that terrible after all.
 
• • •
 
Late in the afternoon, Cooper got a call on her cell from Officer Ghent. A few loose ends in the paperwork required her attention, so as soon as she clocked out at Make It Work!, she headed over to the police station.
She went straight to the front desk. “I’m here to see Officer Ghent.”
“Name?” the officer asked.
“Cooper. Cooper Lee.”
“Oh, right.” The officer thumbed through a stack of papers on his desk and finally handed several to Cooper. “These are for you to look over and sign.”
It took Cooper about a minute and a half to do as the officer had said. A trip across town for less than two minutes of loose ends. At least now it was done, and it was left to Officer Ghent to do the difficult legwork.
She handed the papers back to the officer at the front desk and turned to the door. Before she could leave, she heard her name.
“Ms. Lee?”
She turned to see Inspector McNamara. His eyes were red and heavy as he stopped and spoke to another detective. He held a disposable coffee cup in his slightly shaking hand.
Cooper slowly made her way toward him, waiting until the other detective left before she spoke up. “Inspector McNamara, are you all right?”
“Good afternoon, Ms. Lee,” he replied. He took a drink of coffee. “What brings you here?”
“My car was broken into over the weekend. I had to sign a few papers.”
“Is Ghent on your case?” Cooper nodded, and McNamara rolled his eyes. “He’s a good cop, but he leaves something to be desired when it comes to paperwork.”
“It wasn’t too bad. But you look like you’ve had a rough day.”
He took another drink. “I haven’t slept much.”
“Why?”
His grim gaze met hers. “That business in the park. Say, I was planning to come by your house this week to get your statement. If you have a few minutes . . .”
“I’d be glad to go ahead and do that now.”
“You’d save me a trip,” he said with a grateful smile. “Come with me.”
She followed him to his office, and when he’d settled into his comfortable leather chair and she did the same in one of the padded guest chairs opposite, he opened his notepad.
“I want to know everything you can remember from that day at the park.”
“Everything?”
He nodded and took a drink of his coffee. “From the time you arrived until the time you left.”
Cooper leaned forward, rested her elbows on her knees, and began. She told McNamara about the weather, the people, the food, and the flowers. She recounted meeting Sinclair and his group on the trail, chatting with Mandy and Christine at the food trucks, and finding Christine in the woods.
At that point, McNamara held up his hand to stop her. “That part has me curious.”
“Which part?”
“You found her alone in the woods.”
Cooper stiffened. “She didn’t do anything wrong.”
“I’m not saying she did.”
“Then why are you curious?”
“I’m a detective. It’s my job to be curious. It’s your job to answer my questions. Did she say why she was alone?”
Cooper folded her hands together, trying not to wring them. She tried to maintain her cool. “She said the group decided to split up, and they all looked in different parts of the park. Sinclair was missing, so they searched the quickest way they could think of.”
“By sending an unarmed woman into the woods alone?”
“Why does that matter? It was a bluegrass festival. Christine didn’t need to be armed to go out on the hiking trail. And they didn’t send her. I’m pretty sure she told you the same thing. They each decided where they were going to look. No one made her go.” Cooper froze as McNamara’s brows rose. She wasn’t thinking. She shouldn’t have said that. “What I mean is . . .”
“I know what you mean,” McNamara said. “She volunteered to be in the woods alone, where Sinclair happened to be found.” Before Cooper could respond, he continued. “So we’ve gone through most of the day. Where were you just before six?”
Cooper’s response was quick. “I was with my friends, staking out seats before heading to the food trucks.”
He smirked. “Funny. Most people have to think about that. Most don’t know exactly where they were at exactly what time.”
“I remember because I looked at my watch to see how much time we had before the music started. When we were heading to the food trucks, it was about six.”
McNamara flipped through his notes. “Did you stay with your friends when you were getting supper?”
“I was with Nathan.”
“Mr. Dexter mentioned that you talked to two friends there.”
“We ran across Mandy and Christine.”
“At six?”
“It was a little after six. I don’t know the exact time.”
McNamara flipped forward a page in his notepad. “Just a minute ago when you were telling me about the whole day, you said that you saw Mandy in line, and Christine came along shortly thereafter.”
“So?”
“Let’s walk through this. You and your friends go to get food. It’s about six o’clock. A few minutes later, you see Mandy Reed. You talk. Then Ms. Dexter shows up. According to another witness, she was running late. Do you see what I’m driving at?”
Cooper shook her head. “I have no idea.”
“The coroner has put Mr. Gordon’s death at five fifty-five.”
“So?”
“You have no idea where Ms. Dexter was at five fifty-five.”
“I imagine she was on her way to the food trucks.”
McNamara shrugged. “Maybe. But that other witness I mentioned said that Ms. Dexter arrived at the truck out of breath.”
Cooper bristled. The other witness could only be Mandy, and Mandy was incriminating Christine. “Christine didn’t do anything wrong. She stopped to watch one of the performers—a juggler, I think. I’m sure someone in the crowd saw her and would recognize her. Besides, what happened to the theory that Sinclair killed himself?”
“I’m checking into every possibility, Ms. Lee. But it looks like someone else might have been there with Mr. Gordon. It definitely looks like there was a struggle.” He paused, and his demeanor changed. His expression softened. When he spoke again, his tone was gentle. “All I’m saying, Ms. Lee, is that you should prepare yourself for a very harsh possibility.”
“Christine didn’t kill Sinclair.”
“If you only knew how many mothers, fathers, brothers, and friends I’ve interviewed who swore the guilty party wouldn’t have committed the crime, couldn’t have . . .”
“I realize your job may have robbed you of your faith in people, Inspector, but I know Christine. I know she didn’t do it. And quite frankly, I don’t care what happens, I’ll still know she didn’t do it.”
McNamara set his pen beside his notepad. “All right, Ms. Lee. All right. Why don’t you finish telling me about that day, huh? You saw Christine in the woods. Then what?”
In a daze, Cooper continued to relate Saturday’s events, up until she left the park. McNamara took down every detail, asking her to repeat herself once or twice. Finally, he stood, shook her hand, and walked her to the door.
As she reached her truck, the fog started to lift. Had that really happened? Did McNamara really think Christine was his prime suspect?
 
• • •
 
Cooper drove straight to Nathan’s and pounded on the door, hoping he was home. A moment later the door swung open.
Nathan beamed. “Coop! What a terrific surprise!”
Cooper gave him a hug. “Sorry it isn’t under better circumstances.”
“What’s wrong?”
“I . . .” Cooper looked past him into his house and saw Christine waving from the living room. She looked relaxed, like she was thinking about something other than Saturday’s grisly events. Cooper hated to be the bearer of bad news.
Christine was there with them before she could say anything else. “Cooper! I’m so glad you’re here! I didn’t realize you were coming.”
“I hadn’t planned on it,” Cooper said, forcing a smile. She’d hoped to tell Nathan what was happening so that he could tell his sister. “What are you guys up to? Am I interrupting brother-sister bonding time?”
“I was just beating him at Life,” Christine said with a smirk. “The game, not real life. After the weekend, I needed some time to de-stress, and when I think of de-stressing, I think of Nathan. So I came over for games, and I’ll be heading home shortly. I have some work to do. What brings you here?”
So Christine wasn’t leaving. Cooper replied, “I . . . uh . . . I just wanted to talk. Mind if I join you?”
They sat at the table, and Christine gathered up the pieces of the board game.
“So, Christine, how was work today?” Cooper asked. If she could ease into the news, it might make the blow a little less painful. Then again, was there any non-painful way to tell Christine she was possibly a murder suspect?
Christine tapped the playing pieces on the table absentmindedly. “It was really weird today. With Sinclair gone, the office just seemed so empty. I’m not sure what we’ll do. Everyone is taking his suicide pretty hard.”
“Christine, I . . . I think you should know something.”
Christine gave her a curious look and waited.
Cooper continued. “I was going to tell Nathan and let him figure out the best way to tell you, but since you’re here . . . I think it’d be best if you knew sooner rather than later. McNamara—the police inspector you spoke with—he isn’t convinced it was suicide.”
“What do you mean?”
“I had to go to the station to finish up some paperwork. McNamara took my statement while I was there, and he told me . . . Christine, I don’t know how to say this.”
“Surely he doesn’t think Sinclair was killed by someone else! Does he?”
Cooper said nothing.
Christine pulled away, her color faded, her eyes wide. “He thinks someone killed Sinclair? How could he think that? Why would anyone do that?”
Nathan put his arm around Christine’s shoulders. “Calm down, sis. We’ll figure this out.”
“It gets worse,” Cooper said. “Since you’re the one who found him, and you were alone in the woods . . .”
By now the color was completely drained from Christine’s face. She froze. She didn’t even breathe.
Nathan’s mouth hung open in shock. “He thinks my sister killed Sinclair?”
“I don’t know if he’s really convinced of that,” Cooper replied quickly. “He just thinks it’s suspicious that she was in the woods alone, especially since she found the body and she was late to meet Mandy for supper.”
“This isn’t happening,” Christine muttered, burying her face in her hands. “Not happening. It was suicide! It had to be! That’s the only explanation!” She turned to Nathan. “I didn’t kill Sinclair! I couldn’t!”
“It’ll be okay,” Nathan said. “I promise it’ll be okay. If it turns into a murder investigation . . .”
“Murder?” The word caught in Christine’s throat.
“It was probably someone you work with,” Cooper said. She thought the comment would comfort Christine, would assure her that Cooper knew she didn’t do it. However, it had the opposite effect.
Christine started to panic. “You mean I’m working alongside a murderer? I can’t imagine that anyone there would do something so heinous! This isn’t happening. I can’t be working with a killer. The inspector has to be wrong.”
Nathan held Christine tightly. “Sis, take a breath.” He looked pleadingly at Cooper. “What are you thinking?”
“I’m thinking we need to get everyone together,” Cooper answered. “And we need Christine to tell us all exactly what happened at the park. If this does turn into a murder investigation, we need to be there to help her through it.”
“Agreed,” Nathan said. “Tomorrow night?”
Cooper nodded, then stopped herself. “Tomorrow night? That’s Tuesday.”
“Yeah?”
“We’re all going to a cooking class. Quinton set it up.”
Nathan rubbed his temples with his fingertips. “I completely forgot about that. We can miss it. Quinton will understand.”
“I don’t want to make you miss your class,” Christine said.
“You’re more important.”
“Thanks, but one day’s delay won’t make a difference. It won’t change my story or the circumstances of Sinclair’s death.”
“Maybe we don’t have to delay,” Cooper said. “And maybe we don’t have to cancel the class either. I’ll talk to Quinton and see if he can add an extra person to our table.”
“Really? I’d owe you one.”
Cooper stepped into Nathan’s office and made the arrangements with Quinton, returning to the front room in time to catch Christine looking down at the time on her Fitbit.
“Wish I could stay,” Christine said, “but I’ve got to run. Work to do.” She gave Nathan a hug, and then stepped over to Cooper and did the same. “I’m excited to have you as a sister, Coop.”
“Likewise,” Cooper said, smiling. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Nathan closed the door behind his sister and put his arm around Cooper, leading her into the living room. “Alone at last,” he said. “It’s been way too long.”
“We were alone at the park.”
“That doesn’t count.”
Cooper stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his. “Then I agree. It’s been way, way too long.”
After a few minutes enjoying their time alone, Nathan sat back on the couch, his brow furrowed in a pensive expression.
“Are you thinking about Christine?” Cooper asked.
“I probably should be. But it just occurred to me that we never did get a chance to finish that walk we started at the park.”
Cooper looked around the living room. “Are you saying you want to walk around the house with me?”
“I wasn’t going in quite that direction,” he said with a laugh. “We can just sit on the couch if you’d like. I was thinking more about finishing our conversation than finishing the walk.”
The conversation? After her talk with McNamara, she’d forgotten all about Nathan’s news. Now, her anxiety came roaring back, drying her mouth and throat instantly. Unable to speak, she nodded her reply. Yes, she did want to finish that conversation.
“It’s been a long week,” he began, smiling.
Cooper swallowed, moistening her mouth enough to talk. “That’s an understatement if I’ve ever heard one.”
Just then, Cooper realized that behind Nathan’s smile was unease. Little beads of sweat perched on his forehead. His breathing was a little unsteady. He was nervous.
That only compounded Cooper’s anxiety. She squeezed Nathan’s hand, in part to be supportive, and in part to prevent her own from shaking. As patiently as she could, she waited for him to choose his moment.
He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry I still haven’t told you my news. I guess I could’ve shared it over the phone, but I really wanted to wait until we were together, just the two of us. It isn’t something I wanted to say without seeing your face.”
“I understand.” Cooper hoped Nathan would see the response he so obviously wanted . . . whatever that was.
“I know you understand,” Nathan said, “and that’s what I love about you. One of many things, actually. But I’m still sorry. I was hoping to tell you as soon as I found out, but our schedules just didn’t match up. Then I was going to tell you before the festival, but I was late getting to the church. Then at the park . . .”
“I remember what happened there. It wasn’t your fault.”
“I know. I also know you’ve been really curious and maybe a little anxious waiting. I hope it hasn’t been nagging at you too badly, though.”
Cooper hesitated. How exactly should she respond to that? Had not knowing nagged at her? No. It had clawed and tormented . . . relentlessly. But Nathan didn’t need to know that right now. “It’s all right,” Cooper finally said. “I’m sure it was worth the wait.”
“I hope you still feel that way after I tell you.” He drew in a deep breath, and Cooper tightened her grip on his hand. “You remember that frozen yogurt place I took on as a client?”
“Sure,” Cooper said, wondering how his “big news” was related to the frozen yogurt place. “They liked your work so much they took your card to a small business owners’ group, right?”
Nathan nodded. “And that’s why I’ve been so busy lately. A lot of the business owners in that group want to hire me.”
“That’s great news!”
“There’s more to it, though. Somehow, my information found its way to a guy in Los Angeles, an entrepreneur.”
“The power of networking, I guess.”
“Yeah, well, this guy is a mogul. He’s founded a dozen companies, and he just launched a new start-up. He loves my websites. He wants me to work for him.”
Cooper threw her arms around Nathan’s neck. “Nathan, I’m so proud of you! That’s wonderful news!”
He welcomed her embrace and waited until she’d pulled away before responding. “I’m glad you think so.”
“How could I not? Part of the beauty of what you do is that you can be here and work for a guy in L.A., right? He’d have been crazy not to love your work.”
Nathan’s smile thinned to a worry line. “That’s the catch, Cooper.”
“What is?”
“He wants me to work for him there . . . in L.A.”
Cooper felt her stomach drop. Her heart pounded in her throat. “L.A. . . . Los Angeles? California?”
“It’s not certain yet,” he said quickly. “He wants me to work for him on a trial basis for a few months, starting at the end of the month. I’ll get to see if I like the job and the location, and he’ll have the chance to find out if we work well together. If we click, we’ll settle on a more permanent arrangement.”
Cooper’s mind was spinning. Los Angeles? A permanent arrangement?
Nathan took her hands in his. “Can you picture it? You and me in L.A. by the end of the month.”
Cooper could barely move. Her whole body was stiff, frozen. She felt as though she were dreaming. “In L.A. . . .”
“It’ll be perfect, Coop! We can go house hunting together. We can discover Los Angeles together. We’ll come back to Richmond for the wedding, of course, since our families and all our friends are here.”
Families. Friends. Everything was here. Their entire lives were here in Richmond.
Nathan continued. “You’d have to quit your job pretty soon, but the guy’s paying me more than enough to support us both during the transition time. I realize it’s a long way to L.A., and it’s a big change, but it’s also a terrific opportunity. What do you say? Do I take the job?”
What could she say? She’d have to leave everything behind at the end of the month. She couldn’t move to California. They couldn’t. Richmond was home.
Nathan watched her for a moment. About now, he probably regretted wanting to see the look on her face when he told her. “We’d get separate apartments for the time being, if that’s what’s worrying you.”
Cooper shook her head, still floundering. Still desperate for words.
“There’s one more catch.”
Cooper held her breath. What more could there be?
“I realize this will be difficult, but I need you to keep this a secret for now . . . until we cross all the t’s and dot all the i’s.”
Still nothing.
“So? What do you say?”
She finally nodded slowly, forcing a smile. “I guess we’re going to L.A.”
Cooper wasn’t sure how she was able to do it, but she kept it together for another hour, while Nathan told her all the details of the job opportunity. She smiled and laughed, and she didn’t let herself frown for even a moment.
When she finally left, she was able to maintain her composure until she drove away from his house. She made it around the corner, to the curb alongside the little community playground. Then her eyes fell on the picture of Hannah on the dashboard, and her composure dissolved. Sobbing, she reached out and touched the image. On the opposite coast, she’d miss Hannah’s first words, her first steps. She’d miss the birthdays and the family dinners. She wouldn’t be around for the last-minute babysitting and pajama parties.
As she put the truck into park, thankful no one was behind her, Cooper’s thoughts turned to the rest of her family. She wouldn’t be a part of Grammy’s next pet rescue, nor would she help Mama test new cookie recipes. She wouldn’t help Daddy with his next carpentry project or assist Lincoln in setting up special date nights for Ashley. No more sister manicures. No more sister lunches.
Every thought made her cry harder.
Sure, she’d see everyone a few times a year, but that was all. Two weeks or so out of an entire year. In time, they’d practically be strangers. Hannah wouldn’t remember her face or her voice. She’d just be that aunt who showed up in the family portraits and brought gifts at Christmastime.
By now, the world around her was a blur. She cried so hard she couldn’t see. Still, her thoughts spiraled. The more Cooper thought about leaving, the more faces came to mind, faces she’d miss. Trish, Savannah, Jake, Bryant and Quinton. Pastor Matthews and even Edward Crosby. She’d leave behind a job she enjoyed and coworkers she’d grown to love.
And she’d trade them for a city she didn’t know full of strangers.
She clung to the picture of Hannah and sobbed. Quietly, she said, “I don’t want to go.”
 
• • •
 
Cooper collapsed into bed when she got home, having rushed through the living room and past her family so they wouldn’t see her red face. The next day at work, she found a bit of solace in keeping busy, and by the time she got home, the night before felt almost like a dream.
She had a little time before she had to leave for the cooking class, so after changing out of her work clothes, she decided to spend some time with her folks. Since last night wasn’t a dream and Nathan’s big news wasn’t actually imagined, it would be best to spend as much time with them as possible.
Before the tears had a chance to make a repeat appearance, Cooper found her mama and daddy cleaning up the kitchen. Maggie cleared cooking instruments off the counters while Earl rinsed dishes and loaded them into the dishwasher. On the couch, Grammy lounged between her cat, Little Boy, and her one-eyed pug, Popeye. As his stump of a tail glided contentedly side to side, Little Boy rubbed his furry orange head against Grammy’s hand. Cooper could remember when Grammy first took in the fat tomcat; it was supposed to be a foster situation. But Little Boy pawed his way into Grammy’s heart and found himself a permanent home at the Lee house. The same happened with Popeye, eager and energetic as he was. After being found abandoned in an apartment, he decided he wanted to stay with Grammy.
Grammy didn’t argue.
A hawk’s loud screech cut through the air. From his aviary out back, Columbus must have sensed the trio on the couch and was voicing his jealousy at not being a part of it.
“Missed you for supper last night,” Maggie said, peering out of the kitchen. “Working late?”
“I had to take care of something at the station. Sorry I didn’t call.”
“No need to apologize.”
Grammy turned from the TV and grinned at Cooper. “I thought you might’ve been gallivanting around with that man of yours.”
Cooper returned the smile. She would miss Grammy’s little attempts at mischief. “I did pay Nathan a visit, but it was strictly business. No gallivanting involved.”
“Bible study business?” Earl asked, joining the conversation from his place at the sink. “Or wedding business?”
Very upsetting business, Cooper wanted to say. Heartbreaking business. Instead, she answered, “Official police business. Inspector McNamara seems to think that guy at the park may have been murdered, and he’s got a target painted on Nathan’s sister. I wanted to give her and Nathan a heads-up.”
Grammy shook her head. “When I was your age, I liked to quilt and keep a home. I didn’t get mixed up in any of this murder . . . vandalism . . . theft . . .”
Earl stepped out of the kitchen, wiping his hands dry with a dishcloth. “Sounds pretty boring.” He winked at Cooper. “But, Coop, you have had an exciting few days.”
“I’m not sure exciting is the word I’d use,” Cooper replied. As she spoke, she tried to memorize every inch of her home, every look on her daddy’s face, every tone in Grammy’s voice. She didn’t want to let any of it slip away. She continued. “Lest you all forget, I didn’t volunteer to have my truck broken into and Daddy’s camera stolen. I don’t have to worry about that anymore, at least. The police are in charge of finding who did it, although they probably won’t. And the insurance company is replacing my window and sending a check for a new camera.”
“Then you can take it easy tonight.”
“I wish I could, but I can’t. I have plans.”
“Date with Nathan?” Grammy asked.
“A cooking class with the Bible study group. We’re going to learn to make something French and find out from Nathan’s sister all she can tell us about Sinclair’s death.”
“I’ve been to a few cooking classes,” Maggie said. “But I don’t think I’ve ever discussed murder at any of them.”
“Yes, well, you know my friends. We like to do things a little differently.”
 
• • •
 
Cooper walked into the classroom, apron in hand and hair in a tight ponytail at her mama’s suggestion. “Safer to have your hair up in the kitchen,” Maggie had said, and she didn’t have to tell Cooper twice. Cooper knew her way around office equipment, but Maggie was the one with the kitchen expertise.
Quinton, Jake, and Savannah stood at a large granite-topped island, and Quinton waved when he saw her enter.
“I staked out this table for us,” he said. “Just enough room for the group and your plus one.”
“Plus one?” Savannah asked. “Who else is coming?”
“I am,” came a voice behind Cooper.
Cooper turned to see Christine and Nathan approaching, and her mind instantly turned to Nathan’s news. She pushed the thought away, though, and decided that tonight she wouldn’t be sad or worried. She would enjoy the cooking class . . . and learn as much as she could to help Christine.
Christine continued. “I hope you don’t mind. I don’t want to crash your party.”
Quinton waved off her concern. “Not at all. The more the merrier!”
“Cooper and Nathan thought this would be a good time to talk about what happened . . . about Sinclair.”
“Oh?” Jake asked, a curious eyebrow raised. “What do we need to talk about?”
“About that . . .” Cooper drew in a deep breath. She’d told Quinton the plan when she’d called about adding another person to the class, but no one else was expecting tonight to consist of French cuisine with a side of homicide. “Looks like McNamara doesn’t believe the suicide theory, and it seems Christine is his number-one suspect. So Christine is going to tell us everything she can about Sinclair and that day at the park, so we can help her out, should the inspector choose to launch a full-scale murder investigation.”
“We do have quite a bit of experience in that area,” Jake quipped. “Not that I’d brag about that.”
“Well, I think it’s a wonderful idea,” Savannah said. “Christine’s a lovely girl. She shouldn’t have to face this alone. We’ll do what we can to make the process as painless as possible for her.”
Christine’s face relaxed. “Thank you. I was hoping you’d say that. I could use all the help I can get. I’m honestly terrified of an investigation.”
“There’s no reason for you to be afraid,” Quinton replied. “Unless you’re guilty, of course.”
Christine shook her head. “That’s not my worry. I didn’t do anything wrong. But I don’t want to be accused of murder. I don’t want to be investigated by the police. No one would ever look at me the same again. I’m not sure I’d look at myself in the mirror the same way again after that. How could anyone think that I’m a killer?”
Suddenly, Bryant was at the table with them. Cooper hadn’t even seen him come in. Trish was on his heels.
“What did I miss?” Bryant asked.
Nathan repeated their plan for the evening, and both Bryant and Trish nodded approvingly. Trish put her arm around Christine’s shoulders. “We’ll help you through it. No worries. I can’t promise the same about the cooking class, though.”
A pudgy middle-aged woman strode to the front of the class. She wore a bright white apron and a tall chef’s hat, and she struck a metal pot with a wooden spoon, the resulting sound being very gong-like. The room fell silent.
“Welcome to French Cuisine for Beginners,” she said. Her broad smile was exaggerated by cherry red cheeks. “I’m Chef Vera, your instructor and guide on this culinary adventure. I see some new faces today, along with our regulars. Welcome, everyone. Tonight we’ll be making that famous, scrumptious French cookie, the madeleine.”
She went on to demonstrate how to measure and mix the ingredients, spoon the mixture into a madeleine pan—specially molded to form flawlessly shaped cookies—and bake to perfection. Then she directed the class to make their own cookies.
As the Bible study group began to measure their ingredients, Cooper turned to Christine. “How about you start by telling us what you told McNamara about that day at the park.”
Christine closed her eyes for a moment, remembering, then cracked an egg into her mixing bowl and began. “We met in the morning in the parking lot. It was around nine. By the time I arrived at five till, Sinclair and Kenneth were there. Mandy came next. Dave and Nala arrived together after that with breakfast sandwiches. They said they were late because they had to wait on the sandwiches, but we could all tell they’d been fighting.”
“Do they fight a lot?” Jake asked, a little flour cloud rising from his bowl.
“All the time. About everything. I don’t know the whole story, but I guess their marriage has been on the rocks for a while. According to Mandy, Dave moved into his own apartment, and they just carpool to keep up appearances.”
“Is that true?”
“Who knows? Mandy’s pretty self-involved, so she doesn’t pay attention out of concern. Mandy just listens so she can spread rumors.”
Nathan stared at the utensils in the middle of the island. “Which of those is a zester?” Quinton handed him the proper tool, and he began to zest a bright fresh lemon. “So sis, what exactly did you do at the park? When we saw you on the trail, you gave the impression the day was booked pretty solid.”
Christine nodded, absentmindedly beating her eggs. “Sinclair had activities planned the whole day. He wanted it to be more than just a fun outing. He really wanted a mini work retreat. Emphasis on work. He wanted us to come together as coworkers and really bond. Plus, we’re all involved in an office fitness challenge, so all of us were on board with the physical activity. We hiked a couple trails. We swam and did team-building games out by the lake. Sinclair even planned a scavenger hunt for us.”
Quinton measured sugar and added it to his bowl. “Doesn’t sound like a man about to kill himself.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” Christine replied. Her voice cracked. “I never saw any signs. But back to that day. After lunch, we played touch football out on the lawn. Then we talked a little about work, about our goals for the office. Sinclair’s was to move us to a larger space, so we can hire more employees. He had some group ice breakers planned, and we broke off into pairs with ‘getting to know you’ questionnaires.”
Cooper’s heart broke for poor Christine. Even talking about Sinclair was difficult for her, and it wasn’t any wonder. The whole situation was terrible.
Bryant accidentally smashed an egg on the island and wiped his hands on his apron. “What’s a ‘getting to know you’ questionnaire, anyway?”
“Oh, I’m sure you’ve done those silly question-and-answer games to learn interesting things about people. Like . . . Dave’s really into techno thriller novels. Nala wants to travel Europe by rail. Mandy used to do floral arrangements. Kenneth was engaged in college, but it fell through. That sort of thing. Anyway, around four, Sinclair let us split up for a little while. Some of us really wanted to see the artisan booths, and some wanted to check out another trail. We got back together for dinner.”
Trish raised a buttery hand before interrupting Christine’s story. “Are there any other employees, other than the ones who were at the park?”
Christine shook her head. “It’s really small. We’re looking for a receptionist, but as it stands, it’s just the six of us. Well, five now.”
Trish scratched her nose, leaving a streak of butter on her face. “Then why did you need all those team-building exercises? I’ve been in a small workplace, and everyone knew everyone.”
“I know what everyone does at work,” Christine said. “I don’t know them personally, though. Lately Sinclair had been making offhand comments about not knowing people. He sounded kind of sad about it.”
Nathan watched her while he mixed his ingredients together. “What kind of comments was he making?”
“I heard him say things like . . . ‘You never know what’s going on in somebody’s head.’ And, ‘Sometimes I feel like I don’t really know anybody.’ Borderline cynical comments like that. I didn’t think it meant he was suicidal. When he planned all those team-building exercises at the park, I figured he wanted us to know each other better, so we’d have a more efficient workplace. I tend to like being around people, so I didn’t mind it.”
She stuck a tasting spoon in her melted butter and then in the sugar and licked the spoon clean before continuing. “When we met for supper, Sinclair was nowhere to be found. Dave said it might be Sinclair’s way of getting us together without the ‘boss-man,’ because that changes the group dynamic. And then Kenneth said that sounded like Sinclair. So we ate, but Sinclair still didn’t show. Finally, Kenneth tried calling him. When that didn’t work, we split up to try and find him.”
“Where did everyone go?” Savannah asked. She wore flour and butter on her face in the same way she wore her paints when creating artwork. Her cookies were almost ready for the pan.
“Nala went to the medical tent to make sure he hadn’t hurt himself,” Christine answered. “Kenneth wandered off into the crowd in front of the stage. Dave took off toward the food trucks. Mandy went out to the lake. I decided to try the trail. That’s when I found him.”
Cooper patted Christine kindly on the shoulder. “You don’t have to talk about that if you don’t want to.”
“If this turns into a murder investigation, I’ll have to talk about it a lot. Might as well share the details now, since you’re all trying to help me, not accuse me.” She paused, closed her eyes, and concentrated. “The light was fading fast, but it’s always kind of dark on the trails. I came around the bend in the path, calling his name. I just caught a glimpse of something in the shadows, and I could tell it wasn’t right. It wasn’t natural. It hadn’t been there earlier in the day. At first I thought it was an animal carcass—like maybe there was a mountain lion loose and it had killed a deer or something. I took a few steps closer and realized it was Sinclair. I checked his neck for a pulse, but I didn’t feel one. That’s when I saw the blood around his head and the gun in his hand. I ran.”
“Did anyone know that he had a gun with him?” Bryant asked, spooning dollops of dough into his madeleine pan.
“I knew he carried one. A few times when I was working late, he walked me to my car, and he mentioned the gun so I’d feel safe. I hadn’t realized he brought it to the park.”
“Earlier you mentioned he sounded sad,” Savannah said. “How
sad do you think he was?”
“I don’t know. He was stressed, but we all were, and we all had ways of dealing with it. Sinclair liked to do puzzles, and he volunteered at the animal shelter a few times a month.”
“But how sad was he?” Cooper asked, her thoughts momentarily turning to Grammy at the mention of an animal shelter. Grammy would probably love to volunteer at a shelter. She’d have to mention it to her later.
“I’m not sure I understand.”
Cooper explained. “Was Sinclair really sad? Depressed?”
“You mean, you want to know if he was sad enough to kill himself.” Christine hesitated. “I wish I could say no. The truth is, I’m not sure. Before he died, I’d have said that he was completely fine, but now I’m not sure what to think. I don’t know how sad you have to be to do that. I’m not sure I want to.”
“That’s fair,” Jake commented, looking down at his mess of a work area. “Can’t say I’ve ever felt that low, and I don’t want to know what it feels like. What about your coworkers, then? Did any of them seem especially upset or different during supper?”
“No more than usual.”
“You mean they’re usually upset? Or they weren’t upset, and that’s usual?”
A small smile curled Christine’s lips. “I guess that does need clarification. Kenneth is usually a little stressed and he was stressed as usual. Mandy is usually self-involved and nosy, and she was her normal self at the park. Dave and Nala seemed to be angry with each other, and that’s usual for them. If you’re trying to figure out who might be a killer, I’m not going to be any help at all. I never looked at them like that before. I’m not sure how to.”
The conversation lulled as everyone worked on their cookies. Quinton took his madeleine tray to one of the preheated ovens, and a few minutes later Cooper followed. When she returned to the island, Nathan and Trish were cleaning their work areas. Bryant was preparing to deliver his cookies to the ovens, and Savannah was almost ready. Jake and Christine had both given up entirely—Jake because he didn’t care for cooking, and Christine because she was too focused on Sinclair and the prospect of a murder investigation.
Jake pushed his mixing bowl aside, having created some kind of inedible sludge. “You said you can’t think of your coworkers as killers. What if we could get a fresh perspective?”
Christine considered. “You might be able to see something I don’t. But I’m not sure how you could get that fresh perspective. If you all just drop by the office, everyone will act differently. There’s no way for you to observe them without tipping your hand.”
“Actually, there might be. We just need to be invisible.”
At this Bryant laughed. “You been working on your superpowers again?”
“Bryant, you’re a big-time meteorologist, right?”
Bryant puffed out his chest. “I don’t know about big-time, but I’m a proud employee of channel six.”
“You probably have a lot of lightbulbs in that office place.”
“Huh?”
“Just answer.”
Bryant thought for a moment. “Yeah. We have lots of lightbulbs.”
“Who changes those lightbulbs?”
“Um . . .” Bryant hesitated. “I don’t know. They just . . . stay on.”
“You don’t know who changes them, because the person who does it is invisible. It’s a quality that’s very difficult to achieve. I’ve worked a lot of years to perfect it.”
“Perfect it?” Christine asked. “Why do you want to perfect it?”
“I’m a plumber,” Jake replied. “When I go into an office or a home to do repairs, I have a way of disappearing until the job is done. I don’t get in the way. I don’t draw attention to myself. Nobody notices me. I’m invisible. The same goes for the fellow who changes lightbulbs at Bryant’s office.”
A smile spread across Cooper’s face. “The same goes for office machine repairmen . . . and repairwomen.”
“I was hoping you’d say that. Christine, I don’t suppose you have need of a plumber and an office machine repairperson.”
“Come to think of it, we do need someone to look at our black-and-white printer,” Christine replied. “For the past month it keeps saying there’s a paper jam when there isn’t. We have to restart the whole thing to print off a page, and five minutes later it claims it’s jammed again. As for a plumber . . .” There was a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “I’m sure I can make it so we need you to drop in. I’m the office manager, so no one will think anything of it if I bring in repair people.”
“You’re office manager, too?” Nathan asked. “Along with your other responsibilities?”
“It’s a small office. We all wear multiple hats. Sinclair and Kenneth didn’t want to bother with office management, so I took on the job.”
“Wait. This won’t work.” Cooper shook her head. “We met your coworkers. They’ll recognize us.”
“You only met Sinclair.”
“I met Mandy, too.”
Christine rolled her eyes. “If it didn’t involve drama or gossip, she won’t remember. Mandy’s got to be the most prolific rumor mill I’ve ever met. Most of her brain power is dedicated to finding the next piece of juicy gossip. Plus, unless it’s rumor-related, she doesn’t remember faces very well.”
“I thought she said she’s in customer service,” Nathan said. “She can’t be very good at it if she doesn’t remember clients.”
“She’s more in sales than customer relations. She makes a terrific first impression. On the other hand, Kenneth doesn’t tend to make a great first impression, but he grows on you. Sinclair did, too. He worked with Mandy a lot, because she could reel in the clients, and he could deal with them afterward.”
Trish leaned on the island. “You mentioned that Sinclair wanted to move you into a bigger office space. That means you need a real estate agent.”
Christine nodded. “Do you know one?”
In the blink of an eye, Trish had a business card in hand and her business smile on her face. “Trish Tyler of Trish Tyler Realty. I’m afraid I don’t know how to be invisible, but I’m very good at my job. If you let me come by to check out the space you’re in now, I’ll have a better idea of the space you need.”
“That’s terrific, but I don’t really have the authority to start looking for a new office space.”
“Then I’ll just tell Kenneth I’m going door to door, trying to bring in new clients. Once I start my sales pitch, he won’t be able to turn me away.”
“There’s one other problem, though. If we have a run on strangers in the office, the others might get suspicious. Everybody’s on edge these days.”
“That’s understandable,” Cooper said. “I’ll need to come on my lunch break. I’m not technically a repairperson anymore, and I don’t want to use company time to do this.” She stopped. “But if I’m there at lunch, will everyone be out?”
Christine shook her head. “We all ate lunch in the office the past two days. Kenneth’s been ordering in for all of us, because there’s too much work to go out. Tomorrow a few of us will be gone part of the day at a client meeting, but the day after that we should all be around.”
“Then I’ll come before lunch,” Jake offered. “I might still be there when Cooper arrives, but it’ll space out our arrivals.”
“And I’ll come in the afternoon,” Trish said.
“That’ll be perfect,” Christine said. “If anyone asks, I can say that I thought it best to just get everything done in one fell swoop. All the repairs and meetings done in a day. We’ve got a client coming in Friday, anyway, so it’ll be better to have the office in the best possible shape before then. And if anyone doesn’t like it, I’ll suggest they take on the role of office manager. I’ll see you all Thursday.” She leaned over toward Nathan and rested her head against his shoulder. She sniffed and wiped her eyes. “Nathan, you have the most wonderful friends.”
Nathan smiled at Cooper. “I agree.”
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Thursday promised to be a good day. Mama made omelets for breakfast, along with fresh-squeezed orange juice. Traffic was surprisingly light on the way to work. At lunchtime, Cooper would head over to Sphinx to help Christine, and before and after that she had a full but not insurmountable day planned.
When she arrived at the office, Emilio was already there and on the phone with a client. Since she’d met him, Cooper couldn’t remember him ever sounding as humble and respectful as he did on that call. He was learning. She greeted him with a quick wave and a quiet “Good morning!” before settling into her office. The light on her phone was blinking red. She had a new message.
It began with a phlegmy cough. “Hi, Cooper, this is Bobby Weller.” Her employee’s usually chipper voice was raspy and tired. “My youngest was sick, and I caught it. Don’t know what it is, but it’s pretty bad.” He paused and coughed again. “My wife says if I throw up one more time, she’s taking me to the ER . . . I guess you didn’t really need to know that. So, I won’t be in today.” Another bout of coughing. “For your sake and mine. I hope that doesn’t inconvenience you too much. When I can, I’ll give you an update.”
In the background, Bobby’s wife told him to hang up the phone and lie down. He sounded like he had the plague, but at least he was in good hands. Knowing Bobby as she did, Cooper suspected that the most difficult part of being sick wasn’t feeling terrible. It was being idle. He wasn’t a quick worker, but he was always working, always moving, always doing something.
That thought gave Cooper pause. Anxious pause.
Bobby was always working. There was absolutely no way Josh could handle all those repairs on his own. Even if some of their clients were able to wait for repairs, Cooper had no idea how long Bobby would be out.
If Bobby was out very long, the repair orders would pile up. Her office would be inundated with angry calls and messages from customers. Customers would abandon Make It Work! By the time Mr. Farmer returned from his trip, the doors would be boarded shut and the business he’d built would be destroyed.
As her thoughts spiraled out of control, Cooper allowed herself a moment to bask in the sheer panic before telling herself to snap out of it. Under her breath, she muttered a quick prayer.
“Lord, help me not go nuts today or lose all the clients. Amen.”
Next, she tried to think of solutions. She knew several clients on the schedule today, and she could probably convince them to wait for their repairs. Some wouldn’t be able to wait, but she might be able to cut them a deal; Ben could provide them with the necessary machines for a few days at no charge.
That still left a hefty workload.
Cooper rubbed her forehead. How could she solve this? And then it hit her! There was really only one way to solve the problem. It was time for her to step into her old uniform and get to work doing repairs. Just then she saw Ben enter through the front door and wave, and Cooper left her office to stop him.
“I need to talk to you,” she said. “I’ve got a problem. One of my employees is sick, and I need to know if you’ll be able to provide machines to a handful of clients if need be.”
“No problem,” Ben said. “We don’t have many orders to fill today, so Brandi can take care of it. Just let me know what you need.”
Cooper felt herself relax. “Thank you. I think this is gonna work. Emilio, I’ll look through Bobby’s and Josh’s repair schedules to figure out who’s top priority. Those are the customers Josh and I will take care of today. I’ll give you a list of clients, and I need you to call them and ask if they can live without their machines for an additional day or two. If they absolutely can’t, ask if they can make do with a lease at no charge. We’ll send Brandi over to their office ASAP.”
Emilio nodded. “Got it.”
“And apologize profusely to all of them.”
“Okay.”
“And be . . . deferential.”
“Don’t know what that means, but if you’re telling me not to mention getting their panties in a bunch, don’t worry. I’ll be nice.”
“One more thing. When Josh gets in, send him to see me right away.”
Cooper quickly put together a list of clients for Emilio to call and emailed it to him. Less than fifteen minutes later, Josh strolled into her office.
“Am I in trouble?” he asked with a boyish grin. Sometimes he didn’t seem at all like the young man she’d hired. He’d started out reserved and unsure, but he’d blossomed.
“What could I possibly have to complain about?” Cooper laughed at his comment and motioned to the chair across from her. “You’re a gold-star employee.”
“Glad to hear it! Say, I didn’t see Bobby. I usually run into him.”
“That’s why I wanted to talk to you. Bobby’s sick. He sounded horrible on the phone. I’m guessing he’ll be out for the rest of the week.”
Josh nodded along, listening, as Cooper explained her plan for taking care of repairs. When she’d finished, she asked, “What do you think?”
“Don’t see a problem with it,” Josh replied. “You and I ought to be able to get the work done. And just to put your mind at ease, I’m feeling terrific.”
“Glad to hear it.”
He left Cooper alone, staring at her screen and rubbing her hands together. A part of her was excited to get back into the oil and toner of repair work. She enjoyed managing Josh and Bobby, and the increased pay of her position was a perk, but fixing problems was her first love. Unlike the old days, though, she’d have to balance repair work with her managerial duties and her interim boss duties.
At least she’d had a good breakfast.
 
• • •
 
Cooper started off the day by making a trip to two longtime customers in downtown Richmond to service their copiers. Both companies relied on all-in-one machines for their printing, copying, and faxing, so when those machines went down, business stopped.
They were on the high-priority list.
Before lunch, she managed to fit in a third repair and catch up on paperwork at the office.
Shortly after noon, Cooper headed to Sphinx. Wearing her old Make It Work! uniform, she blasted the Beatles and sang along. She’d forgotten just how freeing it could be, being on the road for work, getting away from the office and out from behind a desk. For a little while she was able to forget the reason for her lunchtime outing—the murder, the imminent investigation, the possibility that poor Christine not only worked with a killer but would be firmly planted in McNamara’s crosshairs, should he decide to pursue a murder investigation. Instead of all those things, Cooper’s mind was filled with lyrics. “Hard Day’s Night,” “Yesterday,” “Eleanor Rigby.” This was why she’d come to love her job at Make It Work! This and the people. Only now, while she still spent time with Angela, Mr. Farmer, and Ben, she no longer enjoyed the freedom of driving through Richmond day to day. She missed this.
For today, Cooper let herself get lost in the nostalgia. It was fun to reminisce.
All too soon, she saw the office park in which Sphinx Digital Systems and Solutions was situated and she pulled into the parking lot. The building was a simple one-story brown brick structure with very large windows along the front. An inviting little courtyard was situated in front of each office space.
Cooper wondered how many of these offices had need of a good, reliable office machine repair company. She made a mental note to drop by with some business cards after Mr. Farmer was back and she had a bit more time on her hands.
Tool kit in hand, Cooper started toward the office with a large sphinx emblazoned on the front window. As she neared the front courtyard, loud voices cut through the air. Cooper slowed and then stopped. The words were muddled, but the tone was very clear.
Anger. Hurt. Venom.
Patiently, she waited, not wanting to interrupt a fight. A minute later, the voices quieted, and then they were silent. When she was sure the dispute was over, she continued toward the office. There was no one in sight in the courtyard.
A blast of cool air greeted Cooper inside the office. The reception desk at the front was empty, so she surveyed the rest of the room. Beyond the front desk she could see into the main work area. It was all one open space, with four L-shaped desks arranged neatly so that the employees could either face one another for conversation or turn and work alone. There was plenty of space between the desks for moving equipment—such as a copier—if the need should arise.
Christine sat at the desk nearest the front, focused on her computer. Three other employees occupied the other desks. Cooper tried to remember their names. Mandy was the brunette. Nala was the short, thin one. And Dave was the taller fellow with a grim expression.
Behind the reception desk were two doors—small offices—one with a nameplate reading “Sinclair Gordon,” and the other “Kenneth Amery.”
At the back of the office, past the desks, was a little break area, complete with a round table, a fridge, and a coffeemaker similar to the one at Make It Work! The restroom doors were beside the break area with a water fountain in between. And in the main aisle between the desks, back toward the water fountain, stood two large copiers.
Cooper took another step past the reception desk, shaking her tool kit ever so slightly so that it made just enough noise to draw Christine’s attention. Christine looked up from her computer. She was so deeply entrenched in her work that it took a moment before recognition registered on her face. She smiled and hurried to Cooper.
“Is it lunchtime already?” she asked, glancing at her watch. “I’ve been so busy, I didn’t realize!”
“Did Jake leave already?”
Christine shook her head, gesturing to the restroom doors near the break area. “He’s fixing a leaky toilet in the ladies’ room.”
It was difficult for Cooper to imagine Jake being comfortable in the ladies’ room, even for work. Something about the visual made her chuckle. “I’ll have to ask him what he thinks of the ladies’ room.” She lowered her voice. “He can’t observe people from in there, though.”
“I know, but we actually did have a leaky toilet in there, so he’s fixing it. Before that, I had him take a look at one of the faucets in the men’s room, and when he’s done in the bathroom, he’s got a couple more jobs out here. Once I started thinking about it, I realized we really did need some plumbing repairs!”
“I’m glad to see you’re keeping him busy! Now, which of these machines is in need of repairs?”
“Follow me!” Christine spun on her heel and led Cooper to the two copiers. Cooper did her best to nonchalantly watch the employees as she walked past. Nala was wiping her eyes. Dave wore headphones and stared intently at his screen. His music was so loud in his headphones that Cooper could hear the bass from several feet away.
“The color printer seems to be working just fine,” Christine explained. “It streaks at the bottom of the page just a little bit, but it works. It’s the black and white that keeps jamming.”
“I’ll take a look and let you know what I find.”
Christine mouthed “Thank you” and returned to her desk. A quick glance at the machine told Cooper what the problem was, so she took some time to observe Christine’s coworkers. As she tinkered with the printer, she watched the activity around her out of the corner of her eye.
Kenneth stepped out of his office and asked Dave to join him. When Dave was gone, Nala relaxed. Rather than continue to work, however, she closed her eyes and rested her head on her hands. She and her husband were obviously having issues. Apparently they were the ones fighting in the courtyard.
Mandy spoke on the phone and wore a smile that reminded Cooper of a used car salesman. Her expression was unsettlingly insincere. She must have been talking to a client. Remembering what Christine told her about Mandy, Cooper wondered if Mandy really wouldn’t recognize her.
And then there was Christine, hands glued to her keyboard, eyes stealing glances in Cooper’s direction. Christine looked every bit the loyal, hardworking employee. How could anyone possibly think she’d murdered another human being?
Dave returned to his desk, a slight pallor to his countenance, and Cooper wondered what Kenneth and he had talked about. Did he mess up an important task? Was he underperforming? Was his job on the line? It all really boiled down to a single question: Did he have a motive to commit murder?
Finally, Cooper decided she’d fiddled with the printer enough. The next time Christine glanced up, Cooper caught her eye and waved her over.
“What’s the diagnosis?” Christine asked, joining her at the machines.
“Did you use this machine to print on envelopes, by chance?”
Christine nodded. “Yeah, about a month ago . . . That’s when the problem started, actually. How’d you know?”
Cooper moved the plastic guide on the paper tray from the #10 envelope line to the standard paper line. “There isn’t anything wrong with the machine. The guide was in the wrong place. When you tried to print on eight and a half by eleven paper, the paper would shift slightly, and that confused the printer.”
Christine stared blankly at the machine. “That’s it? Seriously? That’s what’s been causing us problems all this time?”
Cooper stifled a laugh. “Afraid so.”
“I feel like such an idiot.”
“Don’t, please,” Cooper said. “It’s a really common mistake. Most people don’t realize how important the paper guide is. Next time you print envelopes, be sure to move the guide back when you’re done. You shouldn’t have any more issues.”
“I’m glad to hear it!”
“And now, I’ll give both machines a good once-over for you before I head out.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
Cooper grinned. “It’ll give me more time to watch your coworkers.”
“Ah.” Christine nodded. “I see. Then once-over away!” For just a moment, as Christine returned Cooper’s smile, she looked exactly like Nathan. She spun to return to her desk, but Cooper caught her arm.
“Something wrong?” Christine asked.
“Just a question,” Cooper said quietly. “When I was on my way in, I heard shouting in the courtyard. I waited until it was finished before I came in. I didn’t want to interrupt. Was that . . . ?” Cooper jerked her head in the direction of Dave and Nala.
Christine moved so her back was to the couple. “Yeah. They’re at each other’s throats again. You’d think they’d take a break while we figure things out without Sinclair, but no such luck.”
“Ah,” Cooper said. Suspicion confirmed. “Do you know why they’re fighting?”
“Today? Let’s see . . . I’m pretty sure I heard Dave say that Nala used too much of the special cardstock.”
Cooper’s jaw literally dropped, and for a few seconds she stood there, mouth agape, staring at Christine. “Are you serious? Cardstock?”
Christine nodded.
“That didn’t sound like an argument over using too much paper.”
“I’m not sure it’s ever really about using paper, or drinking the last soda, or Dave playing his music too loud. I don’t know what it is about, but I figure there has to be more to it. Mandy might know. She tends to . . . hear things.”
“Do you think she’d get suspicious if you asked her about it?”
Christine grimaced. “I don’t like the idea of getting involved in the office gossip. Mandy’s a rumor mill—nice enough to me, but still.”
“I understand. I wouldn’t want to make you do something that makes you uncomfortable.”
Christine hesitated. “But it would be for the greater good, right?”
“I suppose so.”
The door to the ladies’ room opened and Jake strode out, wiping his hands on his jeans. He stepped over to the water fountain, between the restroom doors, acknowledging Cooper with an almost indiscernible nod. Cooper was glad to see him. If Mandy told them anything useful, it would be nice to have a second pair of ears listening and remembering.
With a deep breath, Christine put on a happy expression and turned to the desk beside hers. “Hey, Mandy! Come check this out!”
Mandy rose and quickly joined Christine and Cooper. “What is it?”
“The copier’s all fixed. Isn’t that great?”
Cooper averted her eyes. This would be the real test to see whether or not Mandy recognized her.
“It’s terrific!” Mandy replied. In a quiet voice, she added, “Now I don’t have to listen to you know who fight about the printers anymore.”
“Is that what they were fighting about today?” Christine asked innocently. “I didn’t realize.”
“Oh, sure, it’s one of their go-to arguments,” Mandy continued. “When there’s nothing else to fight about, they fight about something printer-related.” She turned her attention to Cooper, brows raised suspiciously. “Are you finished, then? Should you be going?”
Before Cooper could respond, Christine answered. “She’s going to give both machines a once-over to make sure nothing else is wrong.”
Mandy looked Cooper over head to toe, as if evaluating her. Cooper steeled herself, expecting some kind of recognition. But it didn’t come.
Finally, Mandy nodded approvingly. “Good. Maybe she can get the color printer to stop streaking.” Cooper opened her tool kit and went to work as Mandy continued. “As I was saying, the printer thing is just one in their long list of arguments. They rotate through them, I think. You’d think they’d fight less, now that he’s moved out, but I think they might actually be fighting more.”
“I forgot he moved out,” Christine said.
“Sure. A couple weeks ago. They still carpool to keep up appearances, but we all know they’re on the rocks. I swear, sometimes I wonder if they talk before work to coordinate which fight they’ll have today! Don’t you think they fight an awful lot?”
Reluctantly, Christine nodded. “Surely there’s some reason for it, though. People don’t generally fight for no good reason.”
“There’s a good reason, all right.” She glanced over at the couple in question and then turned back to Christine. “Dave never really got past his . . . suspicions.”
Very slowly, Cooper removed the panel from the color printer and set her screwdriver on the floor, careful to make no noise or sudden movement that might distract Mandy from her story. Mandy did seem to be a great source of information. Whether or not that information was reliable was another question.
“What suspicion?” Christine asked.
“You really don’t know?” Mandy looked completely shocked. “Dave accused Nala of cheating on him.”
“What?”
“With Sinclair!”
“No!”
“Yes!” Mandy’s eyes gleamed as she relished the gossip. “It started a few months ago, right before you came to work here. Nala and Sinclair spent some time together—just friendly, so they said. I was never sure what I thought about it, but Dave certainly was. Apparently he caught them on the couch at Sinclair’s place.”
Christine swallowed hard, visibly uncomfortable with the conversation. Still, she pressed on, for the greater good. “On the couch? Doing what?”
“Nala claimed that they were sharing a drink. Sinclair agreed. He told Dave that Nala just needed someone to talk to. He said he had no interest in Nala beyond helping her and Dave fix their marriage. It was already going down the toilet by then.”
“How did Dave take it?”
“He laid Sinclair out. Punched him right in the face and knocked him out cold. Kenneth wanted to call the cops, but Sinclair wouldn’t hear of it. Said it showed that Dave at least cared enough about his wife to be jealous, and that was a good sign.”
“Wow . . .” Christine shook her head. “I can’t imagine. I don’t think I’d have handled it as well as Sinclair did.”
“Well, he’s about the only one who handled it well. Dave never let it go, and Nala won’t let him forget about how gracious Sinclair was. You know, I went out to the parking lot to find them in a yelling match over a scratch on the rear bumper of Dave’s car. You couldn’t even see it. But you should have heard the venom in his voice. Anyway, I bet Kenneth wishes now that he’d called the cops on Dave when he had the chance. Scumbag. Maybe things would’ve turned out differently . . . you know . . . with Sinclair.”
Cooper had to bite her tongue to keep from commenting. Mandy had some nerve, reveling in gossip while disparaging someone else’s character. More than that, though, Cooper wanted to shout that this wasn’t harmless gossip. This was serious. This was someone’s life and marriage. She glanced over at Jake. His face was like stone, his expression completely unreadable.
In that moment, with the gravity of a failing marriage before her eyes, Cooper couldn’t help but think of her future with Nathan. He’d never raised his voice to her. She couldn’t even imagine him yelling at her. How could two people treat each other that way? Even enemies had to take a day off once in a while. How could a husband and wife be so mean to each other? As Cooper thought more about it, she realized she didn’t know any couples who acted like Dave and Nala did. Her parents didn’t always agree, but they never yelled—not at her or each other. The same went for Ashley and Lincoln. Grammy shouted at the television regularly, but she didn’t raise her voice to real people.
Mandy continued talking, drawing Cooper from her thoughts.
“I don’t really blame Dave for his suspicions,” Mandy said. “I guess Sinclair used to have quite a reputation with the ladies, if you know what I mean. Kenneth mentioned it on more than one occasion. Apparently, they were sometimes interested in the same ladies, and Sinclair had a knack for getting what he wanted.”
“Did Kenneth know Sinclair that long?” Christine asked. “I didn’t realize.”
“They’ve been joined at the hip since college. Sinclair led. Kenneth followed like a little puppy. That’s probably why the ladies preferred Sinclair. Women like a man who knows how to be outgoing, don’t you think?”
Again, Cooper had to bite her tongue. She wanted to tell Christine not to answer. Mandy was looking for personal information—a personal opinion—and no good could possibly come of sharing anything personal with someone like Mandy.
But before Cooper could find a way to distract her, Christine answered, “I don’t know. I can see how someone might go for Kenneth.”
A sly little grin appeared on Mandy’s face. “Really? You do, do you? So Kenneth’s your type.”
Christine’s cheeks burned. “That’s not what I said, Mandy, and it’s not what I meant.”
Mandy studied her for a moment, and then, as if nothing had been said, went on. “Anyway, I think the whole situation was wearing on Sinclair. The shouting. The fighting. The accusations. Can you imagine?”
This time, Christine said nothing.
“One day I found Sinclair in his office, just sitting there with his head in his hands. He was so fed up! He said, ‘I can’t take this. It can’t be happening.’ A little dramatic, I think, but we’re all a little tired of it, I’d say.” Mandy looked down at Cooper. “Good luck with the streaking situation.” She paused, her gaze boring into Cooper. “Have we met?”
Cooper shrugged, trying to hide her panic. Maybe Christine had underestimated Mandy. “I have one of those faces,” Cooper said, facing the color printer.
“No, you don’t. You have a unique face, and I recognize it. I’m sure I do. Your eyes . . . I know I’ve seen your eyes before.”
Cooper shrugged again, hoping a lackadaisical attitude would throw Mandy off the scent. If Christine was right, then any hint of an interesting story would stoke Mandy’s curiosity. And if anyone realized why Cooper was here, they wouldn’t act naturally. “Hockey accident,” Cooper said, gesturing to her emerald green eye. “Ocular transplant. The blue one’s original. I probably fixed the machines here before, or I fixed the machines at some other office where you were. Make It Work! caters to many different businesses in the Richmond area, and we offer a variety of services, including—”
“Never mind,” Mandy said, interrupting her spiel. “I have work to do.”
As Mandy left, Cooper smiled to herself. She had a feeling that would work. When she looked over at Jake, she saw a little smile on his face as well.
Christine was less than amused. “I feel like a horrible person. Nala’s my friend, and I just gossiped with Mandy about her.”
“You’re not a horrible person,” Cooper assured her. “Remember. Greater good. And you’re not going to spread that gossip or let it taint your opinion of anyone, right?”
Christine nodded.
“So you don’t need to worry. Nala’s still your friend.” Cooper’s eyes went back to the copiers. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll make these run as good as new.”
Cooper went to work on the printers, giving both a thorough inspection and cleaning. As she did so, she continued to observe. Mandy was back at her desk, on the phone again, wearing her salesman smile. Kenneth’s office door was open, but Cooper couldn’t see inside. Nala sat in front of her computer, shoulders hunched forward over her keyboard, as she ignored the world around her. Dave listened to his music, pointedly avoiding any eye contact with his wife.
It was odd to think that right now, at this very moment, Cooper might be watching a killer.
She replaced the copier panel, packed up her tool kit, and wiped her hands on her uniform pants. As nonchalantly as she could manage, she moved to Christine’s desk.
“I’m all finished out here,” Cooper said. “Anything else I can do?”
Christine leaned in. “You can tell me if you noticed anything interesting.”
Cooper hesitated. “I’m not sure it’s wise to discuss it here.”
“I can’t wait until later. I just can’t.”
Cooper kept her voice low. “Well then, I have to say that I’m not sure what to think. It sounds like Sinclair really was tired and possibly sad. It’s conceivable that he did decide to end it all. However, knowing what we do now about Dave and Sinclair’s history, I’d say we have a prime suspect.”
Christine glanced over at Dave. “Dave? He’s a jerk, sure, but a killer?”
“You wanted my opinion. That’s it. I’m not saying I’m ready to go to McNamara with a theory. We don’t have all the facts yet. But as of right now, my money’s on Dave.” She looked at her watch. “The copiers are now in pristine condition, and I still have a few minutes. Got any other machines that need my attention?”
Christine smiled. “You don’t have to, you know. It’s not a real repair call.”
“Since I’m here, I might as well have a look. Besides, I’m spreading the good name of Make It Work!”
“I don’t think we . . . wait! Yes, we do! There’s a desktop printer in Sinclair’s office. It has some problems. He is . . . he was planning to get rid of it, but he wanted to have it looked at first. He was going to donate it somewhere, so he wanted it in good working order.”
“I’d be glad to inspect it for you.”
“Are you sure?”
“Christine, we’re going to be sisters. Just think of it as preemptive nepotism.”
Christine laughed. “If you say so. His is the closed door behind the reception desk. It should be unlocked.”
Quietly, Cooper went to the office and ventured inside. The overhead light hummed as it turned on. The air smelled stale, but the room was tidy, save for a thin layer of dust that had settled on everything from disuse.
Cooper could hear the front door open beyond the reception desk and a familiar voice loudly asked to see someone about a business opportunity. It was Trish, come to discuss real estate.
Cooper took the opportunity to nose around the office. Behind the large oak desk, a tall whiteboard was mounted to the wall. It said “Fitness Goals” at the top, with all the employees listed below, their goals and progress written beside their names. Cooper assumed it was for the fitness challenge Christine had mentioned.
Another wall was covered with built-in shelves, filled with books and knickknacks.
And there, on the desk, sat the printer. She pressed a button and waited as the machine came to life. The top piece of paper in the feeder tray jumped slightly, but it didn’t feed into the machine.
“That shouldn’t happen,” she said to herself. She popped the top off the printer and used the flashlight from her tool kit to look inside. Something was wedged in beside the rollers.
Sensing she’d found the problem, she used a long pair of tweezers and carefully slid them down into the printer. She caught the edge of the item and pulled it out. It was a business card.
For a psychiatrist.
“What are you doing in this office?” The voice came from the doorway.
Cooper spun around. Kenneth was staring at her expectantly. When Cooper didn’t answer immediately, he repeated, “What are you doing in this office?”
Donning her most professional expression, Cooper extended a hand to Kenneth. “Hi there! I’m Cooper with Make It Work! I’m here to fix any office equipment that needs fixing.”
He didn’t look convinced. “Who told you to come in here?”
Cooper almost said, “Christine,” but caught herself. She would never call a client by a first name. “Ms. Dexter,” she replied. “Ms. Dexter said your black-and-white printer was getting jammed. I remedied the problem and asked if any other machines were causing issues for you. She told me that you’re getting rid of this desktop printer and wanted to make sure it’s ready to donate. So, here I am.”
“Oh.” He relaxed, even smiled a little. “We’re all a little on edge these days. Thanks for taking care of it. Sinclair wanted to get rid of that printer for the longest time, but he never got around to it.”
“Well, I’ll check it out and let you know the diagnosis.”
Kenneth nodded and turned to leave. Then he paused, slowly returning his gaze to Cooper. “Say, you look familiar.”
“Maybe I’ve fixed office machines for you before.”
“We’ve only had one machine repaired, and it was a man who came to repair it.”
“Then maybe I repaired machines at your previous workplace. Make It Work! caters to many different businesses and—”
“I’m sure I know you,” he said, interrupting her spiel. “I’m pretty good with faces.”
Cooper felt the anxious heat crawling slowly up her neck. She needed to get away from him and fast, before he figured things out. He probably wouldn’t appreciate one of the employees staging an undercover operation to scope out possible murder suspects.
She closed the printer, keeping the business card in hand. “If you’ll let me, I’ll finish up here. I think I fixed the problem.”
“Problem? What problem?”
“There was an issue with the rollers. Something was wedged down beside them. It probably happened when someone changed the ink or cleared a paper jam.”
“Oh. What was stuck?”
Reluctantly, Cooper handed over the business card, quickly reading it again so she could remember the name.
Kenneth went pale. “This was stuck in Sinclair’s printer?”
“It was . . . Is there a problem?”
Kenneth cleared his throat and straightened his shoulders, trying but failing to hide how flustered he was. “Nothing that concerns you. Thanks for finding the problem. Just give Christine—Ms. Dexter—the bill, and she’ll get it taken care of.” He paused and stared at Cooper’s face. “Dexter. Her brother. Christine has a brother named Nathan Dexter.”
Cooper felt her heart beating faster. Kenneth was beginning to figure it out.
“She keeps a picture of him on her desk,” Kenneth continued, his eyes never leaving Cooper. “We ran into him at our work retreat the day Sinclair died. I didn’t meet him, but I saw him there with a group . . . You were there, too. You were with her brother.”
“Oh! That’s right!” Cooper said, her voice a little too high and a little too eager. “I guess I forgot.”
Kenneth poked his head out of the doorway. “Christine! I need to speak with you in Sinclair’s office now!”
A moment later, Christine hurried in. Her eyes were wide with worry. “Yeah, Kenneth? What’s the problem?”
Kenneth closed the door behind her and crossed his arms over his chest. “You tell me.”
“I . . . I don’t understand.”
He pointed at Cooper. “This woman was at the park Saturday. She’s a friend of your brother.”
Christine said nothing.
“Now she’s here,” he continued. “And she’s claiming to be a stranger to us. Why is that?”
Christine hesitated and then stepped toward Kenneth, keeping her voice low. “Please, please don’t be mad, Kenneth. They’re here to help.”
“They?”
“Just hold on a second.” She left the room, returning a minute later with Jake and Trish. “They are friends of my brother. They have some experience with solving crimes.”
He looked skeptical. “Last I checked, the police were still calling Sinclair’s death a suicide.”
Cooper raised a hand to draw his attention. “They have their doubts about that. We want to help.”
“Why?”
“They want to help me,” Christine answered. “I’m the one who found Sinclair. And I was all by myself when I did. Mine will be the first head on the block if the police decide it was murder.”
“So you thought your brother’s friends could come over and try to pin it on someone else.”
“Not exactly. Only I know I didn’t do it, and I can’t imagine any of you doing it either. We’ll all be under suspicion, Kenneth, and we’ll all benefit from a helping hand. My friends are here to try and get a fresh perspective.”
Kenneth looked from Christine to Trish to Jake to Cooper, pensively rolling his tongue against the inside of his cheek. Finally, he said, “It’s not a bad idea, really.”
Cooper couldn’t believe what she was hearing, and by the look on Christine’s face, she was just as surprised. Trish and Jake exchanged a wary look.
Kenneth explained. “Maybe it isn’t a bad idea to get an early jump on this mess, just in case.” He stared down at the business card in his hand. “Sinclair wasn’t the sort to kill himself. No, sir. I never thought so, at least. My only doubt is this card . . .”
Trish stepped forward. “Since the ruse is over, mind catching us up? What card are you talking about?”
“It’s for a psychiatrist,” Cooper explained. “It had dropped into the desktop printer and was stuck by the rollers. Kenneth, just because he was seeing a psychiatrist doesn’t mean he was suicidal. People see psychiatrists for a lot of different reasons.”
“I can attest to that,” Trish said. “When I was diagnosed with cancer, one of the first things my doctor told me was to talk to someone—a professional someone.”
Kenneth spun the card around in his hand. “That’s true. Sinclair didn’t trust a lot of people, so he might have wanted to talk to someone legally obligated to honor his privacy. I was his closest friend, and he still had a hard time confiding in me when the stakes were high. Don’t get me wrong. He loved people, but he didn’t trust them. Trust just wasn’t in his nature. That’s why he carried a gun.”
Jake made his way further into the office and leaned against the desk. “So, Kenneth, you’re not convinced Sinclair committed suicide.”
“I’m not.”
“What if the police determine he did?”
“That would only prove the police didn’t know him!” Kenneth snapped. “Sure, Sinclair was a private person. I mean, he only trusted me as much as he did because he’d known me for years. We started this company together, for crying out loud. Some people might think that because he was private, he had some kind of dark side, but that wasn’t true. Sinclair had too much going for him to kill himself—the company, his work at the animal shelter . . .” He pointed to the white board behind Sinclair’s desk. “See that? He was determined to make sure he had the healthiest workplace in Richmond. He offered to buy a Fitbit for anyone interested in the fitness challenge.”
“It’s true,” Christine said, holding up her wrist to show them the black band she wore. “I only got this because Sinclair paid for it.”
“In fact, I need to update our goal chart with this week’s numbers.” Kenneth sat down at Sinclair’s computer. “I know things will change now that Sinclair’s gone, but this doesn’t have to. We’ll carry on his dream of having the healthiest workplace. If you don’t mind, while I’m thinking about it, I’ll update the info from the Fitbit users.”
“You can do that?” Trish asked.
“Sinclair thought it would be best to have one person collecting the data directly from everybody’s accounts. That way nobody can cheat and say they did exercise they didn’t actually do. I just log in to their accounts, copy down the latest numbers and put them on the board.”
Jake leaned over to Trish. “I hate to be the old fuddy-duddy of the group, but what’s a Fitbit, again? I know Nathan told us, but I was busy eating cookies at the time.”
“Think of it as a really, really fancy pedometer,” Trish explained.
“Sort of,” Kenneth said with a laugh. “A lot more than that, but it does track steps.”
“Got it . . . again,” Jake said. “So, Kenneth, you must have a theory about what happened.”
Kenneth stiffened. “I might.”
“Care to share it with us?”
He hesitated, again shifting his gaze among the four of them. No one said a word as they waited for him to decide one way or another. He stood and began to pace. He didn’t seem to be quite sure where to start. Finally, he spoke. “A few weeks ago, I found Sinclair sitting at his desk, looking at the company ledger. He was obviously troubled. I asked what was wrong, and he said he thought he’d found a problem with the business. He said he wanted to check into it. Never gave me an update and never told me anything more.”
“Then why do you think it’s related to his death?” Cooper asked.
“I can’t explain it, really. There was something about his manner at the time . . . I remember one time in college when he was writing an important computer program, he ran into a major glitch. It was on his mind day and night. He always had this look in his eye, like he just couldn’t let go of the problem, no matter what else was going on. Since that day I found him studying the ledger, he’d had the same look. Whatever he’d found was big, important. It was really weighing on him. He was . . . haggard.”
“So what was the problem?”
Kenneth shrugged. “If I knew that, I might be able to figure out who killed him.”
“Do you have a guess?”
“Sure, but it really is conjecture only. No more, no less. You see, I wonder if one of the employees was—or is—doing something illegal through the company. I’m not sure what the crime might be, though. I think Sinclair discovered the wrongdoing, and, being the stand-up guy he was, he decided to talk to the person rather than just turn them in to the cops. Maybe the person swore they’d go straight. Maybe they promised to stop with the illegal stuff. And Sinclair would have believed them. Then, I think that whoever it was killed him to keep him quiet.”
Christine wore a skeptical expression. “You got all that from a vague statement Sinclair made a few weeks ago?”
“Think what you like. I know what I know.”
“For someone who didn’t trust people, you seem to think he showed a lot of trust in whoever he caught breaking the law. He trusted they’d change.”
“That’s different. Sinclair believed people can change. He believed they want to be good. He didn’t trust they always are.”
“Okay then, answer this,” Trish said. “How do we know it was someone in this office? We’ve been working on the assumption that if Sinclair was murdered, it was done by one of the people just outside that door. How do we know it wasn’t someone else? Aren’t the police talking to everyone who was at the festival?”
“The police were here Monday,” Kenneth replied. “They said they were interviewing everyone from the park, but who else would know him well enough to have motive? He didn’t talk to many people outside of work, so except for us and clients, who would have had a reason? And what reason would a client have for killing him and making it look like a suicide?” He shook his head. “My money’s on someone in this office. I know it. I can feel it.”
“I’m not saying you’re wrong, Kenneth. Really, I’m not,” Christine assured him. “I’m just not ready to believe someone out there is a murderer.”
“I don’t like it, either, but I know it has to be true. Sinclair cared too much about people to cause them that kind of grief. He cared too much about his own health to put a bullet in his brain. And he cared too much about this company to leave it behind.”
Cooper thought for a moment. “You said when you spoke to Sinclair he was looking at the company ledger. Was that a hard-copy ledger or a software ledger?”
“It was his hard copy. He liked numbers, so he kept his own books, along with the electronic version.”
Christine smiled. “I never knew that about him.”
“Nobody did. He figured people would think it strange if the CEO of a software company opted to do the numbers by hand, instead of entrusting it all to the software.”
“Do you think it’s safe to assume the problem he discovered was money-related, then?” Cooper asked.
“I don’t know. When he was stressed, he liked to mess with numbers and do puzzles. It calmed him down. I suppose he might’ve been looking at the ledger as a way to relax, because he’d found a problem somewhere else.”
“Or looking at the ledger might have made him anxious,” Cooper countered. “Do you know enough about the company’s finances to recognize the problem if you saw it?”
Kenneth perked up, went to the built-in shelves, and removed a black leather-bound ledger from a row of books. “I’ll look at it tonight and see what I can find. Keep in mind, it might have just been a catharsis for him. There may not be anything useful here.”
“I know,” Cooper replied. “And I’ve got one more request for you. I think I speak for all of us when I ask it. Can you keep our little meeting a secret? We’d rather not have everyone knowing why we were here.”
“Oh, sure, sure.” Kenneth looked down at the ledger in his hands. “No need to tell them.”
“They’ll wonder why we were all in Sinclair’s office,” Christine said. “Especially Mandy.”
Kenneth rolled his eyes. “Of course she will.” He thought for a moment. “If anyone asks, just tell them that you sent the copier repairman—er, woman—in here, and I wasn’t happy that someone was in Sinclair’s office. When I found out there was so much going on without my approval, I demanded to see everyone who wasn’t a Sphinx employee, so I called all of them in here. You can tell anyone who’s curious that I’ve gone a little power crazy now that I’m in charge, if it helps.”
“Don’t forget we’ve got clients coming,” Christine added. “We needed to get the place presentable.”
“Very good. We had a run on visitors today, trying to get the place ready for tomorrow. You, as office manager, took the initiative to get the work done. Then I demanded to see everyone. You think that’ll satisfy Mandy’s curiosity?”
Christine laughed. “Is it possible to satisfy her curiosity?”
Cooper followed Christine from Sinclair’s office, quietly mulling over the conversation and trying to look as casual as possible. The other employees had to believe there was nothing strange about the meeting with Kenneth. They had to believe it was just the new protocol.
Cooper watched Christine’s coworkers as she and the others emerged into the main office space. Mandy—with her penchant for gossip—was eyeing all of them curiously. Cooper didn’t envy Christine the job of explaining their mysterious meeting to Mandy. Nala glanced up once from the computer with a quizzical furrow in her brow, but besides that, she showed no interest.
Dave didn’t even bother looking up. Cooper doubted he’d even realized anything was happening.
Then, Cooper’s gaze turned to the front door, where she saw Inspector McNamara waiting by the empty receptionist’s desk. He wore a dour expression and stood stiffly. When his eyes met Cooper’s he frowned, but otherwise he made no move to greet her or to chastise her for being around murder suspects. Out of the corner of her eye, Cooper watched him as she returned to the copy machines. She wanted to run a printing test on each before she left—not that they required testing, but it gave her an excuse to stick around for a few more minutes. She wanted to hear what McNamara had to say.
When Christine was seated at her desk, McNamara finally began to move. He approached Christine slowly, and when he reached her desk, he stood quietly, waiting until she looked up and saw him there.
“Inspector, good afternoon!” Christine said, smiling. “What brings you to Sphinx? Does the station need some kind of custom program?”
Cooper stepped closer, wondering the same thing, and also wondering how she could approach without it being suspicious. McNamara shot her a cold sidelong look that stopped her dead in her tracks.
“I’m here on official business,” McNamara said, turning that icy stare back on Christine.
Little beads of sweat appeared on Christine’s forehead, and Cooper didn’t blame her for her nerves. She’d been on the receiving end of McNamara’s stare before, and it was entirely unpleasant.
McNamara continued. “Ms. Dexter, it has come to our attention that you knew the victim before you came to work here. Is that true?”
Christine hesitated. “Well . . . um . . . yes. That’s true. I knew him.”
“Is there any reason you left that out of your official statement concerning his death?”
Christine’s cheeks burned red. “I didn’t see how it was any of your business.”
“Ms. Dexter, when it comes to a homicide investigation, everything is my business.”
“But that had nothing to do with Sinclair’s death. And when exactly did this turn into an actual homicide investigation?”
“It was always a homicide investigation. You knew the victim. You worked for him. You have no alibi for his time of death. And you happened to discover his body, when it was off the main trail and half hidden by plants.”
Christine slowly stood. “Just what are you implying, Inspector?”
“I’m not implying anything, Ms. Dexter. I’m just offering an explanation for what I’m about to do.” He produced a set of handcuffs. “Christine Dexter, you’re under arrest for the murder of Sinclair Gordon.”
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Cooper struggled to concentrate on her driving as she tailed the inspector’s car to the highway while hitting her speed-dial. She had no idea what she’d tell her fiancé, but she had to tell him something.
Nathan answered after the third ring. “Didn’t expect to hear from you today, hon. How’s work?”
“I’m not at work. I went to the Sphinx office to observe . . .”
“Right, right. I forgot about that. How’d it go?”
His voice was so chipper it almost made Cooper feel guilty. That happiness would be long gone as soon as she told him. She bit her lip hesitantly, and then blurted it out. “Christine was just arrested.”
There was a pause, long and hollow. Cooper could almost hear Nathan’s smile turning into a frown of shock and dismay.
“Nathan, are you still there?”
“Did you say my sister was arrested?”
Cooper nodded emphatically, as if doing so would somehow make it clearer. “I was at her office, and McNamara showed up. Nathan, he took her out in handcuffs.”
“I . . . I just . . . I don’t understand,” he stammered, his voice breaking. “Arrested her for what? She didn’t do anything!”
“He said that Christine knew Sinclair before working for him, but she hadn’t told the police that in her official statement. Then he listed all the reasons why she was a suspect. He put the cuffs on her and then he read her her rights. That’s all I know.”
“Where is she now?”
“In McNamara’s car. They’re on their way to the station. I’m following. If you leave now, you should get there about the time we do.”
Nathan hung up without another word.
 
• • •
 
When Cooper pulled into the station parking lot behind McNamara, Nathan’s car was already parked, but he was nowhere to be seen. He must have broken every speed limit between his house and the station to arrive so quickly. Cooper quietly followed the inspector and Christine inside, to find Nathan waiting in the lobby. He took one look at his sister—the handcuffs around her wrists and the redness in her teary eyes—and he stepped in front of McNamara. He stood so close their noses nearly touched.
Tension permeated the air. A hush fell over the lobby. Cooper watched, aware only of how close Nathan was to being arrested himself.
“Just what do you think you’re doing, Inspector?”
McNamara slowly looked Nathan over from head to foot, sizing up the threat standing before him. He threw his shoulders back and replied, “I’m doing my job, Mr. Dexter.” He laid a strong hand on Nathan’s arm and gently nudged him to the side. “I’ll trust you not to interfere with police business. That’s a punishable offense, you know.”
Nathan ignored the threat and looked at Christine. “Are you okay?”
Christine shook her head as tears began to roll down her already tear-reddened cheeks. “He thinks I killed him, Nathan! He thinks I killed Sinclair!”
His attention on the inspector once again, Nathan resumed his place directly in McNamara’s path. Cooper couldn’t remember having ever seen Nathan so confrontational, so aggressive. While she didn’t want him to be arrested, a part of her appreciated just how masculine he could be when someone he loved was in danger.
“You’ve got to be kidding,” Nathan said. “Inspector, she wouldn’t do something like that. You don’t know Christine. She’d never hurt anyone!”
“Move aside, Mr. Dexter,” came the inspector’s cool reply.
“But you can’t do this! You have no evidence.”
McNamara took a deep breath and met Nathan’s intense gaze. “With all due respect, Mr. Dexter, you have no idea what evidence I have.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I don’t suppose you know that your sister dated the victim.”
Cooper let out a little gasp. Christine had dated Sinclair? At the Sphinx office, McNamara only said Christine had known Sinclair, not that they’d actually had a relationship. “Is that true?” she asked.
Christine hesitated. “We didn’t date . . . we just went out a few times.”
Nathan buried his face in his palms. “Sis, that’s what the rest of the world calls dating.”
“That’s right,” McNamara agreed. “What’s more, Ms. Dexter here conveniently excluded that fact from the personal information she provided.”
“It wasn’t relevant information!” Christine insisted. “We didn’t have a serious relationship. We went out to dinner a few times, realized we weren’t right for each other, and that was it. It never went anywhere, Nathan. I swear.”
Nathan still stood in McNamara’s way, and Cooper could see in his eyes that he was considering his next move. As much as she appreciated his bravado, she didn’t want to see him thrown in the holding cell alongside Christine. McNamara was quiet, waiting for Nathan to make up his mind.
Finally, Cooper stepped forward and linked her arm through Nathan’s. The action had its desired effect, distracting Nathan and allowing Cooper to pull him aside. She was sure she detected a slight nod of gratitude from the inspector.
“I have to get her processed,” McNamara said, quickly walking Christine past them. “She’ll be able to call you after it’s all finished.”
As he and Christine disappeared into the bowels of the station, Cooper and Nathan stood in the lobby, watching, still in disbelief. Nathan sat, and Cooper followed suit. A minute passed. Then another. And another. Cooper gently rubbed Nathan’s back, her mind swirling with thoughts and questions . . . and doubts. McNamara had told her that every family says their loved one couldn’t be a killer. No one likes to face facts. Here was Christine—her lovable, wonderful soon-to-be sister-in-law—and she was the focus of a homicide investigation. She’d known the victim. She’d dated the victim. She’d found the victim’s body.
Was it possible Cooper was mistaken about Nathan’s sister?
Even as the thought entered her mind, guilt consumed her. How could she entertain such an idea? Even for a second? How could she allow McNamara’s cynicism to poison her? Christine was a good person, a kind person. She would never hurt anyone . . . Would she?
Nathan turned to her, and she quickly smiled, hoping her doubts weren’t visible on her face. The last thing Nathan needed was to learn that his fiancée had even slight doubts about his sister’s innocence. He stared into Cooper’s eyes for a few seconds, silent and solemn.
Cooper’s phone began to ring, and she broke eye contact to grab her cell from her pocket. She looked at the caller ID. Work. She didn’t have time for work. She let the call go to voice mail and returned her gaze to Nathan.
He eyed her phone. “Who was it?”
“Emilio from the office.” She glanced at her watch. “I’m an hour late returning from lunch. He’s probably wondering where I am.”
“If you need to go . . .”
“No! Nathan, this is so much more important!”
“Are things busy at the office?”
Cooper shrugged away his concern. “Eh. It’ll be fine.”
“That wasn’t convincing.”
“We’re a little short-handed. Angela and Mr. Farmer are on their trip, and Bobby called in sick today. I’ve been jumping in to help Josh with repairs. But they’ll have to get along without me. You need me here.”
“I want you here, Cooper, sure.” Nathan took her hand. “But I can’t—we can’t—do anything for Christine right now.”
“I can be here for you.”
The corners of his mouth turned up slightly, but it never blossomed into a smile. He was too troubled for that. “Think about it this way. If you’re not at work, I’ll be worrying the whole time that your boss will get mad at you. I’ll worry that I’ll get you fired. If you go back to work, I’ll miss you, but at least I’ll be able to relax knowing your career isn’t on the line. Frankly, Coop, I’m not sure I have enough energy to worry about Christine’s freedom and your career all in the same day.”
Cooper put her arms around his neck and hugged him. “When you put it that way, it sounds selfish of me to want to stay with you.”
“Believe me, I wish you could.”
Reluctantly, Cooper stood, holding on to Nathan’s hand as long as possible. “I’ll swing by your place after work. Call me if you hear anything, okay?”
He nodded. “Take care.”
 
• • •
 
Cooper found it nearly impossible to concentrate on her work. Every time her cell phone rang, she thought it was Nathan, and her heart pounded. When she looked at her caller ID and saw that it was only Emilio, or Ben, or a client, she crashed. She stopped by the office, left again to repair five more office machines, then headed back to Make It Work! to do more paperwork. Stuck on the surreal image of Christine in handcuffs, her mind didn’t want to focus on anything else. Words blurred as her thoughts drifted away from the office and to Nathan. From one moment to the next, she forgot what she was supposed to be doing. It was a miracle she got any real work done at all.
By the end of the day, she was physically and mentally exhausted. No phone call from Nathan. That meant there was no update—no evidence that would exonerate Christine, no deeper understanding of the situation. Either that or there was an update, and it was so bad that Nathan didn’t want to share it over the phone.
He did like to share news in person.
Leaving the office, Cooper couldn’t move quickly, no matter how hard she tried. Her body was exhausted, her mind distracted. Once in her truck, she reached for her car stereo to turn on the Beatles, but changed her mind. She was having a hard enough time focusing as it was; music would only make it more difficult, and she wanted very much to arrive at Nathan’s in one piece. She drove as safely as she could, double-checking her mirrors before merging and keeping a wary eye on her speed. Finally, she turned onto Nathan’s road, to find several cars parked outside of his house. She recognized them instantly.
The Sunrise Bible Study Group was on the scene.
Cooper went right into the house without bothering to knock and found the entire group sitting in Nathan’s living room, grim expressions all around.
“I see you told them,” she said, making a beeline for Nathan, who sat in his black leather recliner. She leaned down and kissed him on the forehead.
“Not the whole story,” he said. “Just that she was arrested.”
“He was waiting until you got here,” Savannah said. She sat on the couch between Jake and Bryant.
“I think most of us already knew about what happened at Sphinx though,” Bryant added. “Jake and Trish passed on the news.”
“Sorry if you didn’t want everyone knowing.” Jake cast an apologetic glance at Nathan. “Figured we might be able to help if we were all on the same page.”
“I’m glad you all know,” Nathan replied. He drew in a deep breath. “And I’m glad you all came over. It means a lot.”
Hands folded tightly in her lap, Trish sat in a wooden chair pulled over from the dining table. “That was terrible to watch today—Christine being taken off by McNamara. Why on earth do the police think she’s connected?”
“Several reasons,” Nathan answered. “She was alone when she found his body, so she could’ve tampered with the evidence. She has no alibi for the time of death—which the police assume is when his watch was broken on the rocks and stopped.” He paused, swallowing hard. “Mostly it’s because she dated Sinclair and didn’t tell the police about it.”
This revelation was met with stunned stares, and Cooper could see in their faces the same shock she’d felt when McNamara had told her and Nathan at the station.
“She says they didn’t actually date,” Cooper quickly added. “According to Christine, they went on a few dates, realized they didn’t click, and that was all that happened.”
Nathan nodded. “She stuck to that story. I got a chance to talk to her after McNamara finished with her.”
“What did she say?” Quinton asked, leaning forward in the other recliner.
“Not much. She just kept insisting she didn’t kill Sinclair, and I . . . I . . .” His voice cracked, and he wiped his eyes. Cooper swallowed back tears of her own. She’d never seen him so down before. Nathan waited a moment, composing himself, and then continued. “I told her I believed her and that I’d do whatever I could to help. I called our parents. They panicked when I told them what was going on.”
“Does Christine have a good lawyer?” Trish asked. “Phil knows a few.”
“She has a friend who’s a lawyer. He’s agreed to work with her.” He paused again, visibly troubled. “McNamara said they can hold her for seventy-two hours. That’s three days in jail.” He shook his head slowly in disbelief. “My sister is gonna spend three days in jail.”
Cooper stayed standing at his side like a statue. “Maybe not, Nathan. Maybe we can do something.”
“In three days?”
“Maybe.”
“Wait a sec,” Jake said, holding up his hands before him. “What happens at the end of it? What happens in three days?”
“McNamara said it depends,” Nathan replied.
“On what?”
“On whether or not the prosecutor decides to press charges.” He allowed the group a moment to absorb this information before continuing. “If there isn’t enough of a case, and the prosecutor decides not to move forward, then Christine will be released. On the other hand . . . if the prosecutor does decide to . . .” He wiped his eyes again. “There’ll be an arraignment. If the judge agrees there’s enough evidence to move forward, then . . .”
“It won’t get to that,” Trish announced as she stood. “We won’t let it.”
Savannah rose, too. “Trish is right. Nathan, your sister is innocent, and we need to prove it.”
One by one, the rest of the group stood in a show of solidarity, looking down at Nathan, who still sat with his elbows resting on his knees. He looked around the group, meeting their gazes in turn.
“Do you think we can do it?” he asked.
“Why not?” Jake said. “We’ve done it before.”
“Then how do we help Christine?”
Cooper pulled Nathan to his feet. “Easy. We’ll either prove her innocence or someone else’s guilt.” Her stomach growled. “Before we get started on that, though, maybe we can order some pizza.”
Twenty-five minutes later, the group resumed their positions in the living room, this time seated around three large pizzas.
“All right, then,” Bryant said as he picked the black olives off of a slice of veggie pizza. “Jake, Trish, Cooper, you guys went to Sphinx today to see if you could find a killer. Did you?”
“I’m not sure we found a killer,” Cooper replied. “But we may have found an ally. Kenneth is sure Sinclair was murdered, and he wants to know who did it as badly as we do. He’d probably be happy to lend a hand if we need it.”
Jake ate a slice in three large bites and then leaned back into the couch, contented, hands folded on his stomach. “I heard something pretty interesting when I was fixing the toilet. Christine had warned everyone I’d be in the ladies’ room, but I don’t think Mandy was listening. She was on the phone with a client at the time. So when she came into the bathroom, I was in there, and she was talking on her phone again. This time it was about the company. About Sphinx.”
Quinton leaned forward, his sausage fingers propping up a long, drooping piece of cheese pizza. “What did she say?”
“Said she knew she was a shoo-in to take over Kenneth’s position when Kenneth made the official move up to CEO. Said she had the best sales record of the group, plus experience in programming and customer service, so it was all but certain.”
“That is interesting,” Bryant said. “Sounds like a motive to me.”
“But Mandy has an alibi,” Nathan replied. He hadn’t touched his pizza. “She was in the food truck line, waiting for Christine at the time of death. Cooper and I saw her.”
“All I know about Mandy is that she’s a gossip,” Trish said. “And she has good taste in purses. We have the exact same one. We bonded over it, and I hoped that might lead to some inside information. Mostly, though, she wanted to talk about making sure she got a big office at the new location, wherever that might be.”
“Okay, Mandy has an alibi,” Bryant said. “But the change in leadership could still be a motive . . . for Kenneth.”
“That’s true,” Trish said. “He benefits even more than Mandy does.”
Cooper waffled. “I don’t know. Like I said, he seemed to want to learn the truth about Sinclair’s death as much as we do. I doubt he’d be so eager to dive into an investigation if he were guilty.”
“Unless he’s trying to frame someone else.” Trish set aside her food and wiped her hands on a napkin. “What if Kenneth killed Sinclair and wants to frame Christine for it. He’d say he wanted to help, because he knows the investigation would lead to her. If he’s ‘helping,’ he could even help steer us in Christine’s direction.”
“That’s one possibility,” Savannah said. “Let’s not jump to any conclusions, though. We don’t want to start building a case against another innocent person. What else happened at the office?”
“I found something in Sinclair’s office,” Cooper replied. “A business card for a psychiatrist. I realize it doesn’t necessarily mean anything, but Kenneth was concerned when he found out. He insisted Sinclair wasn’t the sort to kill himself, and he told us all about Sinclair’s character. He worked at an animal shelter. He cared about his business. He was generally happy—but very busy. He was really into fitness and had started a fitness challenge at the office. He even bought everybody a . . . a . . . Nathan, what’s it called again?”
He held up his wrist to show off the black plastic band. “Fitbit. He bought one for Christine. She bought one for me.”
Savannah smiled. “If Sinclair was as health-conscious as it sounds, he’d be very happy his influence has extended so far. Now then, what about the other people in the office?”
“Dave and Nala?” Trish asked. “By the time I got there, I could physically feel the tension between their desks.” She shivered. “Almost made my stomach turn. Are they really married?”
Cooper nodded. “Married and miserable, unfortunately. When I showed up at the office, I almost walked into the middle of an argument between the two of them. Christine said it was because one of them used too much special cardstock.”
“Was it a bad argument?” Bryant asked.
“Massive,” Cooper answered. “And loud. They were shouting at each other. According to Mandy, Dave thinks Nala slept with Sinclair.”
“Sounds like Mandy likes to talk,” Savannah said.
Jake laughed and slapped his knee. “That’s a nice way to put it, my dear! You ever hear of people talking around the water cooler? Forget the water cooler. It’s all Mandy in that office.”
Trish nodded in agreement. “How much did you overhear, Jake?”
“When she wasn’t on the phone with a client, she was talking to somebody about somebody else. After Cooper arrived, she laid off for a bit, while she talked to clients. I think she was waiting for Nala and Dave to cool down before she stuck her nose in.”
“She was more than happy to tell Christine all about why Dave and Nala were fighting,” Cooper said. “Christine felt horrible about it, too. She felt like she was being as much of an office gossip as Mandy was.”
Nathan smiled. “Sounds like Christine.”
“Well, I assured her she wasn’t being a gossip—that she was working for the greater good,” Cooper continued. “At any rate, Mandy’s a good source of information. I don’t know how reliable it is, but it’s a start.”
The conversation lulled as they all ate. Nathan finally took a few bites, a pensive furrow in his brow the whole time. He set the rest of his slice aside. “All right, we know what we want to do. Either prove Christine’s innocent or prove someone else is guilty. Where do we go from here?”
“We need to get their alibis,” Trish replied. “Talk to them one-on-one to learn where they were when Sinclair died.”
“But we should tread lightly with Kenneth,” Cooper warned. “If he is an ally, we don’t want to put him off by making him feel accused.”
“Good thinking.” Trish thought for a minute and then smiled. “That can be your job! The rest of us will talk to Dave and Nala, and . . . What about Christine?”
“You mean, how do we prove she didn’t kill Sinclair?” Quinton asked.
Trish nodded.
“Nathan, what’s her alibi again?”
“She was on her way to meet Mandy, and she started watching a performer—a juggler, I think. She lost track of time. That’s why she was late getting to the food trucks.”
Bryant clapped his hands together. “That’s great!”
Nathan looked up at him, surprised. “Why is it so great?”
“Because a whole bunch of people must have seen her! She’s got to have at least thirty witnesses. We just have to track them down.”
“Not to be a killjoy, but it probably won’t be that easy,” Jake argued. “Just because a lot of people were there doesn’t mean they saw Christine. They were watching the juggler. I doubt they noticed her at all. Do you remember the people around you in line for food?”
Bryant closed his eyes and tried to remember. Finally, he shook his head.
“Same goes for the people watching the entertainers.”
“There has to be some way,” Nathan said. “I’ll talk to Christine more tomorrow. Maybe there’s a detail that slipped her mind.”
“While you’re at it, ask if she knows where Dave and Nala live,” Savannah said. “That way we can drop in for a chat, and we’ll compare notes after church Sunday . . . assuming they haven’t already released Christine by then.”
“If we can trust what Mandy says, then Dave and Nala are separated,” Cooper added. “He’s living in an apartment, and they only carpool to keep up appearances. But if you’ll talk to them, I’ll figure out a reason to stop by the Sphinx office to talk to Kenneth again. If we’re trying to avoid making him feel accused, I’ll need a good reason.”
“Are you sure you can slip away again?” Nathan asked. “Aren’t things still crazy at your office?”
Cooper nodded. “It’ll be crazy for a while, but this is too important to put off.” Even as she said it, she thought of Make It Work! and the insanity there. She had no idea how she’d be able to legitimize leaving work again. Mr. Farmer was a kind and forgiving man, but if Cooper botched her big chance by attending to personal business during work hours, she might not have a job anymore. If she was going to talk to Kenneth, she not only needed an excuse he’d accept, but she also needed a reason to legitimately leave Make It Work! What on earth could she say?
She hid her concerns behind a gentle smile. “Relax, Nathan,” she said. “It’ll be all right.” She went to the kitchen for a glass of water. As the glass filled, she closed her eyes and quietly prayed. “Lord, You know I want to help Christine, but I also don’t want to cause issues with my job. And I don’t want to offend Kenneth by making the trip just to get his alibi. So, please give me a good reason to go back to Sphinx. If I’m supposed to go talk to Kenneth, please give me a sign.”
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The cool evening air found Cooper in the greenhouse behind her parent’s place, watering her mother’s stargazer lilies and enjoying their strong perfume. After the meeting at Nathan’s house, she decided she could either work off some tension or go mad. Her first inclination had been to start building a new birdhouse. . . but that required far more concentration than she could muster today.
She’d also considered taking Columbus for a walk, but that would have required too little concentration. All she had to do was stand there while he flew and swooped down over the field, giving her thoughts far too much time to spiral out of control into dark and anxious places.
So the orchids were getting a good shower. It required the use of her hands, movement, and minimal focus. Mostly, though, it left her mind free to think about other things, without being free enough to obsess, because if her thoughts did start to spiral, she ran the risk of overwatering and killing the flowers.
Yesterday morning, she’d been all but certain of Sinclair’s suicide. He was found shot in the head with a gun he held in his own hand. Everything pointed to suicide. It was a sure thing. A terrible, sad thing, but a sure one. Tonight, however, her mind was a muddle of doubts and worries, and she didn’t know what to think. If Kenneth knew Sinclair as well as he claimed, Cooper couldn’t ignore his convictions regarding Sinclair’s death. Kenneth was just as sure that Sinclair’s death was murder as Cooper was that Christine hadn’t murdered him.
Unfortunately, little doubts still tried to creep into her thoughts on that subject. Her head told her Christine was innocent. Her heart agreed. It was a devious little nagging in the deepest pit of her stomach that voiced quiet concerns.
The fact that Cooper allowed herself room to doubt at all was more troubling than the doubt itself.
So, as she directed the stream of water to a second batch of lilies, Cooper forced her thoughts from Christine to Christine’s coworkers, an eclectic group with a wide array of issues—from marital troubles to a penchant for gossip that bordered on pathological. None of their problems, though, made them killers. She wondered again who else might have wanted Sinclair dead, and Kenneth’s words echoed in her ears.
Who else would have had motive?
Unless McNamara’s officers discovered something during their interviews, Cooper knew of no other leads worth pursuing. If another suspect was hiding in the woodwork, it was McNamara’s job to find him.
As the word job drifted through her mind, Cooper’s thoughts took a sharp turn away from the police investigation to the Make It Work! office. Bobby would undoubtedly be out Friday, too, and Cooper was sure she’d heard Josh coughing before he left work today. If he called in sick tomorrow, the workload would quickly snowball into the impossible.
But that would only last for a day. By Monday, Bobby should be starting to feel better, so even if Josh called in sick, they’d still only be down by one. What on earth would she do if they were both sick at the same time?
Cooper moved the hose over to the orchids, trying to calm herself. Just thinking about having both repairmen absent was inducing a stomach-churning anxiety.
Switching trains of thought, however, proved to be less than helpful. Because the next train was headed straight for Los Angeles. She quickly de-boarded and returned to her thoughts about Christine.
Thankfully, while Cooper was deep in the throes of worry, Columbus screeched, drawing her attention. Glad for the distraction, she turned off the water and peeked outside. Grammy stood at the hawk’s aviary, speaking to him while donning the thick leather falconer’s glove that covered her hand and forearm, up to her elbow. Cooper couldn’t make out the words, but by Columbus’s excitement, she thought it had to be something to do with hunting field mice.
Cooper started for the aviary. “He’s pretty excited,” she said to Grammy. “He’s happy to see you.”
Grammy waved at Columbus, and the bird responded by flapping his wings. “He’s happy to get out of his cage, that’s all.” When his door swung open, the hawk immediately hopped out onto Grammy’s gloved hand. “I thought me and the old bird might go for a walk. You’re welcome to join us, of course.”
Cooper fell into step with Grammy as they walked into the field behind the Lee house. It was the perfect place to hunt field mice, or so Columbus seemed to think.
“I see Mama planted new flowers,” Cooper said as they strolled.
“The lilies?”
“The fragrance is wonderful.”
“Gives me a headache.” Grammy paused and lifted her arm up into the air. On cue, Columbus took off, soaring overhead and circling the field on his strong wings. “I swear I don’t know how your mama finds time to do all she does.”
“Sometimes I don’t know how you find all the energy to care as much as you do. You always have enough love for another animal in need. And then there’s Mama . . . always enough time for a new project. I wish I knew how you two do it!”
“You’re one to talk! Work, church, Bible study, Nathan, family, birdhouses, plants . . .”
“I know I do a lot, but I feel like I don’t really have the energy for it sometimes.”
Grammy put her arm around Cooper’s shoulders. “Tough day?”
“Nathan’s sister was arrested for murder today.”
Grammy’s jaw dropped. “Your fiancé’s sister? Murder?”
Cooper nodded.
“Did she do it?”
“Of course not!” Cooper fired back, glad to find that her natural instinct was still to defend her future sister-in-law. “Christine wouldn’t hurt anyone. My Bible study group is trying to help out, but I’m afraid of what happens if we can’t.”
Grammy was silent for a moment. “You’ll get her out.”
“Do you really think so?”
“You’ve got your daddy’s compassion, your mama’s energy, and your Grammy’s stubbornness in your genes. If anyone can help the girl, it’s you, granddaughter.”
Cooper smiled. “I appreciate the vote of confidence.”
Columbus suddenly dropped out of flight, diving toward the ground. At the last moment, he spread his wings and swooped over the field, snatching a mouse from among the grass.
“Well done!” Grammy shouted to him. He screeched a response.
“Grammy, I swear that hawk understands you.”
“Wouldn’t surprise me. I’ve met a lot of animals I think are smarter than plenty of people I know . . . present company excluded, of course.”
Cooper laughed. “Thanks.”
“No granddaughter of mine is gonna be outsmarted by a bird.”
“Speaking of animals, I heard about someone volunteering at the animal shelter, and it got me to thinking. Since you have such a way with animals, you might enjoy that sort of thing. You ought to look into it.”
“Oh, ought I?” Grammy shook her head. “I’ve got plenty to keep me busy, thank you. And you know the problem with volunteering? You have to be around people who may or may not be the sharpest knives in the drawer. I might like spending time with the animals, but I’m not so sure about the people. No, sir, I don’t think I should chance it.”
“People might surprise you, Grammy.”
Grammy uttered a quiet “Humph,” and continued to watch the hawk. For a few minutes, Cooper wasn’t thinking about Christine and Sinclair. She wasn’t thinking about work and sick employees. She was simply admiring the hawk as he glided effortlessly to a fence post and devoured his catch. He spread his wings once again and flew into the air, screeching with delight as the wind picked up. Riding the breeze higher and higher, he circled the field, until he spied another unsuspecting animal. In an instant, he bent his wings, diving toward the ground, only to swoop up at the last second. This time his claws were empty.
“Looks like that mouse got the better of him,” Grammy commented with a cackle. “All right, Columbus, we haven’t got all evening. Do you want another snack, or do you want to get back to your house?”
As if in response, the hawk screeched again, flapped his wings, and flew toward her. Grammy held out her gloved arm for him, and the hawk landed on her wrist. Slowly, they all headed back toward the aviary.
With the distraction gone and silence in its place, Cooper’s thoughts began to run away with her again, and the stress turned her stomach over on its side. Christine. Sinclair. Nathan. Work. Murder investigation. Sick employees. Lost clients. Los Angeles. There was too much going on, too much to think about.
Grammy watched her for a moment. “This thing with Nathan’s sister has really got you down, hasn’t it?”
Cooper nodded. “That and a lot of things. If I could have only one problem at a time, I think I’d be okay. It’s when everything hits at once that I have difficulties.”
“Ah.” Grammy shut Columbus in his cage and removed the glove. “You know what I’ve found is a wonderful way to work through anxiety?”
Cooper took a deep breath. “Prayer?”
“Sure, sure. But I was thinking of something else.”
“Petting your cat?”
“Again, that’s helpful, but . . .” Grammy put her arm around Cooper and led her toward the house. “Whenever I’m stressed, I steal a few of your mama’s fresh-baked cookies and take them to my room with a glass of milk. It always makes me feel better.”
“Grammy, I see you doing that all the time.”
“And do I seem stressed to you?”
Cooper grinned. “You have a point.”
“Furthermore, I do believe I saw your mama putting cookies into the oven before I came out. Care to come with me and see if they’re done?”
 
• • •
 
When Cooper arrived at work Friday morning, the parking lot seemed especially empty. There was a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. Maybe it was just her imagination, but it looked like there were fewer and fewer cars there every day, and being such a small company, they hadn’t started out with very many cars.
Slowly making her way from her truck to the door, she tried to figure out which vehicles were missing. Mr. Farmer’s sedan was gone, of course. So was Angela’s little white Bug. There was still an empty space where Bobby’s Jeep usually sat.
Was there one more?
Cooper matched cars to employees. Ben was here. Emilio was here. Brandi wasn’t, but she often arrived after Cooper. There should be one more: Josh’s hatchback.
She scoured the lot in case it was hidden behind a vehicle from one of the neighboring businesses. Then she looked both ways down the street. Josh’s vehicle was nowhere to be seen.
“Maybe he’ll get here after me, like yesterday,” she said to herself. Mr. Farmer was never a stickler for punctuality when it came to starting the workday, so Cooper wasn’t either. If Josh was a little late it didn’t really matter. That had to be it. He was just late again.
Emilio was already at the front desk, sipping on an energy drink and eating a breakfast burrito. A morning person, he was all smiles when Cooper walked in.
“’Morning, boss,” he said. “Have a good night?”
“Not particularly. How are things here? Anything exciting happen so far?”
Emilio downed another drink of his beverage. “It’s not exciting, but that Mr. Holland from Westerly Car Rentals called.”
“Are they having problems again?” she asked, making a beeline for the coffeemaker. “What is it this time?”
“He didn’t say. Just told me the machine was busted, and they don’t have another one.”
Cooper put a pod in the brewer and started it up. It hissed with steam as it filled her mug. “Did you ask him if he’d be interested in a lease?”
“Yep. He said they’ll lease a machine if they absolutely have to, but they really want you to send somebody to take a look. I looked in his client file. They get that thing fixed all the time. If it’s a lemon, you’d think they’d just get a new machine.”
“Mr. Holland doesn’t like to spend money on new equipment,” Cooper explained as she dumped sugar in her coffee. She needed something sweet this morning. “And the copier isn’t a lemon.”
“But it’s always breaking.”
“That’s because they abuse it. They run it constantly, never clean it, and use the cheapest paper and toner. Holland’s son-in-law works there and likes to kick the copier when he’s in a hurry and it isn’t working fast enough. And Holland’s wife—another employee—spills coffee on it regularly.”
Emilio grimaced. “Geez. If I were that machine, I’d quit, too.”
Cooper took a drink to test the coffee. It was hot, and just this side of too sweet. Perfect. “I’ll do what I can to fit him into the schedule today.” She started for her office. “Would you let him know that and please encourage him to take the lease?”
“You got it.”
Cooper could hear him on the phone as she entered her office and set her mug on her desk. The voice-mail button on her work phone was flashing, telling her she had a new message. As she turned on her computer, she pressed the button, and the message began to play.
“Hey, there. This is Josh,” the voice mail began. The greeting was followed by a coughing fit that lasted nearly a full minute. When it finally subsided, the message continued, “I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I think I caught whatever Bobby has.” His voice was hoarse and pained. “I can barely get out of bed. I can’t keep anything down. I really hope this doesn’t leave you in a rough spot, but . . . I can’t come in today.” He coughed again and groaned. Cooper winced at the rough, raw sound of it. “I can’t talk anymore. It hurts too much. Again . . . really sorry.”
While Cooper felt very badly for Josh, who sounded completely and utterly miserable, she was more focused on the schedule. With one repairman gone, today was bound to be hectic. With both of them out sick . . . there was no word to describe it.
This was the other shoe. It had simply been waiting to drop.
She pushed the voice-mail button again and let Josh’s message play through a second time to make sure she’d heard it correctly. With every one of Josh’s coughs, Cooper’s anxiety grew. It would take more than Mama’s fresh-baked cookies to fix this problem. The repair docket was completely full, the inventory needed to be done, paperwork had to be filed, she had no employees, and she still had to attend to not only her managerial duties but also to her responsibilities as interim boss.
And, of course, she was supposed to go talk to Kenneth about his alibi.
Cooper caught herself just before she slipped into a panic and forced herself to breathe. Panic wouldn’t solve any of her problems. Falling to pieces wouldn’t make the day run smoothly.
“Lord,” she said quietly, “I need some peace. I need help. Please, please help me through this.”
She drew in a deep breath, stood, and stretched her arms and neck, as if preparing for a boxing match. Then, as calmly as she could manage, she went out to Emilio’s desk.
“What’s up?” Emilio asked, grinning. “I’m all ears.”
“I have a problem.”
“Shoot.”
“Josh called in sick.”
For a moment, his smile remained in place. But as reality set in, his face fell by degrees until he was wearing a concerned frown. Even Emilio—with his quips and flippant attitude—understood a dire situation when it stared him in the face. “So you have no repairmen?” he finally asked. “What do we do?”
“First of all, we stay calm.” She used her best in charge voice and stood tall, trying to convey an air of confidence and control. At the moment, she felt apprehensive and powerless, but Emilio didn’t need to know that. “Second,” she continued, “we need to make a plan. Pull up the repair schedules for today. I’ll take a look and see what we can put off until tomorrow.”
“I’m on it.”
“Could you call Ben out here, too?”
Emilio sucked in a deep breath and shouted, “Hey, Ben! Cooper needs to talk to you!”
Cooper winced at the volume, covering her ears. “I meant would you call him on the phone.”
“This was faster.”
A few seconds later, Ben emerged from his office. “Geez, Emilio, ever heard of a telephone? It’s that gray thing on your desk keeping your energy drink from getting lonely.”
“All right, all right.” Emilio put his hands up in surrender. “I’ll use the phone next time.”
“Why did you call?”
“I asked him to,” Cooper said. “Although I thought he’d use the phone, too . . . Anyway, we have a problem.” Cooper explained the situation to Ben, repeating Josh’s message and detailing the list of things that needed to be done. He listened patiently, and when Cooper was done, he very simply asked, “What can I do?”
His calm manner was contagious. Cooper felt herself relaxing. “I was wondering how you’d feel about a nostalgic trip with me to the good old days of machine repair . . .”
Ben thought about it for a moment and then grinned. “I think I can help you out for part of the day, at least.”
Cooper was tempted to hug him, but refrained. Instead, she gave him a strong pat on the shoulder. “Any help you can give would be greatly appreciated.”
“I wonder if I can remember all my old tricks.”
“I’m sure you’ll do just fine.”
As Cooper changed into a uniform, she felt less excitement and nostalgia than dread and disquiet. Tool kit in hand, Cooper brewed another cup of coffee and headed out the door.
Emilio shouted after her, “Good luck!”
As Cooper started her truck, she thought about the “good old days” of repair work, back when she’d just started dating Nathan, before she’d become a manager, before Hannah was born. At the time, life had seemed complicated, but looking back, it had really been so simple. She had work. She had love. Nothing else mattered.
Now, life was complicated.
As she watched the street signs pass by, she continued to reminisce. The dread and disquiet faded a bit as the nostalgia crept back in. Maybe it was just rose-colored glasses staining her memories, but she longed for those simpler days. Her biggest concern had been whether or not she’d be able to remember all the makes and models of the machines she repaired. Angela had her eye on Mr. Farmer, but he hadn’t worked up the courage to reciprocate yet. Make It Work! had only four employees, and all day long Cooper met interesting people and heard their stories while she did her work. Every day with Nathan meant learning something new about him. No one she loved was in danger of going to prison.
She sighed, thinking about the simplicity of yesteryear. Yes, it had its pluses, but there were good things to be said about life now, too. With complication came excitement, and with change came opportunity.
Maybe that’s what she needed to remember when she thought about Nathan’s news. Just because California would be different didn’t mean it would be bad. And yes, she’d miss Richmond and everyone there, but moving would offer the prospect of meeting new friends and making new memories.
But as she passed the exit for her and Ashley’s favorite Japanese restaurant, her new attitude failed her. Life wouldn’t be the same anywhere else. Sure, there would be opportunity and excitement, but did she really want those things? Or would she rather keep what she already had?
At the next exit, she turned off and arrived at Westerly Car Rentals. It seemed the owner’s wife had spilled not coffee but tea this time into the company copier. Fortunately, the liquid hadn’t fried the electronic components, so Cooper cleaned up the interior of the machine, and warned Mr. Holland yet again that employees really shouldn’t have drinks around the copier.
Her next stop was at an office downtown. At the front desk she was met by a tall, white-haired security guard.
“I have orders to stay with you until the job’s done,” he said. “If you’ll follow me . . .”
Cooper fell in step behind him, remembering the last time she was in the office. “I don’t recall needing an escort the last time I was here. That was quite a while ago, but I think I can remember my way around, if you need to go.”
“Afraid I can’t do that. We had a situation with a water delivery man who started snoopin’ in one of the offices, so we don’t allow any non-employees to have free reign.”
“That’s too bad.”
“It’s a drawback, for sure. If I could, I’d let you find your way by yourself. We know your employer, and we like him, so I hope you know it isn’t personal. It’s just the new procedure.”
“I don’t mind at all. I find myself behind a desk a lot of the time, so it’s nice to have company,” Cooper replied, glad to hear that Make It Work! had a good reputation among its clients. Mr. Farmer would be happy to know it, too.
She set down her tool kit beside the copier as the guard leaned against the nearby wall.
“Is this interesting work?” he asked, looking on.
“I certainly think so.”
“Not a line of work you usually see women in,” the guard commented. His eyes widened as he realized his mistake. “I don’t mean that women being in your line of work is a bad thing, you know. Just saying you don’t see it a lot. I think a woman can do anything she’s got a mind to do.”
Cooper laughed. She’d met her fair share of chauvinists and sexists, and it was obvious by the guard’s manner that he was neither. “You’re absolutely right . . . on all counts. There aren’t a lot of women in this line. And I agree that a woman can do anything she’s got a mind to.”
He visibly relaxed, his concern assuaged. “My niece is a firefighter, you know,” he said, standing a little taller with pride. “That’s not an easy line of work for a woman, either, but she knew from the time she was little . . .”
As the guard continued to tell his story, Cooper smiled and nodded, getting along with her work. She removed from her tool kit the tools she knew she’d require and set them on the floor in a neat row. But when she reached for her screwdriver, her fingers touched the cool plastic of the case. She turned and looked in the tool kit. The screwdriver was gone. She looked through the other tools, doing a quick inventory, hoping she’d simply put it in the wrong place. Her other tools were all accounted for. Where was the screwdriver?
She’d used it yesterday, and then . . .
Mortified, Cooper realized what she’d done. She’d used the screwdriver at Sphinx and it was still there. In the office. On the floor beside the copier.
She’d never left a tool at a work site before. She flushed with embarrassment, hoping the guard didn’t see.
But he did. He paused his story. “You all right? You look a mite ill.”
Cooper forced a smile. “Not ill. Just . . . remembered something. Please, go on.” She reached for a different screwdriver. While it would work just fine, she would still have to find time to retrieve the lost tool.
She finished the job as quickly as she could, but not before she learned all about how the guard’s niece had gone from being a little girl who wanted to fight fires to being a grown woman who actually did. Once in her truck, Cooper compared her repair schedule to a mental map of Richmond. In two more stops she’d be close to the Sphinx office, so she could pick up the missing screwdriver with minimal time lost.
Then she stopped and smiled. She’d wanted an excuse to visit Kenneth and ask about his alibi. She’d needed a legitimate reason to stop at Sphinx during work hours. She’d prayed that God would give her a sign.
If this wasn’t a clear-cut sign, she didn’t know what was.
Fortunately, the next two stops were quick. The first was an easy fix, and the second a hopeless case she referred to Ben for a lease.
When Cooper reached Sphinx, she parked in the lot and hurried toward the door. Dave and Nala were out in the courtyard again, the same as yesterday, engaged in a shouting match. Unlike yesterday, though, Cooper didn’t have the time to politely wait for them to finish. She needed to retrieve her screwdriver and get Kenneth’s alibi, all while hiding her motives from Kenneth, and all very quickly so she could get on with the day’s repairs.
She paused at the edge of the courtyard, in plain view of Dave and Nala. They were in front of the door, right where she needed to go. Cooper took a deep breath, as if preparing to dive headfirst into a shark tank, and as courageously as possible pushed forward, unable to block out the vitriol.
“Me? You’re upset with me for being gone last night?” Dave was so intent in his shouting that he didn’t even notice Cooper’s approach. “Because you’re out of the house all the time! Who are you out with anyway? Or are you gonna try to tell me you’re by yourself? Because I wouldn’t believe that no matter—”
“I’m not out of the house all the time,” Nala replied, matching Dave’s volume and venom. “If you were ever there, you’d know that. But you! Every night at the Black Boot Tavern. Every single night of the week! Do you have any idea what it’s like to know that your husband would rather spend every night at the bar than with you? It’s humiliating!”
“That’s humiliating? At least you know where I am.”
Ducking between them, Cooper mumbled, “Excuse me,” and made a mental note of the bar Nala mentioned. If Dave really did make a habit of patronizing the Black Boot, Quinton and Bryant might be able to find him there to inquire about his alibi.
By the time Cooper got inside the office, she felt as though her ears had been assaulted. The angry shouting echoed in them, making her dizzy. How could two people fight so often and so vehemently? Cooper said a quick prayer, asking God to never let her understand it, and ventured further into the office.
With Dave and Nala out front and Christine still at the station, Cooper expected to find Kenneth and Mandy hard at work, but the office was empty. Mandy wasn’t at her desk, and Kenneth wasn’t anywhere to be seen.
“Great,” Cooper muttered. “All this way and I won’t get to talk to him.”
She hurried over to the office machines and got down on all fours. The glint of metal winked at her from underneath the color copier.
“There you are.” She slid her fingers under the machine and grabbed hold of the handle. “I thought I might find you here.”
With the screwdriver in hand, she stood and brushed off her uniform front. Looking up, she met Kenneth’s gaze. He was just outside his office, a file folder in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other. His eyes were glazed over and red. He looked as though he hadn’t slept at all.
“Can I help you?” he asked.
Cooper panicked. Why was she here again?
“It’s Cooper, right?”
She nodded. “Yeah, I . . . uh . . . I left a tool here. I hope you don’t mind, but I needed to come back and get it.”
“Did you find it all right?”
Cooper held up the screwdriver for him to see.
“Good. Sorry you had to come all the way out here for a screwdriver.”
“It was my own fault.” She glanced around. “The office is pretty empty today.”
Kenneth looked around the office, his brow raised, as if he’d only just realized no one was there. He sipped his coffee, thinking. “Let’s see. We had a big meeting this morning with an important client, and we’ve got another meeting this afternoon, so everybody’s taking a little break. I think Dave, Nala, and Mandy went to lunch. And Christine . . . Well, you know where Christine is.”
Cooper toyed with the tool, twirling it in her hands. “I don’t know about you, but I’m still in shock over that.”
“You mean about Christine getting arrested?”
“I don’t believe she did it. Do you?”
Kenneth stared into his coffee mug for a moment. “If you’d asked me a few weeks ago, I wouldn’t have believed any of this was possible. Now . . .”
“But Christine?” Cooper asked. “Do you really think she’d hurt anyone?”
“I guess not. Maybe. I don’t know.” He waved for her to come closer. “Come into my office. Let’s talk.”
He sat at his desk, and when Cooper entered, he said, “Close the door.”
She did as he asked, taking a seat in one of the plush leather chairs across from him. She sank into the well-cushioned seat. Either Sphinx was doing very well or Kenneth simply had very expensive taste in furniture.
“I realize no one else knows why you were really here yesterday,” Kenneth began. “And I won’t tell them, if that’s what you’d prefer. Furthermore, I fully understand if you feel the need to look into the situation, given what happened to Christine. However, if you’re going to come in here and investigate, you need to keep me apprised of what’s going on.”
“That sounds fair to me.”
“I also want you to know that I’m on your side. I want to find Sinclair’s killer just as badly as you do. Probably more.”
“I doubt that.”
“Don’t misunderstand me. I’m sure you’re more concerned with freeing Christine, but I’m more concerned with finding a killer, regardless of who it turns out to be. That being said, I really don’t believe Christine did it.”
Cooper felt a wave of relief wash over her. “But a minute ago you sounded like you weren’t so sure.”
“I was being cynical. Let me put it this way. I don’t believe Christine killed Sinclair, but I wouldn’t bet my life on it.”
Cooper’s relief diminished somewhat. Having Kenneth as an ally was better than making an enemy, though, meaning she needed to be even more careful about how she broached the topic of alibis. Kenneth couldn’t think he was in her sights as a replacement for Christine behind bars.
“How’s her brother handling all this?” Kenneth asked, his voice thick with what sounded like real concern.
“To be honest, not well at all.” A dose of candor might make this go easier. “He’s scared and upset. So am I. We’re trying to figure out how to prove her innocence.”
“Sometimes easier said than done. I’m surprised she doesn’t have an alibi. Wasn’t she with someone else from the office?”
“She met Mandy for supper, but that was after Sinclair’s death. At the time his watch stopped, Christine was watching one of the street performers juggle chain saws.” Cooper leaned forward. This was the perfect moment. She could slip in the question of his alibi without ever directly asking about his alibi. “I don’t suppose you saw her and can vouch for her whereabouts.”
Kenneth shook his head. “I spent most of that time on the phone with a big client. As much as Sinclair wanted that day to be all play and no work, it just wasn’t feasible. Let me tell you, conference calls are not easy to accomplish at a loud festival. I did catch sight of Dave at one point, walking around looking grumpy. I’m not even sure what time that was, or where he was headed. So unfortunately, I really can’t vouch for anyone. Wish I could.”
A conference call. That would be easy enough to prove. “Well, it was worth a shot,” Cooper said with a shrug.
Kenneth grew quiet, and Cooper sensed it was time to leave. Just before she stood to bid him farewell, he reached down to his bottom desk drawer. From it, he produced the ledger from Sinclair’s office. He set it on the desk and began to drum his fingers on it. “Do you know what this is?”
“Sinclair’s ledger. You showed it to us yesterday. Why do you ask?”
“Because I was up all night looking at it, searching through it, trying to make sense of it. I didn’t get much rest.”
That explained the red eyes and the glazed-over expression, but Cooper could see that there was more than simple exhaustion in his face. She noted the lines by his mouth and the pallor in his cheeks. “You found something, didn’t you?”
Kenneth turned his gaze from the ledger to look Cooper in the eye. “I did.” Abruptly, he broke eye contact, staring at his mug and dragging his finger around the rim. “That is, I think I did. I’m not sure. I might have.”
Cooper fought the temptation to make a remark about the lack of clarity, and instead offered a kind smile. “What is it you think you may have found?”
“I think money is missing.”
“Missing? As in gone from the company?”
“Gone. Without a trace.”
“And you’re certain it’s not just in another column or something.”
Kenneth shrugged, brow furrowed in uncertainty. “I’m as sure as I can be, but I’m no accountant. I suppose I should take the ledger to that inspector from the police station—McNamara.” He shook his head. “I don’t want to cry wolf if it’s nothing, though . . . especially if checking into the ledger detracts from finding the killer. Wouldn’t that be a waste? Besides, I’m not comfortable handing it over until I know what it means.”
“It means somebody took money, doesn’t it? What else could it mean?”
Again, Kenneth stared into his mug.
Cooper waited for a response, but when one didn’t come, she leaned forward in her chair, curious to hear what was going through his mind. “Is something else bothering you, Kenneth? Something you’re not telling me?”
He drew in a deep breath. “At about three this morning, after I’d discovered that funds were missing, I started thinking about the implications. The police inspector’s initial idea was that Sinclair killed himself.”
“Considering what happened to Christine, I’d say he’s past that suspicion.”
“Yes, but here’s the weird thing about the ledger.” He folded his hands on his desk and sat up a little straighter. “We keep all of the books electronically, but Sinclair also liked to keep a separate ledger by hand, as I told you. According to the ledger, money is missing, but according to the electronic books, everything is normal.”
“Let me see if I understand this correctly. The computer software doesn’t show that money is missing?”
He nodded. “I don’t know what that means, and I hate to think what the police will make of it. What if they think Sinclair took the money?”
“I wouldn’t have thought of that.”
“You weren’t up at three o’clock thinking about it.”
Cooper said nothing. He did have a point.
He continued. “At this point, I’m not sure if I should go straight to the police or if I should try to figure out the significance of the ledger before I go to them. I’d rather know the whole truth before I involve the officials.”
“It sounds like you’ve made your decision. You want to know the truth first.”
“Yes, but who can I trust to look at the ledger and give me an honest report?”
Cooper slid the screwdriver into her pocket. “I happen to have a good friend who’s an accountant. I could take the ledger to him and see if he’d mind taking a look. What do you think?”
Kenneth’s expression relaxed, and he almost smiled. “I think that’d be great! I’ll get you a printout of the electronic copy, too. I can’t thank you enough.”
“Don’t thank me until I have some news for you.”
“At least let me thank you for looking at the printers. They’re working like new again. I made a note to call your company and get you on retainer for when we need repairs.”
Cooper grinned. All in all, it was turning out to be a very successful visit.
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At a little before seven a.m. Saturday, Cooper’s eyes popped open, and as hard as she tried, she couldn’t get back to sleep. She spent a good half hour lying in bed, resting, while her cats, Moses and Miriam, pounced at each other and bounded over her. When they finally slowed down, she rose and dressed at a leisurely pace, meandered down to the kitchen, and slowly ate breakfast.
Mama and Daddy were out making cookie deliveries, and Grammy was in her room doing her morning devotional, having been out late at a church potluck. That left Cooper alone to fend off Popeye, who was a little too interested in her bacon and eggs. She finally gave in and broke off a crispy piece of bacon for him, dropping it by her feet. He gobbled it up without even chewing, then sat back and smiled, his tongue hanging out of the side of his mouth.
She checked the time. Not even nine o’clock yet. And she didn’t have plans until after lunch. She was meeting Nathan and Quinton at the hospital to visit John and see how he was coming along. After visiting last Sunday with Savannah and Trish, Cooper hadn’t been back to the hospital, but Savannah and Trish both had. Monday night, Savannah went with Jake. Tuesday, Bryant took a turn. Wednesday Quinton went in, undoubtedly bringing a dessert with him. Thursday, Trish and her husband, Phil, visited after making an unproductive trip to the IHOP to try and find John’s dog tags. And last night, Savannah and Jake dropped by a second time. So far, none of them had actually been there when John was awake, but the doctor assured them this was due to his heavy-duty pain medication and not because he wanted to avoid having company.
Maybe today would be the day he’d finally be coherent. What a nice surprise that would be! If John was awake, and she, Nathan, and Quinton could talk to him, maybe it would take Nathan’s mind off of Christine’s situation for just a little while. There was nothing Nathan could do for his sister at the moment, and a distraction would do him good.
Until she met them at one, however, Cooper’s day was wide open, and it was shaping up to be quite lazy. She took her morning cup of Joe out back and admired the perfect blue sky. Three little hummingbirds flitted through the air, enjoying Mama’s flower bed. Columbus watched them with obvious interest.
She lingered a while longer in her pajamas until she worked up the gumption to change and get going. When she opened the garage door to get started on a new birdhouse project, she was just in time to see Grammy getting into the passenger side of an old Chevy Caprice.
From her vantage point in the garage, Cooper could see a man with thick white hair and an equally white smile sitting behind the wheel. His face was unfamiliar, but Grammy seemed happy enough to go with him. Cooper took a few steps closer and waved, hoping to catch Grammy’s eye and ask a few questions, but she was too slow. Before she could flag them down, Grammy was in the car and the Caprice was headed down the road.
Cooper watched the car shrink in the distance as her curiosity grew. Grammy hadn’t mentioned going anywhere today, and she hadn’t mentioned a gentleman friend. Where was she off to on a Saturday morning? And who was the man behind the wheel? Then, what began as simple curiosity became something more. It became concern. Was everything all right with Grammy? Was she lonely? And was the man trustworthy? Was he a good man?
Grammy had always made a habit of prying into Cooper’s life, not simply to satisfy curiosity but to take care of her. Maybe it was time for Cooper to return the favor.
 
• • •
 
A few hours of working and wondering later, and Maggie and Earl pulled into the driveway.
Cooper followed them inside. “How’d the deliveries go?”
“Just fine, thanks for asking,” Maggie replied, taking a seat on the couch and picking up a book off the coffee table. “Your daddy was a big help.”
Earl disappeared into the other room and returned with some kind of circuitry. He sat at the other end of the couch and tinkered. Cooper sat between them. “So . . . who was Grammy with?”
“With?” Earl glanced up. “Who was she with?”
“That’s what I want to know. She left with a man.”
“Oh, did she leave already?” Maggie asked. She closed her book and set it in her lap. “I don’t suppose you saw if she took her lunch with her. I packed it last night. Sure hope she didn’t forget it.”
“So do you know who she’s with?”
Maggie shook her head. “No idea. Ask your daddy.”
Before Cooper could direct the question to him, Earl shook his head and without looking up said, “No idea.”
Cooper looked from one to the other. “Neither of you knows where she’s going or who she’s with.”
“I guess not,” Maggie replied.
“And that doesn’t bother you?”
At this Earl looked up from his work and laughed. “Cooper, she’s not our teenaged daughter! We don’t track her every move. She’s my mother, and she’s entitled to her privacy. She asked Maggie if she could take some leftovers for lunch today, and so Maggie packed them up. If your Grammy had wanted us to know her plans, she’d have told us.”
That didn’t even begin to satisfy. Cooper was about to press the issue further when Maggie turned the page of her book and casually changed the subject. “Coop, aren’t you meeting Nathan?”
Cooper looked at the clock. It was well past time to get ready to go. She hurried off to her apartment to change out of her dirty clothes, her curiosity about Grammy gnawing at her. If Cooper was running around with an unknown person doing who knows what, Grammy wouldn’t rest until she had all the details.
This time it was Cooper’s turn.
 
• • •
 
With a bag of Magnolia’s Marvels cookies and the Sphinx Digital Systems and Solutions financials in her purse, Cooper drove to the hospital to meet Nathan and Quinton. Her grammy’s mysterious friend was just one more of the many problematic thoughts swirling around in her mind, but for the time being it was the most prominent. Questions about Grammy’s company were a welcome break from fears about Christine and worries over work.
As Cooper pulled into a space on the third floor of the hospital’s parking structure, she spotted Quinton walking toward the stairwell, a Tupperware container in his hands. She quickly opened her door and stepped out.
“Quinton!” she shouted.
He spun around as he was opening the stairwell door, and seeing it was Cooper, strolled over to her truck.
“Glad you could make it,” he said. “Did you have a good morning?”
“Not too bad. I have something for you.”
“A present?” His smile disappeared when Cooper handed him the ledger and financial printouts from Sphinx. “I might have preferred a new cake plate.”
Cooper chuckled. “It’s financial information from Christine’s office. But I’ll keep the cake plate in mind.”
“What am I supposed to be doing with this?” He arched a curious brow and set his Tupperware container on the hood of Cooper’s truck so he could thumb through the ledger. “Do they need help with their taxes?”
“Not exactly,” Cooper replied and then proceeded to explain what Kenneth had told her about the missing funds.
Quinton’s face brightened. “I’ve always wanted to try my hand at forensic accounting.”
“I’m glad you feel that way. Kenneth will be very grateful to know what you find. He’s pretty worried about all of this.”
“I’ll get right on it this weekend. Mind if I leave it with you until we’re done here? I don’t really want to carry the company’s financial information around the hospital.”
Cooper’s cell chimed, and she looked to see a text message from Nathan. Am in lobby. Where r u?
“Nathan’s already inside,” she said, grabbing her purse. “Shall we?”
The two of them met Nathan in the lobby and made their way up to John’s room. Nathan’s complexion was marked by gray undertones, suggesting not only a lack of sleep but also an abundance of worry. His thin smile when he greeted her was obviously forced. He had spent his morning at the station, but he made no indication that he wanted to discuss it.
Cooper wanted to ask him about it but decided it would be better to wait until after the visit with John. Discussing Christine might take quite some time.
All the way up to John’s room, Cooper thought about the possibility of seeing John awake and hearing about his ordeal in the restaurant parking lot. However, since every other visitor from the group had only seen him in a drugged sleep, she expected no change. That’s why, when the three of them entered his room, Cooper was surprised to see John sitting up in his bed, watching TV. He cast a disinterested glance in their direction.
“You’ve got the wrong room,” he said simply.
Nathan looked at Cooper and Quinton, confused. He took a step closer to John. “Beg your pardon?”
“I said you’ve got the wrong room. Whoever you’re here to visit isn’t here. It’s just me.”
“We know,” Quinton said, approaching the bed and setting his Tupperware container on the bedside table. “We came to visit you.”
John eyed them suspiciously. “Why?”
“We’re the ones who found you after you were injured,” Cooper explained. “Well, us and a few others. We called the ambulance. We’ve been taking turns checking in on you all week.”
“All week?”
Cooper nodded. “This is the first time we’ve seen you awake.” John’s dubious stare continued to bore into her as she continued. “I’m Cooper. This is Quinton and Nathan. No one knew your name, so we’ve been calling you John.”
“As in John Doe.”
“Just plain John seemed more personal.”
He adjusted his pillows. “The name’s Danny. They took me off the strongest of the painkillers last night. This is the first morning I’ve felt coherent since the accident. You know, you didn’t have to visit me. I’m fine.”
“We wanted to,” Quinton declared. He opened up his Tupperware box, and immediately the room filled with the rich, sweet smell of cocoa. “Brought you a little something. Figured you might want some non-hospital food.”
Danny eyed the cupcakes, but when Quinton handed him one, he looked it over, as if inspecting it for explosives.
“I made them this morning,” Quinton said. “I hope you like chocolate.”
Finally, Danny took a small bite. He closed his eyes and sighed in gastronomic bliss.
“I’d say chocolate was a good call,” Nathan quipped as Danny devoured the rest of the cupcake in two large bites. Quinton was ready with another, which Danny gladly took.
Cooper reached for the bag of cookies in her purse. “Well, Danny, I hope you also like coconut cream thumbprint cookies, because my mama made these, and they’re the best.”
When he’d finished his second cupcake, Danny accepted one of the cookies, which he ate equally as happily as he had Quinton’s treats, downing a second, a third and a fourth in record time. Finally, he refused to take any more, and Cooper set the cookie bag on the bedside table, next to the rest of the cupcakes.
“I didn’t bring anything, I’m afraid,” Nathan said. He reached out his hand and shook Danny’s. “But I hope you know it’s still nice to finally meet you.”
Danny smiled. “Yeah, you, too. It was real thoughtful of you to come here. And I owe you guys for calling the ambulance. I don’t know what would’ve happened if you’d left me there like the other guy did.”
“Other guy?” Quinton asked. “Someone else found you before we did?”
“I meant the guy who ran me down. I’m not sure if he meant to or not, but I saw taillights booking it for the road, and then it was dark. Given the circumstances, I’m guessing it was intentional.”
“I don’t suppose you remember any specifics about the circumstances,” Nathan said.
Danny’s suspicious brow returned. “Are you guys with the cops or something? Because if you are, you should know I already talked to that inspector this morning. Mac-something.”
“McNamara?” Cooper asked.
“So you know him.”
“He’s a good detective, but we’re not connected to him . . . not officially, at least.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means we cross paths with him more than he’d probably prefer. We like to help people when we can, and sometimes that means we’re peripherally involved in McNamara’s cases. Would you mind talking to us, even though you’ve already talked to him?”
Danny shrugged. “I guess not. What do you want to know?”
“Anything you can remember,” Nathan replied. “Do you recall what the guy looked like who hit you? Did you get a good look at the car? Did you catch the make and model?”
“No, no, and no.”
Nathan took a step back, deflated. Quinton offered Danny another cupcake, which he wolfed down, much to Cooper’s surprise. He wasn’t slowing down at all.
“Why don’t you just tell us what you can remember,” Cooper said. “Maybe we can piece something useful together.”
Danny licked the chocolate frosting off his fingers and began. “I’m not sure what time it was, but it was a few hours after the sun went down. I was out in back of the restaurant.”
“What were you doing back there?” Quinton asked. “If you don’t mind me asking.”
“When people send back food, the kitchen usually throws it into the trash. But Tara—she’s one of the waitresses there—knows me. She brings it out back in to-go boxes and leaves it right by the door for me. Anyway, while I was back there, I heard a window break. I was curious, so I came around to the side of the parking lot. Somebody was taking something out of a truck.”
Cooper winced at the memory of her truck’s smashed window.
Danny paused. “Did I say something?”
“No, no. It was my truck that got the window smashed,” she explained. “It’s certainly not as important as what happened to you, but I was just remembering what it felt like to see that broken glass strewn everywhere.”
“Sorry about your truck.”
“You said you didn’t get a good look at the guy,” Nathan said. “Is it because it was so dark out?”
“In part. The streetlamp over the truck was broken, so there wasn’t much light. But mostly I couldn’t get a good look, because he was wearing a jacket with a hood on it, so there was a shadow over his face.”
“What else did you notice about him?”
Danny closed his eyes, remembering. “He was average height, I guess. Kinda skinny. He saw me and ran to his car—some kind of sedan. I chased him, and before he could get away, I got hold of what he’d taken.”
“A camera,” Cooper said.
Danny nodded. “That was it. He cut my arm. Then he kneed me. Hard. I fell over and hit my head on the pavement. Things went a little blurry. I tried to stand up, and that’s when he pushed on the gas.” He paused, visibly shaken by the memory. “After he hit me, I was awake for just a few seconds. I could see him drive away.”
He reached for the cookies and ate two more.
Gently, Nathan asked, “Do you remember anything else?”
Danny shifted in the bed and grimaced, catching his breath. “Stupid ribs just aren’t healing fast enough for my taste.” After a few seconds, the grimace disappeared, and he breathed normally again. “Sorry about that. I don’t remember anything else.”
Another cupcake down the hatch, and he laid his head back. Cooper hoped all those sweets weren’t going to give him a horrible stomachache.
“You know,” Danny said, eyes closed and a peaceful expression on his face. “I shouldn’t be eating so much, but I can’t help it. Those cupcakes taste just like ones my aunt used to make.”
Cooper’s ears perked up at the reference to family. She’d assumed he had no family. Maybe she was mistaken. Maybe there was someone else who was wondering where he was and how he was doing. “Is your aunt in Richmond, too?”
Danny flashed a little smile. “I don’t have any family, if that’s what you’re getting at. My folks are both gone, and my aunt is in a nursing home in Montana. She doesn’t remember her own name half the time, let alone mine. I’ve got no siblings. No wife. No kids. It’s just me.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”
“No harm done. Besides, being alone isn’t all bad. You get used to it after a while.” He shifted again, unable to get comfortable, and Cooper saw a glint of silver at his neck. It was the chain Cooper, Savannah and Trish had seen in his bag on Sunday.
“Were you in the military?” she asked.
Danny stretched out his arm, and Cooper could see the military tattoo that wrapped around his forearm. He removed the chain from around his neck. “When I came to in the hospital, the chain was here, but the tags weren’t. I feel naked without ’em, you know?”
Cooper twirled her engagement ring around her finger. “I have some idea of what you mean.”
“At least when I’m wearing the chain, I forget the tags are gone.” He slipped the chain on again. “Doc says they weren’t with the rest of my stuff. Guess they fell off when that car hit me.”
“A friend of ours looked for them,” Cooper said. “Trish. She and her husband made a trip out to the restaurant to try and find your dog tags, but no one had seen them. I’m sorry.”
“I appreciate you trying. There’s probably as much of a chance of finding those tags as there is of finding the guy who ran me over.”
Quinton put his hand on Danny’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Don’t say that. The police are working hard to find—”
Danny shook his head. “Save the speech,” he said curtly. “I know how these things go. Besides, I asked that inspector what the chances were of catching the guy.”
“What did he say?” Nathan asked.
“He skirted the question, which was answer enough.”
“I realize the prospects aren’t great,” Cooper said. “But if anyone can find the guy, it’s Inspector McNamara. He takes his job very seriously.” She could see Nathan bristle beside her; McNamara might take his job seriously, but he’d also arrested Christine. Cooper quickly added, “He’s not infallible, but he’ll do his best.”
“And we’ll help you out in any way we can,” Quinton added. “Whatever you need. Just let us know.”
“That’s nice, but I’m not sure how you can help.”
“We can bring desserts.” Quinton grinned and offered Danny another cupcake. Danny declined.
“More importantly, we can be here for you,” Nathan said, having shaken off his obvious discomfort at Cooper complimenting McNamara. “You said before that being alone isn’t all bad, and maybe that’s true. But you’re not alone. You’ve got us, the whole group. We’re here for you. You don’t have to go through this by yourself.”
The corners of Danny’s mouth turned up ever so slightly in a little grin. “It’s been a long time since I got an offer that good. Thanks.” The smile disappeared in a yawn and then a grimace. The time for visiting had come to an end, and the time for rest had come.
“We should probably go,” Cooper said. “If you remember anything else from the attack, please let us know.”
Quinton put the lid on the Tupperware container and left it on the bedside table with the cookies. “Hope you enjoy the food. When I come back for the container, I’ll bring something else tasty.”
“And I’ll bring some more of my mama’s cookies,” Cooper added.
“I won’t say no,” Danny replied. “Look forward to seeing you.”
Nathan pulled one of his business cards out of his pocket and set it beside the cupcakes. “If you need anything in the meantime, let me know. My cell is usually on.”
Once Cooper, Nathan, and Quinton were in the lobby, Cooper decided the time had finally come to broach the topic of Nathan’s morning visit. Considering his reaction when Cooper had said something nice about McNamara, she guessed the visit hadn’t gone well.
“So . . .” she began cautiously. “How was your morning, Nathan?”
He looked down and rubbed his eyes hard. “Not the best.”
Quinton and Cooper exchanged a pained look. They both cared about Nathan, and seeing him hurt was almost as bad as being hurt themselves.
“Did you see the hospital garden?” Quinton asked. Cooper wondered why he was changing the subject, but allowed him to continue. “It’s really beautiful. Well-maintained. Clean. A good place to talk, if you’re interested.”
Nathan nodded, and quietly he and Cooper followed Quinton out the front door and around the side of the hospital to a half-hidden garden just off the cafeteria. Here, the sidewalk stopped, replaced by a flagstone path, flanked on both sides by flowers and small trees. The path split into two branches with perfectly green grass spanning the area between them. In the open areas stood bird feeders and birdbaths in full use. Cooper watched two sparrows splash around in the water, and she couldn’t help but smile.
Quinton continued walking until they came to a bench just off the path, and here they sat, in the shade of a peach tree.
For a few minutes, they were silent. Cooper and Quinton waited patiently for Nathan to tell them about his morning. He was in no hurry to talk.
Finally, Quinton pointed to the sparrows in the birdbath. “Did you see those?” he asked.
Nathan nodded.
“They seem so happy,” Cooper said. “Makes me glad.”
Quinton continued. “I was doing my morning devotion today, and I read something about sparrows. It might help you to think about it.”
Nathan turned to him. “What did you read?”
“In the Bible, in the book of Matthew, it says that not one little sparrow will fall to the ground without being in the care of God. It goes on to say that you—all God’s children—are worth more than many sparrows put together. So if God won’t let the sparrow fall without taking care of it, then you know He’s really going to take care of you. And He’s going to take care of Christine, too.”
Nathan took a deep breath. “I needed to hear that. I guess things aren’t as bad for Christine as they could be. McNamara said they’ll be keeping her the full seventy-two hours unless something happens to clear her before then, but he pulled me aside before I left and told me he didn’t think there was enough on Christine to make the charges stick, so she’ll probably be out by Sunday evening.”
“McNamara told you that?” Cooper asked, surprised. “He seemed so cynical when I told him Christine was innocent. I’m amazed he was so positive.”
“That’s the good part. When I talked with Christine, she was so down. She couldn’t sleep, and she’s terrified of being put in prison.”
“Sounds like she doesn’t have to worry about prison, though,” Quinton said.
Nathan shrugged. “McNamara really doesn’t know for sure, and even if he were certain, Christine’s still scared about it. If, by the end of the seventy-two hours, the prosecutor wants to indict, she’ll have to go to county until she posts bail.”
Cooper took Nathan’s hand. “If it ever comes to that, you know I’ll be giving you whatever I have for bail money.”
“That goes for all of us,” Quinton added.
“Thanks,” Nathan replied. “Christine knows I’d put up bail money, and so would our parents. There’s always the possibility, though, that she’ll have to spend time in a cell. A real cell. Not the little holding cell at the station.” He rubbed his eyes. “It was so hard to see her like that. Locked up, scared. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so . . . so miserable before.”
“If Savannah were here, she’d probably talk about Paul,” Cooper said. “You know, the apostle who spent a lot of time in jail.”
Nathan surprised Cooper with a laugh. “Didn’t she name her Monopoly playing piece after him?” he asked.
“I think so,” Quinton replied. “Unlike Paul, though, it sounds like Christine won’t be behind bars much longer.”
“I hope you’re right. I don’t think we’ve made much progress finding the real . . . and I haven’t been able to figure out how to corroborate Christine’s alibi.” He started wringing his hands. “I haven’t been able to do anything to help her. Nothing at all. Am I the worst brother in the world?”
“You are easily the best brother in the world,” Cooper argued. “You love Christine, and she knows it. You’ve spent as much time at the station as McNamara will allow. And you’ve been racking your brain to figure out how to exonerate her. Those, Nathan, are the marks of an amazing brother.”
Nathan turned to her and pulled her into a tight hug. “Thank you, Cooper.” He hugged her for a long time, and when he finally pulled away, he said, “It’s settled then. Celebration party at my house tomorrow night. In honor of Christine’s release. Everybody’s invited.”
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Sunday morning, Cooper pulled into the church parking lot, straightened her blouse, and headed into Bible study. A big part of her had wanted to stay home today and shut out the rest of the world. She wanted to forget the week and how stressful it had been. She wanted to sit with Moses and Miriam, eat cookies, and watch happy movies. But she came anyway.
Greeted by the smell of a strong French roast and warm donuts wafting down the hallway, she was immediately glad she had.
However, when she entered the science classroom where the Sunrise Bible Study Group met, she noticed that the smell of breakfast wasn’t the only one awaiting her. There was a strong chemical stench in the air. Searching for the source, she pinched her nose. When Jake and Bryant spotted her, they laughed. Quinton was too busy enjoying his cruller to be bothered by the smell, but Trish looked as repulsed as Cooper felt.
“You don’t like our morning perfume?” Jake asked with a chuckle.
“What is that?” Cooper asked. “A science project gone awry?”
“I think they’re dissecting frogs,” Bryant replied. “I found a few in the fridge.”
Cooper fought an involuntary gag. She’d never considered herself a particularly squeamish
girl when it came to dealing with the less pleasant side of science, but frog dissection stirred up a mess of unpleasant memories. The basketball players at her high school had decided to switch the dead frogs for live ones, so that when Cooper and her lab partner were preparing to cut into it, the poor frog leapt off the table. It had terrified Cooper and caused her lab partner to faint, while the jocks roared with laughter.
“Maybe we could move into a different room today,” she suggested, trying to breathe through her mouth. It helped reduce the odor, but only slightly, and now she could faintly taste formaldehyde as the air passed over her tongue.
Bryant shook his head and leaned back in his chair, seemingly indifferent to the stench. “We checked the other doors. They’re all locked . . . unless you want to have Bible study in one of the restrooms.”
Cooper was tempted to accept the offer, but instead made a beeline to the coffee. If she kept it right in front of her face for the duration of the meeting, she’d have a nose full of French roast instead of a nose full of frog.
At the table she stood beside Trish, who lingered over the donuts until she finally picked out a Boston cream. “I think it’s good we’re in here, in spite of the smell,” Trish said, placing her donut on a napkin. “I get the feeling the science teacher enjoys loaning us his room.”
“That’s because he thinks he’s repaying a debt,” Quinton said, and Cooper knew he was right. When the school’s art teacher was killed last year, the Bible study group helped find her killer. Ever since then, the science teacher, an ardent admirer of the victim, had insisted they use his room. He even offered to share his stash of soda pop, which he kept in the fridge right alongside the frogs, worms, and other perishable science projects.
Savannah poked her head into the room. “Pastor Matthews said he doesn’t feel comfortable opening up another room without the teacher’s permission.”
“It was a good idea,” Jake said. “But you know what? You really don’t notice the smell that much after you’ve been in here for a while. You get used to it.”
“I don’t believe that for a second,” Trish said, settling into an empty seat. “Unless those chemicals have killed your nose—I mean, actually murdered your nostrils. In that case, I believe you don’t notice the smell that much.”
Everyone cracked up at that, and as Nathan entered the room, he simultaneously smiled and wrinkled his nose. “Did something funny happen? Or is that disgusting smell something like laughing gas?”
Cooper held her coffee under her nose and took a seat beside Trish. “Frog dissection. We’re making the best of it.”
“Well, I can honestly say I’ve lost my appetite,” he said, passing up both donuts and coffee and going directly to the circle of chairs. “Sorry I’m late.”
“We haven’t started, yet,” Savannah replied, her Bible open on her lap. “How’s your sister doing?”
“Not great, but . . . Look, I know we usually have a rule that we discuss business after Bible study, but do you think we could make an exception today, given the circumstances? I know you’ve all been talking to the Sphinx people, and I’ve been trying to figure out how to prove Christine’s alibi. I won’t be able to concentrate if I don’t know what you’ve all found out.”
“Neither will I,” Cooper said.
Savannah closed her Bible. “I think Ecclesiastes can wait. Nathan, why don’t you tell us how your sister’s doing, and we can all share what we know after that.”
Nathan told them about his visit with Christine Saturday morning and McNamara’s prediction that she’d be released. “I still don’t know how to prove Christine was watching that juggler,” he said as he finished. “The festival coordinators said they didn’t feel comfortable giving out the juggler’s phone number, but they gave me his name. I managed to track him down online and sent him a message through his website. Late last night he answered me. He said he couldn’t remember one face in the crowd. That was my only idea so far.”
“We’ll figure it out,” Cooper assured him, rubbing his back gently and momentarily removing the coffee from under her nose. She immediately regretted it. “By the way, I talked to Kenneth. He was on the phone with a client when Sinclair was killed.”
“Nala said she was wandering around the craft booths,” Trish said. “Of course, she was by herself at the time, so no one can verify that. She might be worth looking into.”
“I’m not sure,” Savannah argued. “I don’t think she’s capable of murder.”
“I’ll tell you who is,” Bryant said. “Dave. He refused to talk to Quinton and me about Sinclair, and he called us a few choice names before telling us to, well . . .”
“Go to a place we won’t be going, since we know Jesus,” Quinton said. “Dave definitely has anger issues. The problem is he struck me as a very impatient person.”
Nathan gave him a curious look. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“Whoever killed Sinclair, assuming his death is connected to Sphinx, had patience. They’ve been working quietly for a long time, and I doubt Dave’s temperament could handle that.”
“I’m gonna need more of an explanation. How was the killer working quietly?”
Quinton pulled his briefcase out from under his chair and set it on his lap. He pulled out the paperwork Cooper had given him the day before. “I had a chance to look over the Sphinx financials, and Kenneth was right. The numbers don’t add up.”
“Wait, what’s going on?” Savannah asked. “What numbers?”
Cooper explained to them about her meeting with Kenneth and his suspicion about the missing money.
Quinton continued. “Here’s what we know. Sinclair maintained electronic bookkeeping software, as well as his own hard-copy ledger. Looking through both, Kenneth noticed a discrepancy, as Cooper told you. When I took to them with a magnifying glass, I found that Kenneth . . .”
Everyone leaned forward in anticipation.
“. . . was correct. According to the printouts from the bookkeeping software, the company’s overhead, expenditures, and so on remained constant for the past year, while income decreased by about ten grand a month.”
Bryant whistled at the amount.
“That’s not a lot for a big corporation, but for a small company like Sphinx that amount would hurt.”
“Doesn’t sound too questionable to me,” Jake said. “Companies do poorly sometimes. The economy hasn’t been that great. Nothing to write home about.”
Savannah nodded. “Isn’t it possible they lost some clients?”
“If I’d only looked at the electronic books, then yes, that would be entirely possible,” Quinton replied. “Clients might have left, or they might have cut back on how much they used Sphinx’s services.” He pulled the ledger out of his briefcase. “However, Sinclair’s ledger tells a very different story. It shows expenditures remaining constant for the past year, while income was constant for the first six months and actually increased slightly after that.”
“What about the missing ten grand a month?” Nathan asked. “Does his ledger explain where the money went?”
“Nope. It only shows the money is missing. It doesn’t show where it might have gone.”
Trish propped her elbows on her knees and rested her head on her fists. “Ten grand a month vanished into thin air. Where does that leave us?”
Quinton slipped the ledger back into his briefcase. “I’d say it leaves us with an embezzler in the ranks of Sphinx. A very patient embezzler. That rules out Dave. Again, assuming the embezzler and the killer are the same person, and I think that’s what we’re all assuming.”
They sat in silence, mulling over Quinton’s findings.
Finally, Savannah opened her Bible again. “I realize we haven’t reached any conclusions as to how to move forward, but now might be a good time to move on to our Bible study. We can discuss the case more afterward, if you’d like. Hopefully we’ve shared enough that everyone can concentrate.”
As Savannah spoke, Nathan reached his arm toward Cooper and put it around the back of her chair. She smiled at him and then looked at the Bible study members one by one. These were some of the best people she’d ever known, and she loved them all. Realizing just how much she loved them made her realize just how much she would miss them. Maybe it wasn’t the appropriate time—given that Jake was now reading from Ecclesiastes and Nathan’s sister was in jail—but Cooper couldn’t help thinking about Nathan’s job offer in L.A.
These mornings with Savannah, Jake, Trish, Quinton, and Bryant were precious. The entire group was a second family, and Cooper was facing the prospect of leaving them. She felt a tear in her eye and faked a yawn so she could casually wipe it away. Nathan squeezed her shoulder, and she saw the warm compassion in his eyes. Doubt and confusion filled her heart. She wasn’t ready to leave, but neither was she ready to tell Nathan to pass up an amazing opportunity.
Maybe a little more time would convince her. Time and a sympathetic ear. Cooper glanced at Nathan. He wanted her to keep his news secret, but she needed to talk to someone. Someone she could trust. Someone who would give her an honest opinion.
 
• • •
 
“It’s Aunt Cooper!” Ashley exclaimed to Hannah, who smiled and giggled in her arms. “What a wonderful surprise!”
“I hope you don’t mind company for a while,” Cooper replied. “I’m in need of some sister time.”
“That I can provide, if you’ll take the next dirty diaper.”
Cooper laughed. “You’ve got a deal.”
Ashley led her into the kitchen. “Care for any leftover chicken parmesan? Lincoln made it.”
“I had no idea he was such a wiz in the kitchen.”
“One of the ladies on our church committee offered to watch Hannah yesterday evening, so Lincoln surprised me with a date night.” Ashley dished out a hearty serving of chicken from its container onto a plate for Cooper. “He had me get all dressed up, and while I was primping, he was putting the final touches on the meal. I came out of the room to find a candlelit dinner on the table with wine, fancy place settings, and chocolate cake from the bakery for dessert.”
Cooper smiled. So there were people at Ashley’s church who would watch Hannah if Cooper wasn’t there to do it. That was nice to know. “Where is the chef this afternoon?”
“Since he surprised me with dinner, I decided to surprise him with a free afternoon. I think he had big plans to wander around the hardware store for a while.”
“I hope I didn’t interrupt your quiet time. If you’d rather not have company, I can go.”
“Are you kidding? Me? The extrovert? I thrive on company.”
“Glad to hear it.” Cooper wondered if something more than extroversion made her sister happy to have company. Telltale signs of fatigue peeked through Ashley’s makeup—little bags under the eyes, a thinness to the lips, a pallor in the cheeks. Ashley was probably glad to see her, because Cooper could help her out for a little while. Cooper reached for Hannah. “Why don’t you let me hold the munchkin for a little while, and you can eat?”
“Really?” Ashley’s eyes were full of gratitude. “I’d get to have both hands free while I eat?”
“I think Hannah and I can manage for a little while. Enjoy your date night leftovers.”
Ashley handed her daughter over and sighed as she cut up her chicken. “I can’t tell you how marvelous it is to be able to use a knife and fork. Usually I have to just stab big pieces of food with my fork and tear bites off with my teeth, because I only have one hand free.”
“Doesn’t Hannah play by herself?”
“Sometimes, but she’s teething right now, and when she’s teething, she’s grouchy. When she’s grouchy, she wants to be held.”
Cooper tickled Hannah’s stomach, and the baby laughed. “This little thing? Grumpy?” Cooper shook her head. “I don’t believe that.”
“Believe it.” Ashley pulled up a stool to the counter and sat. “How are things at home?”
Cooper began to bounce Hannah on her hip. “Just fine.”
“And how are Mama and Daddy?”
“They’re all right.” Cooper gave her sister a look. “Don’t you talk to them pretty often?”
Ashley nodded. “We always talk about Hannah, and by the time we’re done with that, I have to go change a diaper, or nurse, or clean her nose. I never hear what’s happening with them.”
“Well, did you hear that Daddy got a new camera?”
“That’s fun! He can take pictures of Hannah!”
“It was stolen out of my truck.”
Ashley made a sad face. “That’s terrible, Coop . . . Although now that you mention your truck, I think Mama did tell me something. Somebody smashed your window, right? And ran over some poor man in the street?”
Cooper explained the whole situation as Ashley slowly ate her leftovers, relishing every bite.
“Wow! What a horrible night! But you said you’d been at a festival all day. Was that fun, at least?”
Cooper couldn’t help but chuckle.
“What?” Ashley asked. “Did I say something funny?”
“You really haven’t talked to Mama and Daddy much, have you?”
Ashley dropped her fork. “Oh, no. What happened at the festival?”
For the next half hour, Cooper filled her sister in on Sinclair’s murder, the hunt for a suspect, and Christine’s arrest. Ashley’s eyes grew wider at each piece of information, until Cooper was sure they couldn’t possibly open any more.
“Christine should be released later today,” Cooper concluded. “And then we can focus on finding who actually killed Sinclair, unless Kenneth’s wrong and it was suicide. That’s what’s been happening lately.”
Ashley choked down a piece of chicken that had been sitting in her mouth for several minutes while she’d listened, too enthralled to chew and swallow. “I’ve missed so much!”
“Yes, but what you’ve been doing is so much more gratifying than what I’ve been doing. I envy that, just a little bit.”
“One of these days you’ll have a little one of your own.” Ashley tickled Hannah, eliciting a grin. “Then our kids can get together on Sunday afternoons and play, while we eat lunch together and discuss the latest news. Can’t you just picture it?”
Cooper’s heart nearly broke. She swallowed back her tears. “Say . . .” she began, looking for some way to change the subject. “Do you know who Grammy’s friend is?”
“What friend?”
“The one who picked her up yesterday morning and didn’t bring her home until after supper.”
“Maybe. It’s probably someone from her church. What did she look like?”
Cooper shook her head. “Not a she. A he.”
A devious little smile spread on Ashley’s face. “A he friend? She got herself a man? Go, Grammy!”
“I take it you don’t know him.”
Ashley leaned forward, resting her elbows on the counter. “Tell me everything.”
“I don’t have much to tell, unfortunately. I was hoping you might know something. All I know is that he has white hair, and they were gone all day. When Grammy came home, she hurried off to her room, so I didn’t get a chance to talk to her.”
“That is curious. Did you ask Mama and Daddy?”
“They said that Grammy isn’t their teenaged daughter, so they don’t keep track of her schedule, and it’s her business, not theirs.”
“That’s silly.” Ashley waved her hand in the air, as if brushing aside their comments.
“I agree. She’s our grammy, after all. Shouldn’t we be concerned?”
“I doubt that we need to be concerned, but we do need to find out what’s going on. If Mama and Daddy don’t know, then it’s up to us. Keep your ears open, and if you hear anything, give me a call. I’ll do the same.” Ashley took her empty plate to the sink and rinsed it. “Speaking of older men, did I tell you what happened at church last week?”
For the next hour, Ashley and Cooper’s conversation ranged in topic from church to politics and from men to jobs. Cooper mostly listened, trying to work up the courage to tell Ashley about the possibly life-changing opportunity in her immediate future. Meanwhile, she was glad to know that Ashley was happily part of a committee again, this time helping the church-run shelter. Ashley had friends and confidantes aplenty. Knowing that would make leaving a little easier.
They moved out to the living room, and Ashley continued to talk. She said that Lincoln was doing well at work, cutting back on his hours as much as possible to spend more time with family.
Finally, Ashley asked, “So how are wedding plans progressing?”
“Slowly,” Cooper replied. “But they’re coming along. I’ll be dragging you with me to go dress shopping one of these days.”
Ashley clapped. “Yay! And how are post-wedding plans? Where are you going for your honeymoon? And what are you gonna do after you’re married? Will you move into his place or will you find a new house?”
Cooper hesitated.
Ashley continued. “Not that there’s anything wrong with the house he has, of course. But he’s lived there for a few years, so it might be nice if the two of you bought a place together. That way it won’t be his house. It’ll belong to both of you.”
Cooper drew in a deep breath. “Ashley, you have to swear you won’t tell a soul.”
Ashley’s face lit up. “You’re pregnant!”
“No!” Cooper shot her sister a dirty look. “I am not pregnant. We’re waiting until we’re married for . . . for that.”
“Sorry, sorry. I just thought that maybe . . .”
Before Ashley could finish her statement, Cooper said, “Nathan got a job offer. It’s a secret. I shouldn’t be telling you, but I just have to talk to someone about it.”
“Coop, that’s great! I thought he liked doing his freelance work, but if he got a good offer, then go for it!”
“It’s in California.”
Ashley’s excitement subsided. “California? As in . . . that state on the opposite side of the country?”
“That’s the general location.”
“Then, for heaven’s sake, don’t go for it!”
Cooper shook her head. “I need some serious advice, sis.”
Ashley thought for a moment. “Is he actually thinking of taking it?”
Cooper stared down at Hannah, who was drifting off to sleep in her arms. The baby nuzzled close to her and yawned. At least with Hannah sleeping on her, Cooper couldn’t cry; she couldn’t risk waking her niece. “The employer wants to fly him out for a trial run,” Cooper said quietly. “It’ll last a few months. Nathan wants us to use that time to find someplace to live and start planning a new life together in L.A.”
“Are you saying that Nathan just went ahead and made the decision? Because that’s abominable!” Ashley clapped her hand over her mouth, realizing she was speaking too loudly. She watched Hannah. When the baby didn’t stir, Ashley relaxed. “He should have talked to you before he accepted!”
“He did, Ashley. He’s waiting for me to tell him what I think . . . And by the way, I think abominable is a bit strong.”
“Do you really want to leave Richmond? Do you want to move across the country, away from your family? Away from your friends?”
“Of course not!” Cooper began to rock back and forth with Hannah. “I don’t want to go. I can’t even begin to tell you how much I don’t want to leave this place. Richmond is home. It’s my family’s home.” She carefully stood with Hannah and began to pace, continually bouncing the baby in her arms. “But this is a huge opportunity for Nathan. He’s so excited. I can’t be the one who holds him back, who keeps him from his dreams. He’d resent me, and I wouldn’t blame him for that.”
“Then what will you do? Do you still want to get married?”
“I’m not calling off my wedding.”
“All right. You still want to marry Nathan.”
“Yes. I want to marry him and spend our lives together . . . here in Richmond. I want our kids and your kids to be best friends and play together on Sunday afternoons while we gossip. I want Grammy to spoil our dogs. I want to be able to see a display case of Magnolia’s Marvels cookies at the store and tell everyone that Magnolia is my mama.”
Ashley rested her chin on her fist. “If you want to marry Nathan, but you don’t want to leave, then there’s not much choice. Cooper, you have to tell him you don’t want him to take the job.”
She felt ill. “How can I do that? I don’t want to stop him from seizing this opportunity. The day will come when it won’t be easy to take chances; I know that. We’ll have kids and a mortgage, and we’ll want to know for certain where that next paycheck is coming from and where it’s going. If he doesn’t do this now, he may not get another chance. He might regret it forever.”
“I see your point.” Ashley quietly scurried down the hallway and returned with a pad of paper and a pencil.
“If you have something to say, you can tell me to my face. You don’t have to write me a memo.”
“No, silly! We’re going to make a list of pros and cons. That way, when you figure out what to say to Nathan, you can back up your point with concise, thoughtful statements.”
Cooper was impressed. “Not a bad idea, sis. When did you get so smart?”
“After a few years of marriage and a few big fights that turned out to be total miscommunication, you eventually learn how to talk to men so they understand you. You just have to streamline what you’re saying.”
Cooper laughed. “I’ll go put Hannah down in her crib. Then we’ll work on streamlining.”
They talked for two more hours. All of Cooper’s fears and doubts rose to the surface, and they mixed with her tears as she poured out her heart to Ashley. She’d known she needed to talk with someone, but she hadn’t realized just how badly she’d needed to. Ashley, for her part, offered all the support and encouragement Cooper could possibly ask for.
They never actually got around to filling in the pro and con columns on paper, but by the time the hum of the garage door signaled Lincoln’s return, Cooper had found a much-needed peace. And something told her that when she saw Nathan again, she’d know what to say to him.
With a grateful hug to Ashley and a soft kiss on Hannah’s forehead, Cooper left for Nathan’s to celebrate Christine’s release. She drove to his house, expecting to find him, Christine, and the entire Bible study group waiting. Instead, she found her friends standing outside his front door.
“What’s going on?” she asked, joining them on the porch. “Why aren’t you inside partying?”
“I think we beat them here,” Trish said.
“Nathan did say Christine would be released late afternoon,” Jake said, looking at his watch. “We thought we’d give them a few more minutes before we start bothering him with phone calls.”
Cooper took her cell out of her purse. “You all are much more patient than I am.” She hit her speed-dial. A few rings later, Nathan picked up. “Hey, stranger!” Cooper said. “The whole group is waiting for you. What time are you picking up Christine?”
“I’m not. They aren’t releasing her.”
“What?” Cooper’s stomach lurched. “What do you mean they aren’t releasing her?” All eyes turned to her. “They have to, Nathan. They can’t hold her any longer without pressing charges, and McNamara said . . .”
“It isn’t up to McNamara,” Nathan replied. “It’s up to the prosecutor. And he’s charging Christine with first-degree murder.”
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The Sunrise Bible Study Group carpool pulled up outside the Richmond police station, and together they marched inside to Inspector McNamara’s office. Cooper’s eyes immediately went to Nathan, seated in front of McNamara’s desk, his face pale, his fingers nervously drumming on the arm of his chair.
McNamara was on the phone, but he saw the group before Nathan did and waved them inside. If he was at all surprised at the arrival of the entire posse, he didn’t let it show.
Nathan rose and greeted Cooper with a heavyhearted embrace.
Cooper held him close. “How did this happen?”
“I don’t know.” Nathan’s gaze never left McNamara, even when he hugged her. “He’s talking to the prosecutor now. Apparently they know each other.” He looked past her to the rest of the group. “You all didn’t have to come.”
“You couldn’t’ve kept us away,” Savannah said.
Jake glanced over at McNamara. “They don’t have proof that Christine did anything. How can they do this? How can they keep your poor sister locked up?”
“They don’t need to prove Christine committed murder,” Quinton explained to him. “That’s what the trial is for.”
“He’s right,” the inspector said, hanging up his phone. “The prosecutor doesn’t need to prove Ms. Dexter killed the victim, not yet anyway. He just has to prove he has enough of a case against her to indict.”
“What happens now?” Trish asked. “What do we do?”
“You don’t do anything,” McNamara replied. “The prosecutor will present his case to the judge first thing tomorrow morning. It’s the earliest time available for the arraignment. In the meantime, she’ll talk with her lawyer.” He eyed Nathan. “You do have a good lawyer, don’t you?”
“Christine has a friend who’s a lawyer,” Nathan replied. “He’s taking the case.”
“Good. I know the prosecutor. He’s—let’s say shrewd—when it comes to practicing law. He’s not a bad guy, but he tends to get his way in the courtroom.”
“Are you trying to tell us that Christine’s chances aren’t good?” Cooper asked. “Didn’t you say she was going to be released today?”
“I thought she would be. Ms. Lee, I assure you that I made those statements in good faith. I had to arrest Ms. Dexter. It’s my job. But I really didn’t believe the prosecutor would push for an indictment on so little evidence. It really goes back to her relationship with Mr. Gordon, a relationship she failed to disclose. That, combined with the circumstances surrounding his death . . .”
Nathan closed his eyes and shook his head slowly. “This nightmare won’t end. Can this guy really get an indictment?”
McNamara hesitated. “With any other prosecutor, I’d say it was doubtful. With him, it wouldn’t surprise me.”
“Come on, Inspector!” Jake said, throwing his hands in the air. “You know us. All of us. You know Nathan’s sister didn’t do this. How can you let this happen?”
“My job is to enforce the law,” McNamara replied. “Not just when it’s convenient for me, but all the time.” He turned to Nathan. “I truly am sorry about this, Mr. Dexter, but my hands are tied.”
“What if we prove her alibi?” Bryant asked. “What if we can prove she wasn’t in the woods when Sinclair was killed?”
“Then you’ll have ensured that the charges against Ms. Dexter are dropped. No judge will keep her locked up if she has an airtight alibi.” The inspector crossed his arms over his chest and looked at them, each in turn. “I won’t bother reminding you again that you’re not on the police force, and you shouldn’t be investigating. I doubt it would make any difference in this case, anyway.”
He came around his desk and sat on the edge, crossing his arms over his chest as he met Nathan’s eye. “Your sister’s lawyer will explain all this to you, but I’d like to give you some advance warning. You need to know that there’s the possibility your sister will be indicted. If the prosecutor didn’t think there was, he wouldn’t be pursuing an indictment. If this doesn’t turn out how you’re hoping . . .”
“We get her out on bail, right?” Cooper asked. “The judge sets bail, and Christine will be released.”
McNamara shook his head. “Not when the charge is murder. If the judge decides to indict, then Christine will be transferred to the county jail, where she’ll stay pending trial or further arraignment hearings.”
“Wait a sec,” Bryant said. “Further arraignment hearings? Why would there be more arraignments?”
“If the prosecutor decides to bring other charges against Ms. Dexter, she’ll be arraigned for those charges, too.” His phone rang again, and he answered with a gruff “What?” He listened for a moment, hung up, and turned his gaze back to Nathan. “I have to go. Mr. Dexter, I really am sorry about this.”
When the Bible study group reached the parking lot, Nathan leaned against his car, arms folded over his chest. “I don’t know what to do,” he said, his voice breaking. “I don’t know how to help her. I don’t know what to tell our parents. I talked to the festival organizers. I tracked down the juggler. I’ve tried everything I can think of to prove Christine’s alibi. Short of finding out who killed Sinclair or proving it was suicide, I can’t . . .” He stopped, shaking his head.
Cooper put her arms around him and leaned into him. “We’ll figure this out.”
“How? Can you prove Christine was watching that juggler when Sinclair died?”
He didn’t snap, but his tone was dismal. Cooper hugged him more tightly. “Wish I could. I remember that juggler. I think I took a picture of him. If I still had my camera, I might be able to provide the proof we need.”
She felt Nathan tense. He put his hands on her shoulders and held her away, looking into her eyes. “What did you say?”
“I said if I still had my camera, I might have the proof we need.” She could see the wheels in his head turning. “Why?”
“A lot of people were taking pictures that day.” Nathan began to pace, rubbing his hands together with increasing excitement. “There were professional photographers there, too. Remember?”
“Yeah, but I don’t see what that has to do with . . .”
“You said you might have gotten a picture of Christine. With all those cameras around, someone had to have gotten a photo of Christine.”
Jake and Quinton exchanged a look, and Quinton stepped closer to Nathan. “That’s a great idea,” Quinton said. “But how do you get the pictures?”
“Social media,” Nathan replied.
“What?” Savannah asked.
“Social media. Networking sites. Photo sharing sites.” With every word, he became more animated, and Cooper felt the energy surge through the entire group. His enthusiasm was contagious. “I can go onto the sites and tell people that I’m looking for pictures of the juggler.”
“Will you tell them why?” Trish asked.
He thought for a moment, and then shook his head. “That might not be a good idea. I don’t know how it might affect Christine’s case if I advertise her situation to the world. If I can get pictures of the juggler with the time and date information, though, I can sort through them to find the ones that are from the time of Sinclair’s death.”
“We can sort,” Bryant said.
Nathan looked at him quizzically.
Bryant explained. “You said that you could sort through the pictures, but you’re not doing this alone. We will sort through the pictures.”
Nathan smiled, broad and wholeheartedly—the kind of expression Cooper hadn’t seen since Christine’s arrest. “All right then. We’ll sort through the pictures. I’ll talk to the festival organizers again and get copies of the professional photos, too. There’s bound to be something there that’ll help.”
 
• • •
 
When Monday rolled around, Cooper found it odd to be at Make It Work! on the same morning when Christine was standing before a judge. She didn’t have much time to worry, though. Josh and Bobby had left messages on her machine apologizing profusely for their prolonged illnesses, and Cooper had been in the office no more than ten minutes when Ben came to her door wearing a grim expression.
“Oh, no. What is it?” Cooper dropped her pen, waiting for the bad news.
“It’s Brandi,” Ben replied. “She’s sick. Sounds like it’s the same thing Bobby and Josh have.”
Cooper felt numb. “You’re kidding.”
“I don’t suppose either of your guys are coming in today.”
“Josh has an ear infection, and Bobby relapsed after another one of his kids got sick and gave it to him again.” She drew in a deep breath. The last moment of calm before what promised to be a storm of a day. “Looks like it’s just the three of us. You, me and Emilio . . . Emilio’s still healthy, right?”
Ben nodded. “He’s fine. What do we do, boss?”
That Ben was willing to put his faith in her gave Cooper a confidence boost. “I’d say if there was ever a need for an emergency staff meeting, this is it. Get Emilio. Meet me in the conference room.”
Cooper printed the day’s repair and lease delivery/pickup schedules and went to the conference room, where Ben and Emilio were waiting.
“Emilio,” Cooper began. “How you feeling? Sore throat? Fever?”
“I’m feeling good,” Emilio replied, slicking back his smooth hair. “Ready to work.”
“Glad to hear it, because there’s going to be a lot of work to do today.” She glanced at the clock. Christine was probably entering the courtroom right now, waiting her turn on the docket. Cooper continued. “We’re down by more than half our staff. It’s up to the three of us to handle the work of eight.”
Ben leaned back in his chair, linking his fingers behind his head. The motion made his well-defined muscles flex. All those evenings at the gym had paid off. “How about this? We close up shop for a few days until at least two of the other employees are back.”
“What do we tell our clients?”
“The truth. We let them know that we have sickness in the office and that a staff of eight is down to a staff of three. Emilio can change the outgoing message to say the same thing. There’s no sense in keeping the doors open if we can’t do the work.”
“So you don’t think the three of us can do the work.”
He shrugged. “Do you?”
Cooper hesitated. “I’m not sure we can do all the work . . . but I think we can get the most important work done. We figured out how to manage without Bobby. Then, without Bobby and Josh. We’ll just have to pare down to the essentials and work hard.”
“You know, if you did decide to close up shop, nobody would think less of you for it. It’s not your fault everybody got sick. Mr. Farmer wouldn’t be upset.”
“It isn’t Mr. Farmer I’m worried about upsetting. It’s our clients.”
“My ankle’s better,” Emilio announced. “I can do deliveries and pickups if you two want to focus on repairs. And I can change the outgoing message, in case anyone calls.”
“Good,” Cooper said. “And nobody should worry about paperwork. That can wait until we’ve got a few more employees, or, worst case, until Angela gets back.” She looked from Emilio to Ben. “We can do this. We can make it work.” She stopped and smiled. “Pun unintended.”
 
• • •
 
Cooper spent all that day on the road, moving from repair job to repair job. For Bobby and Josh, this was just the usual workload, but she couldn’t remember the last time she’d repaired so many machines in a single day. Of course, there were two of them and only one of her.
Somewhere between a brief stint downtown and lunch on the go, Cooper’s phone rang. It was Nathan.
“I’ve been wondering what happened,” Cooper said, barely making a green light. “How did the arraignment go?”
“About like McNamara said it would,” Nathan replied. “The prosecutor charged her with obstruction of justice and first-degree murder. She pled not guilty to both.”
Although not unexpected, the news upset Cooper, distracting her from the road for just a moment. When she came to her senses, she found herself uncomfortably close to the SUV in front of her. She slammed on her brakes, stopping about six inches from its bumper. Cooper reminded herself that whatever Nathan told her, driving came first and conversation came second.
Nathan continued as Cooper caught her breath. “McNamara was right. The prosecutor got his way. Christine has to stay in jail until her court date.”
“So she has to go to county jail?”
“Thankfully, no. The inspector called in a favor from the judge. He got special permission for Christine to stay at the station instead of going to county, as long as the station has space.”
“That was nice of him.”
“Yeah. The only nice thing about the whole situation . . . I had to call my parents after the arraignment and tell them what’s going on.”
“What did they say?”
“They’re just as horrified as we are. They’re going to visit Christine later today.”
“You said the prosecutor is charging her with obstruction of justice. What’s he claiming she did?”
“That’s because she didn’t tell the police about her relationship with Sinclair. The prosecutor says—let’s see if I can remember it correctly—Christine ‘willingly kept vital information from the investigating officers in order to hide her involvement in the crime.’”
“Is that a serious offense?”
“According to Christine’s lawyer, if she’s found guilty, she’ll spend some time in prison . . . Of course, that won’t really matter if she’s found guilty of murder.”
Cooper’s heart broke to hear him sound so dejected. “Don’t think that way.”
“It’s hard not to.”
Pulling off the road so she could focus on the conversation, Cooper parked behind a warehouse, out of the way of other cars. “How’s your photo search coming along? Have you had a chance to post picture requests online?”
“I did that last night, as soon as I got home from the station. And first thing this morning I called the festival organizers and explained the situation. They’re sending all the professional photos from that time of day.”
“That’s nice of them.”
“Apparently having someone murdered at your event isn’t great PR. They want to figure out who’s guilty and lock them up almost as badly as we do.”
“Glad to hear it.”
“And I’ve already gotten some responses to the social media posts. Ten people have uploaded photos so far.”
“Are any of them useful?”
“I’m having them printed off as eight-by-tens with the time stamp, so we can all search through them, but I haven’t noticed Christine in any of them yet . . . I’m probably keeping you from work.”
“No,” Cooper lied. She immediately felt guilty about it. She clarified. “I pulled over so we could talk.”
“Are your repairmen still out?”
“Unfortunately, yes. Plus one of Ben’s employees. But I can talk if you . . .”
“Go do what you need to do. I’ll be okay. I did have something I wanted to ask, though, before you go. I’ve been wondering if it might be useful for us to go to the park and do a kind of walk-through of what happened.”
“What do you mean?”
“If we take the alibis we know and sort of . . . act it out. Maybe we can nail down a little better what happened.” He sighed. “It’s a stupid idea.”
“Not at all,” Cooper said. Going to the park might not tell them anything, but it would make Nathan feel useful, and that in itself was worth a lot. “Why don’t you call the Bible study members and we can get together later this week.” That should keep his mind busy for at least a few minutes. “One more thing. It doesn’t seem very important with everything else going on. You don’t have to think about it right now, but I wanted to mention it. Jake and Savannah want to know if we’re interested in a double date this Friday.”
“That seems like a long ways away right now.”
“I understand. We can talk about it later.”
On that note, Cooper pulled back onto the road and continued to her next job, thinking the whole while about Christine’s situation. If Ashley were ever arrested for something as heinous as murder—or even for something as frivolous as jaywalking—Cooper would be out of her mind trying to fix it. She could only imagine Nathan’s anxiety, his fear. He was as much of a “fixer” as she was, always on the lookout for some broken thing in need of repair. But he couldn’t repair this situation.
Neither could she.
 
• • •
 
The week continued in the same busy fashion in which it had begun. Monday afternoon was spent on the road, traveling from office to office repairing broken machines, while her evening at home was filled with the paperwork she’d told the others to ignore.
On Tuesday, Bobby came into the office, determined to do his share of the work, only to throw up after changing into his uniform. Cooper sent him home, hoping he hadn’t exposed the whole office. Josh’s ear infection had only gotten worse, landing him in the ER, where he received strict instructions to take it easy for a few more days.
Ben divided his time between repairs and leasing, helping Emilio determine the lease jobs of highest priority in between drives to client offices. Emilio delivered machines and kept tabs on the office phones, calling clients to inform them of the situation at Make It Work! and to apologize for any inconvenience. When he told several of the lease customers they’d be allowed to keep their machines a few more days at no additional cost, they didn’t seem to mind at all.
When Wednesday rolled around, Nathan texted to say the Bible study group was meeting at the park that night. So after a very long and exhausting ten-hour day at work, Cooper dragged herself to her truck and drove out to the park.
The sun was setting as Cooper pulled in beside Nathan’s car. The group stood in the dirt lot, waiting for her. Jake and Bryant both shined powerful flashlights over Nathan’s shoulder while he bent over the hood of his car, studying something. Savannah spoke with Trish, who was still dressed in her business pant suit.
Cooper took a few deep breaths in an effort to wake up and then joined them. “What did I miss?”
“We’re still waiting for Quinton,” Nathan replied, after greeting her with a kiss. “I put together a little plan, based on what Christine, her lawyer, and McNamara told me.” He handed her what he’d been looking at—a yellow legal pad with a crude drawing of the park and little notes all over it.
“What’s all this?”
“What Christine saw, where people claimed they were, stuff like that. Her lawyer gave me his extra legal pad.”
Cooper couldn’t make out any of the writing. “How is Christine doing?”
“Okay . . . given the circumstances. She’s still at the station, thanks to McNamara. When I went to see her yesterday afternoon, the whole Sphinx crowd was there visiting.”
“That was sweet of them. What did they say about her . . . circumstances?”
He shrugged. “They mostly avoided the topic. They asked how she was, but nobody mentioned Sinclair, or jail, or anything like that. In fact, they went out of their way to find other things to talk about.”
“Such as?”
“They told her how well the printers were working—which should make you very happy—and she told them about you guys finding Danny in the restaurant parking lot. I told her about it the other day when I talked to her. The closest anyone came to actually mentioning the situation was when Kenneth assured her that her job was safe and would be waiting for her when she got out.”
Quinton pulled in on the other side of Nathan’s truck and stepped out of his car, bakery box in hand. “I brought pastries!” he announced. “They’re store bought, I’m afraid, but I figured a little food would be just the thing to get us off to a good start. Who needs a snack?”
Everyone gathered around. Cooper wound up with a powdered-sugar-dusted beignet—not the healthiest of suppers, but preferable to nothing. Nathan wolfed down his bear claw, and as the others ate, he held up the yellow legal pad in the fading light.
“This is what we’re going to look at tonight,” he said. “We’re going to figure out where everyone was when Sinclair died, along with their proximity to the crime scene. We also need to compare the alibis they gave Inspector McNamara with the alibis they gave us.”
“How did you get the alibis they gave McNamara?” Trish asked.
“Christine’s lawyer provided them. We’ll use that information to walk through the whole evening and visualize everything. We need to see if any details are missing or don’t fit quite right. If you have an idea about what to look for, give a shout. Any questions?”
His question was answered with a collective head shake. Cooper went to her truck to retrieve her flashlight from the glove compartment. It was nice to see Nathan taking charge and sounding so confident. He had a task to complete, and it seemed to take his mind off of feeling helpless.
Flashlight protruding from her pocket, Cooper took Nathan’s hand as he led the group to the first stop on his map. They walked from the parking lot, past the now-empty area where the food trucks had been, across the lawn that had been teeming with festivalgoers and toward a spot beside the path leading off to the lake.
In the still of twilight, an eerie hush settled over the park, interrupted only by the occasional hooting of an owl and the rattling of the ash trees in the breeze. Under different circumstances, this could have been a beautiful, relaxing evening, but images of that night prevented any kind of serenity. The red glow of the setting sun only reminded Cooper of the bloodshed. The flowers just off the path brought to mind the picture of Sinclair shrouded by wild bleeding heart.
Cooper treaded softly across the grass, the anxiety rising inside her. She held Nathan’s hand more tightly. Of course, the killer wasn’t there at this moment, but the consequences of his presence lingered. She could feel the darkness closing in around her. She shuddered.
Nathan let go of her hand and turned to face the group. Jake and Bryant turned on their flashlights, and Cooper was glad to see so much light spilling from them. She pulled her own flashlight from her pocket and switched it on. The anxiety began to subside.
“So where are we?” Jake asked. “I mean, I know where we are, but what’s the significance on that map of yours?”
“This is the last place where the entire Sphinx group was together,” Nathan explained. “At four p.m., Sinclair called the group together near this very spot, and he told them they had free time until six, when they’d meet at the food trucks to have supper together.”
“Where did they all go from here?” Trish asked.
Nathan consulted his legal pad. “Nala looked around the craft booths. Christine did, too. Kenneth spent most of his time on a conference call. Dave told the police he went for a walk to blow off some steam. Mandy went to check out the amphitheater.”
“And where did Sinclair go?” Bryant asked.
“He headed up the path to the lake. For almost two hours the six of them wandered around, everyone on their own.”
“They must have crossed paths,” Quinton said. “Did any of them see each other?”
“They did.” Nathan turned the page of his notepad and read his notes. “According to the attorney, Christine saw Nala at the craft booths, before Nala went for her walk. Mandy says she saw Kenneth pacing and messing with his phone. Dave saw Christine wandering through the food trucks sometime before they were supposed to meet. And at some point, Kenneth saw Dave walking around.”
“Sounds like they could almost be each other’s alibis,” Savannah commented. “Provided they all saw each other later, too, and not just at the start.”
“That’s the problem,” Nathan said. “They saw each other, but none of them can remember the actual time. What we do know for sure is where they started and where they ended up.”
“The more we know about the day, the better,” Jake commented.
Savannah leaned against him. “There’s something odd about where everyone was, don’t you think?”
“Not really,” Cooper replied.
“Didn’t you hear it?”
Cooper shook her head. “It sounded fine to me.”
Savannah smiled. “That’s because you weren’t really listening. One person wasn’t mentioned at all. No one saw him.”
There was a moment of silence as everyone thought. Trish finally said, “Sinclair.”
Savannah nodded. “No one saw Sinclair. Why is that?”
Bryant raised his hand, as if in a classroom. “Wasn’t the original theory that Sinclair committed suicide? If he did, he probably spent a lot of time alone, thinking.”
“That’s true,” Nathan agreed. “He might have wandered off into the woods and stayed there until he killed himself.”
“That could explain it,” Savannah said. “But I think we should keep looking.”
“Agreed,” Nathan said. “Let’s head to where Sinclair died.”
Nathan held out his hand to Cooper, and she took it, reluctantly venturing down the winding path in the shadow of the woods. It was burned into her memory like a terrible nightmare—the path, the willow tree, the shadows. When they reached the wild bleeding heart, for just a moment she could see Sinclair’s body in the darkness.
“Nathan, Cooper, you’ll have to tell us what you saw back here,” Jake said, gesturing toward the whole area. “You’re the only two who saw it.”
“I was mostly paying attention to Christine,” Nathan replied. “Cooper, do you remember?”
Cooper nodded. She remembered the scene perfectly. Vividly. “He was lying right there.” She pointed to the flowers. “There was blood everywhere—the trees, the grass, his clothes, his pin, his hands, and his watch. He had a gun in his hand.”
Bryant scratched his chin. “Which hand?”
Cooper closed her eyes and pictured it. “His left.”
“Was he left-handed?”
Nathan nodded. “Kenneth said he was ambidextrous.”
“So basically, it looks like he killed himself,” Jake said. “Why on earth did McNamara decide to investigate it as a homicide?”
“He’s a homicide detective,” Trish replied. “He’s always looking for a murder to solve.”
“On the night Sinclair died, McNamara said the ground looked like there might have been a struggle.” Cooper knelt down, shining her flashlight on the ground. “There were footprints—at least two sets. I didn’t think anything of it, since the park was full that day, but the inspector seemed to think it was important.”
“Sounds like pretty thin reasoning to me,” Quinton said. “But they don’t have to explain why they opened the investigation. They just have to explain why they’re arresting you when they arrest you.”
“Christine’s lawyer gave me a little more insight,” Nathan said. “Mostly because I blocked him in in the station parking lot and told him I wouldn’t move until he explained why all this was happening.”
“That’s one way to get information,” Savannah said with a smile. “Well, what did he tell you?”
“Sinclair had no history of depression or suicide attempts, and there was no suicide note. Mostly, though, and this is as close to a quote as I can remember, ‘Forensic evidence found at the scene conflicted with the notion of suicide.’ Or something equally vague. He was probably talking about the footprints, although I suppose it could have been something else.”
Trish leaned against one of the trees and stared at the empty place in the bleeding heart where Sinclair had lain. “You’d think if it was a fingerprint or hair the cops would’ve just taken samples from the different suspects to figure out who did it.”
“Regardless,” Bryant said, “we know that Sinclair was here. We know there was some kind of evidence that pointed to homicide. However, we know that most of the signs point to suicide, right? Maybe the other evidence—whatever it is—wasn’t really evidence from the crime. Maybe it was here before Sinclair died. Maybe it had nothing to do with Sinclair at all.”
“Let’s keep that in mind while we look into suspects,” Savannah said. “We may be trying to find a killer where none exists. We need to take care with our accusations.”
Jake nodded in agreement. “Don’t want to hurt someone else like Christine’s been hurt. Where do we go now?”
“We check out alibis,” Nathan replied. They returned to the lawn. “This is where we need to compare notes, because I don’t remember what everyone learned when they talked to the Sphinx employees. Let’s see . . .” He looked again to his notes. “Mandy claims to have been in line for a food truck. Cooper and I saw her there, so her alibi is pretty well set. Nala told the police . . .” He trailed off, looking all around. “Ah. Follow me.”
He led them back toward the trees and down the path to the lake, to the smell of water and the sound of water lapping against the shore. “Nala told the police that after checking out the craft booths, she wandered around here. That puts here around the lake when Sinclair died. Who talked to Nala?”
Trish raised her hand. “Savannah and I did. She told us the same thing. Furthermore, she was quite happy to talk to us, if it would help Christine. Sounds like Christine is the only one at the office who doesn’t judge her by her relationship with Dave.”
“So Nala has no real alibi,” Nathan said. He pointed to the tree line. “She could’ve easily gone through the woods to where Sinclair died without being seen. Even if someone did spot her, no one would have paid attention.”
“Then why wasn’t she arrested?” Bryant asked. “Not that I want anyone to be arrested, but why Christine and not Nala?”
“I think it all came back to Christine’s prior relationship with Sinclair,” Nathan replied. “Seems the prosecutor is really stuck on the fact that she didn’t disclose that to the police. Heck, she didn’t disclose it to me, either, not that she usually tells me about her dates, unless they’re serious. That relationship—or the failure of that relationship—gives Christine motive in their eyes. Nala had no motive.”
“What about Kenneth?” Quinton asked. “He seems very aboveboard. What’s his alibi again?”
“He was on a conference call for a good deal of the time,” Cooper answered. “He told me that even though Sinclair wanted everyone to take the day off, he had work to do. He made phone calls during their free time.”
Nathan looked at his notes. Quickly, they returned to the lawn, where Nathan directed their attention toward a patch of trees near the parking lot. “He told the police the same thing he told you, Coop: that he found as quiet a place as he could over there to make phone calls to clients. He told McNamara he wanted to enjoy the great outdoors while he was working.”
“Did anyone check into that?” Jake asked.
“The police did. Kenneth’s client confirmed the time of that call.”
“I’m glad he has a solid alibi,” Trish said. “He seemed so eager to help us. It’d be terrible if that eagerness was just to cover up his guilt.”
“Speaking of guilt, where was Dave?” Bryant asked. “He refused to talk to Quinton and me about his alibi. What did he tell the cops?”
“He claimed he was in the first aid tent for a very itchy bug bite,” Nathan replied. “I wonder why he didn’t want to tell you guys that.”
“He strikes me as a very angry man,” Savannah said. “He probably just didn’t want to talk to anyone about anything, unfortunately. He does, however, have an alibi.”
“That might be, but his alibi is far from airtight. The guys in the first aid tent didn’t do a great job of keeping track of who came in and out. There’s no way to prove he was there.”
“Maybe he knew there was no way to track him there,” Cooper suggested. “He might have gotten first aid earlier in the day, noticed the lax security, and decided to use it to his advantage.”
“Wait a sec,” Bryant said. “We’re talking about where people were at almost six o’clock, right?”
Nathan nodded.
“What time did we get supper?”
“Right around six. Why?”
“Because right before supper I stopped at the first aid tent. Remember? The back of my neck was purple.”
“I forgot about that,” Trish said. “How is it?”
“Still peeling. Anyway, it took me a little while to get the aloe. The line at the tent was short, but it moved slower than Jake at that cooking class.”
Jake smirked.
Bryant continued. “I was in there right before we ate. I just ran back to the food trucks and found the fastest line so I wouldn’t be too late meeting you all.”
“Did you see Dave?” Jake asked. “Was he in the first aid tent, like he said?”
Bryant thought for a moment. “I can’t say for certain. I wasn’t looking for him at the time. But no, I don’t recall seeing him anywhere near the tent, and it wasn’t a very big tent.”
Nathan circled something on his legal pad. “Sounds like we need to try and talk to Dave again.”
“I’ll give it a go this time,” Jake volunteered. “Since Quinton and Bryant already tried, that is. Nathan, you with me?”
“I’d be glad to help.” Nathan tucked the notepad back under his arm and the group walked back to the parking lot.
They chatted for a little while, and one by one they left. Trish, who wanted to tuck her kids into bed, was the first to go, followed by Bryant, who was scheduled to do an early morning weather forecast. Then Quinton took off, leaving the rest of the pastries with Nathan.
Soon, only Cooper, Nathan, Savannah, and Jake were left.
Jake put his arm around Savannah’s shoulders and hugged her to him. “So, Coop, Nathan, we never heard for sure about Friday.”
Nathan slapped his hand to his forehead. “I completely forgot about that. Cooper told me, and my mind just . . .”
“You’ve had a few things going on,” Savannah said. “If you’d rather wait until all this has blown over, that’d be just fine.”
Cooper shook her head. “It’ll be good for you to get out with friends, Nathan. We can all have a nice dinner together and enjoy one another’s company. What do you say?”
Nathan smiled at her. “You make a compelling argument. Savannah, Jake, we’d love to go on a double date with you, although I can’t guarantee to focus very well on the evening’s conversation.”
Jake laughed. “I won’t hold it against you! Maybe we can talk about how to nail down Dave’s alibi. Not exactly your standard dinner table conversation, but it’ll do.”
Suddenly, Cooper remembered something about Dave. She could hear his argument with Nala at Sphinx as it replayed in her mind. It was the day she’d gone to retrieve her screwdriver, and the couple was out in the front courtyard, spewing vitriol. Nala had mentioned a name, the name of a place where Dave spent nearly every evening.
“I have an idea,” she said. “What do you all say we make Friday night a working dinner?”
“How do you mean?” Nathan asked. “Do you want me to bring design work to the restaurant? I can do it, but it won’t make for worthwhile conversation.”
Cooper shook her head. “I don’t mean career work. I mean investigation work. What do you say we spend some of our double date time uncovering Dave’s real alibi?”
“I wouldn’t mind that,” Savannah replied. “Let’s be honest. None of us will be able to relax until this mess with Christine is cleared up.”
“But how will we get his alibi?” Jake asked. “Bryant and Quinton tried talking to him at his apartment, and he wouldn’t even open the door completely for them . . . just enough to swear in their faces. How do you suggest we do it?”
“I suggest we don’t go to his home,” Cooper replied. “I heard Nala mention a place where he spends most of his evenings. We can go there, have supper, and try to solve the case of Sinclair’s death.”
“That sounds like the best double date I could ask for right now!” Nathan exclaimed.
Savannah nodded. “Agreed.”
“I’d say you’ve got yourself a plan,” Jake added. “So, Cooper, where are we going for our double date?”
Cooper smiled. “Ever hear of the Black Boot Tavern?”
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The Black Boot was an old-fashioned tavern located just outside of Historic Richmond. Nestled between a chain restaurant and a hotel with its own reasonably priced steak house, the tavern was often overlooked by the tourists flocking from museum to meal to concert. It was a favorite of locals, though, because unlike neighboring establishments, the Black Boot had character. The walls were red brick, aged beautifully, stretching up into a dark ceiling spanned by heavy oak beams. High-backed booths with leather benches matched thick tables of old, distressed wood. The glow of the lantern-like lights over each table softly peeked out of the tavern’s arched windows and onto the street.
Cooper, Nathan, Savannah, and Jake arrived just after the supper rush on Friday evening, dressed to impress. They followed the hostess to a large corner booth, which had a conveniently clear view of the restaurant—the patrons, the architectural elements, the red-topped bar, and the door to the bustling kitchen. If Dave was there, they’d see him.
“I like this place,” Cooper said, surveying the room. “It’s got personality.”
Savannah drew in a deep breath. “It smells divine. They’re cooking steak.”
Jake sniffed, too. “You’re right. That solves the question of what I’m ordering for supper. If that steak tastes half as good as it smells, I’m sold.”
Nathan twiddled his thumbs nervously. “Do you think we should find Dave first? We should at least come up with a plan.”
Cooper nodded, still searching the room. “Let’s see if we can spot him.”
Jake and Nathan glanced around as casually as possible, until Jake drew their attention with an excited whisper. “There! At the bar!”
Cooper turned for a better view, and sure enough, there was Dave. He sat alone, staring into his tumbler, eyes glassy and expression blank. He stirred his drink with his finger.
“He looks pretty comfortable there,” Nathan said. “I wonder if that’s his usual seat.”
“Probably,” Cooper replied. “If Nala wasn’t exaggerating, and I don’t think she was, Dave’s here almost every night. It wouldn’t surprise me if he has a usual seat, a usual drink, a usual appetizer, and a usual tirade he shares with the bartender.”
“That’s a very sad way to spend your evenings,” Savannah said with a frown. “Alone at a bar. I can’t imagine.”
“He brought it on himself,” Jake commented, his arm around Savannah. “He’s got a wife at home, and he’s got the power to fix his marriage.” Savannah gave him a look, and he relented a little. “Then again, he does look pretty miserable. He’s going through a lot.”
“He’s going through a lot?” Cooper asked. While Savannah preferred to give everyone the benefit of the doubt, and Cooper usually appreciated that, Dave was a different case. Cooper continued. “He’s the problem. He’s the one who’s all but destroyed his marriage. He might have even murdered someone.”
“Think about it this way,” Savannah said softly. “He accused his wife of cheating on him, and he won’t—or can’t—move past that. He won’t deal with the problem, and he won’t forgive the transgression, if it exists at all. He’s boiling over with anger and hatred, pushing away the one person he’s supposed to love with all his heart, for better or worse.”
Cooper ground her teeth together. If Savannah was trying to elicit sympathy, it wasn’t working.
Still, Savannah continued. “Rather than spend his evenings with a loving wife, he spends them here, nursing a drink and stewing over his failures. Maybe he doesn’t know he’s wrong, or maybe his pride won’t let him admit it, but either way, he has to be feeling pretty hopeless. He’s lost everything, and deep down, on some level, he has to know that it’s his fault. Now, he can’t confide in the person he ought to be able to confide in. He can’t take comfort in the one person he should be able to take comfort in. That’s a terrible thing, and I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.”
As much as she hated to admit it, Cooper felt a little compassion breaking through her own stubborn judgment of Dave. She sighed. “I suppose you have a point, Savannah. I guess even someone like Dave needs kindness . . . or at least pity.”
“I might need to be reminded of that,” Nathan commented. “If I hear him yelling at Nala in the way you described it, Cooper, I might forget.”
Savannah smiled. “Understand that I’m not excusing his actions. He’s most definitely in the wrong. But he’s not in his right mind. Remember that hopeless people sometimes do very rash things.”
Jake nodded. “Like killing the presumed competition.”
“Let’s not forget he lied about his alibi,” Cooper said. “I think it’s time we . . .” The waitress approached, interrupting her thought, and it wasn’t until after they’d given their orders that Cooper was able to continue. “As I was saying,” she began again, “I think it’s time we go over there and force him to tell us where he was.”
“I guess I’m old-fashioned,” Nathan said. “I’m not really comfortable with Cooper and Savannah confronting Dave, given his temper.”
“Then we’ll break the ice,” Jake suggested. “You and me, Nathan. If he starts swinging, Coop and Savannah can come rescue us.”
Savannah laughed. “If you get into a fight, I’ll support you wholeheartedly from the comfort and safety of this booth.”
Jake kissed her hand, and he and Nathan headed toward the bar. Cooper watched them take seats on either side of Dave, engaging him in conversation as they made themselves comfortable. For several minutes, their chatting continued amicably. Dave smiled politely and responded to their efforts. They talked and laughed, treating him like an old friend.
“What’s going on?” Savannah asked, scooting closer to Cooper.
“Looks like they’re doing great. They’re all smiles, and so is he.”
“Can you tell what they’re talking about? Have they gotten to his alibi?”
“I’m not sure. They might be . . .”
In an instant, Dave’s expression soured, and his body stiffened. He grasped his drink so tightly his knuckles turned white. Cooper feared his glass might break in his grip.
“I’d say they just asked him,” she said. “He looks mad.”
Dave stood, prompting Jake and Nathan to do the same. With every second that passed Dave’s frown became more and more pronounced, and he shook his head violently. That’s when he saw Cooper.
“Oh, no,” she said quietly, trying to hide her face behind the wine list.
Savannah’s eyes widened. “What? What’s happening?”
“I think he recognized me.”
“Oh.” Savannah relaxed a little. “Nathan and Jake won’t let him do anything.”
“I’d rather he didn’t try anything in the first place.”
She peeked out from behind the wine list to see Dave standing a foot away from her. She jumped.
“I know you,” he said, ignoring her reaction. “You were at the office.”
Cooper hesitated until she saw Nathan and Jake flanking Dave like two guardian angels, ready to fly into action should the need arise. She swallowed back her trepidation and nodded. “I was at Sphinx. I repaired your copy machines.”
“Yeah,” Dave said. “And this guy was messing with the plumbing.” He jerked his thumb toward Jake. He bent down so that his face was close to hers. “What kind of game are you playing at?”
Nathan put a firm hand on Dave’s shoulder. “Easy.”
Dave backed away, giving Cooper some much-needed breathing room.
“We aren’t playing any kind of game,” Cooper replied. “Nothing about this is a game. I’m not sure what the guys told you, but—”
“They said they’re trying to figure out who killed Sinclair. I told them I don’t care who killed him. They said they want to know my alibi. My alibi. Like they’re trying to pin it on me or something!”
Jake shook his head. “Like we told you, we’re not trying to pin anything on you. We’re just trying to get all the facts straight.”
“What for? The cops already got the one who did it. Christine.”
Nathan’s face turned red. “She didn’t kill him.”
“Yeah, right. It’s always the one you don’t expect that turns out to be a psycho. Am I right?”
“Careful,” Jake said. “The lady you’re talking about is this guy’s sister.”
Dave turned and saw the anger in Nathan’s face. His own blanched. “Oh . . .” he said meekly. “Sorry.”
Cooper was amazed at how quickly Dave backed down when facing someone of his own size and strength. She felt her courage grow. “We know you told the police you were in the first aid tent,” she said, getting straight to the point. “We also know you were lying.”
Dave said nothing, obviously surprised by her frankness.
“How do we know?” Cooper continued. “I’ll tell you. Our friend got a bad sunburn at the park that day. Just before we got supper, he wound up in the first aid tent. That was the same time that you claim to have been there.”
Dave stammered and stuttered, but no words came out. Beside him, Nathan stood silently, his arms folded over his chest.
Jake picked up where Cooper stopped. “So you see, Dave, we know exactly where you were not. We have our own ideas as to where you were.”
“What do you want?” Dave finally asked.
Savannah started tracing little swirly outlines on the table with her fingertips. “Why don’t you tell us where you really were when Sinclair died?”
“Are you cops?”
Savannah shook her head.
“So you aren’t with the police? That means you don’t have authority to make me tell you squat.”
“You’re right,” Nathan said. He looked past Dave to Cooper. “Coop, let’s head down to the police station. I’m sure Inspector McNamara will be glad to hear how Dave lied about his whereabouts during a murder.”
Cooper slid to the edge of the booth, ready to leave.
“Wait, wait, wait!” Dave exclaimed, putting up his hands to stop them. “There’s no need for that. We can work this out.”
“The only way we’re working this out is if you tell us where you actually were,” Jake said. “No other options. No more lies.”
“Believe it or not, we really do have good motives,” Savannah assured him. Hers was the only voice devoid of judgment. “We don’t want an innocent person punished for Sinclair’s death . . . that includes you.”
“If you’re innocent,” Nathan added.
Dave looked at Savannah and only Savannah, probably because of her kind tone. “All right,” he said, keeping his voice low as he slid into the booth. “You’re right. I wasn’t in the first aid tent. I mean, I was there earlier, but not when Sinclair died.”
“That’s how you knew they weren’t keeping track of people,” Savannah said gently, helping him along. “When the police needed your alibi, you thought it was a safe bet.”
Dave nodded. “I figured there was a chance the paramedics there would remember my face, but I doubted they’d remember the time. If nothing else, no one could prove I wasn’t there . . . except that your friend apparently really was.”
Savannah put her hand on Dave’s arm. “If it helps, he didn’t enjoy being there. His neck is still peeling.”
Dave laughed and relaxed, but Nathan didn’t look at all amused. He wanted to stay on topic, and so did Cooper. Nathan blew out a loud, impatient breath. “Back to where you really were, Dave.”
“Right. I, uh . . .” Dave cleared his throat and held up his now empty glass. “I don’t suppose you’d splurge for a refill.”
Jake took his glass. “Finish your story, and I just might.”
“Okay. Look, if I tell you, are you gonna go to the cops?”
“If you didn’t kill Sinclair, what’ve you got to hide?” Nathan asked.
“Just because I didn’t kill him doesn’t mean I have nothing to hide.”
“Stop stalling and tell us the truth. After that, we’ll figure out what to do.”
Again, Dave cleared his throat, either his nerves or his lack of a drink getting the better of him. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and temples. “When Sinclair died, I was in the parking lot.”
“Doesn’t sound too nefarious,” Savannah said.
“You don’t know why I was there.”
“Then tell us. Why were you in the parking lot?”
“I went to slash Sinclair’s tires.” He watched their expressions change, their interest piqued. “You see now why I didn’t want the police to know. Vandalism isn’t a good alibi for murder.”
“Wait a sec,” Cooper said. “I don’t recall hearing about Sinclair’s car being vandalized. You’d think someone would have mentioned it.”
“That’s because I didn’t actually slash his tires. When I got to the parking lot, I thought I remembered where his car was, but I didn’t. I finally narrowed it down to two of the same model and color. I flipped a coin. Got out my pocketknife. Then, this little old couple came up to me and asked if they could help me. Turned out I’d picked their car, not Sinclair’s. Luckily, they got to me before I got to their tires.”
“Would they be able to vouch for your whereabouts?” Nathan asked.
Dave shook his head. “I doubt they remember me. I told them I’d mistaken their car for my friend’s, and they left. So, I went for the other car, and I stabbed my pocketknife into both the left tires. I heard somebody coming, so I hid.” He wiped his forehead again and then pressed his fists against his chin. He looked ashamed. “It wasn’t Sinclair. It was a woman and her daughter . . .”
“Oh, no,” Cooper said. “The car was theirs, wasn’t it?”
He nodded. “I guess Sinclair drives a really popular car. I mean, drove a popular car. There were at least three others around the lot that day.”
“What did you do about the mother and daughter?”
“I pretended I was just walking out to the lot myself. They asked if I’d seen anything. I told them I’d seen a guy running off. I gave them Sinclair’s description.”
Jake shook his head, the corners of his mouth turned down in disgust. “That was pretty low.”
“If I’d known he was dead, I wouldn’t have done it.”
“You shouldn’t have done it, regardless!”
Dave waved away Jake’s concerns. “I knew he wouldn’t get in trouble. He’s not the sort to go around slashing people’s tires. I thought he’d get questioned, and it’d be a big inconvenience for him. That’s all. The man slept with my wife. I think an inconvenience is the least I owe him.”
Nathan rubbed his hands together. “Dave, it’s talk like that that makes me question your integrity.”
“Huh?”
“Why should we believe you about the parking lot? Why should we believe any of this? You just said you owed Sinclair for his alleged indiscretion with your wife. Why stop at a mere inconvenience? Here’s what I think happened. You wanted to scare Sinclair. You waited until you knew he was alone. You followed him into the woods. You approached him to talk about Nala. You probably threatened him, hit him, even. Maybe you acted like you were going to do worse, so Sinclair pulled out his gun, the one he carried for self-defense. You saw your chance. There was a struggle. You got your hands on his gun. Then, you shot him in the head and put the gun in his hand to make it look like suicide. All this nonsense about the first aid tent and the parking lot is just a smokescreen. I think you killed Sinclair.”
Dave sat back, thoroughly unimpressed. “Nice speech. You sound like that idiot Kenneth when he starts droning on about company policy.”
“Nice deflection, Dave,” Cooper commented. “You sound like a man avoiding the issue.”
“That lady in the parking lot filed a police report, or at least she said she was going to. She’ll remember me. She’ll vouch for my whereabouts.”
“She’ll press charges,” Jake replied.
“I don’t plan on telling her I’m the one who vandalized her car.”
“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Savannah said, her tone still compassionate, her expression a smile. “You see, we’re good friends with Christine’s family, and furthermore, we value the truth. We’ll be telling the inspector that you weren’t in the first aid tent, because we won’t stand by and help you lie about it. After that, he’ll want to know where you really were. Either we can tell him, or you can. I’d rather you take responsibility and do it yourself.”
“I’m not sure about this.”
“Everyone makes mistakes, Dave. Everyone lies. Everyone acts in ways they shouldn’t. It’s what you do when given the chance to make amends that defines your character.”
Dave stared into Savannah’s pale eyes. “Maybe you’re right.”
“So what’s it gonna be, Dave?” Jake asked, less patient than his better half. “Either we tell McNamara you’re a liar, and you take Christine’s place behind bars while he checks out your alibi, or you fess up to being a royal jerk, and maybe, just maybe, the cops won’t try to pin the murder on you. It’s your choice.”
Nathan stood, allowing Dave to slide out of the booth. “We’ll be checking with McNamara in the morning,” Nathan said as Dave walked away. “You have until then to make the right choice.”
When Dave had left the Black Boot, Cooper, Nathan, Jake, and Savannah enjoyed the rest of their dinner. They talked about work and family. Nathan told them all about the many photographs he’d received and how much help he was going to need to sort through them.
A couple of hours later, they wandered from the iconic Black Boot out into the night air. Despite the late hour, the streets were bustling with locals and tourists alike. Friday night meant concerts and parties, and it seemed the whole of Richmond was concentrated in old town, every person walking with purpose, with someplace to be.
As Nathan took his phone from his pocket, he slipped his other hand into Cooper’s. “This turned out to be a good night,” he said. “Not as good as I’d hoped, but . . .”
“Were you hoping Dave was guilty?” Cooper asked.
“Maybe. It would’ve meant Christine’s freedom. Does that make me a bad person?”
“Not at all,” Jake said. “At least we know Dave’s alibi now. That means we’re one step closer to finding the real killer.”
“Or finding out if there is a killer,” Savannah added. “Don’t forget about the possibility that Sinclair did it himself.”
Nathan let go of Cooper’s hand so he could better use his phone.
Cooper watched as his brow furrowed in concern. “What is it?”
“I missed four calls,” he replied. “Give me a sec.” He stepped out of the busy sidewalk and into the shadow of a closed shop, his phone pressed against his ear. He was listening to his voice mails. His eyes narrowed. His lips pursed. His jaw tightened. Something was very wrong.
When he rejoined them, stuffing his phone back into his pocket, his pace was quick, determined. He brushed past Cooper, Savannah, and Jake, rushing toward the parking area. Cooper scampered after him to catch up.
“Nathan! Nathan, what is it?”
“McNamara’s favors ran out,” Nathan said. “The police commissioner caught wind of him keeping Christine at the station and he put a stop to it. Sunday afternoon Christine’s being transferred to county.”
“A nice girl like that?” Jake asked. “In prison?”
Cooper swallowed back her fear. Christine wouldn’t do well in prison, forced into the general population with hardened criminals. She was too sweet, too naïve. Once she went in, she’d never be the same person again.
Nathan continued. “We have until one p.m. Sunday to either prove Christine was watching the juggler when Sinclair died, or to prove who actually killed him.”
Savannah and Jake were right behind them. “What can we do?” Savannah asked.
“I was waiting until I had all the pictures so I could compare them and try to piece the whole scene together,” Nathan replied, fishing in his jacket pocket for his keys. “There isn’t time now. I need everyone who can to help look through the pictures from the festival.”
As Jake reached for the door handle of his van, he already had his phone out. “I’m calling Quinton.”
“I’ll call Trish,” Savannah said, hopping into the van’s passenger seat.
Cooper hurried to Nathan and, before he could get into the car, snatched the keys from his hand. He was distracted and worried, in no state to be behind the wheel of a car.
He gave her a confused look.
She kissed him on the cheek. “You call Bryant. I’ll drive.”
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Saturday morning, bright and early, Cooper rose, showered quickly and threw on comfortable clothes. Today was the day she and the rest of the Bible study group would comb through the festival photos until they were able to prove Christine’s innocence.
She’d stayed up for several hours last night, reading her Bible and praying. After all that had transpired in the past couple weeks, she was in dire need of some quiet time with God—just some simple, private conversation. She asked for wisdom and peace, and when she woke, any small doubts she’d had about Christine were gone. She was certain of Christine’s innocence, and she was excited to get to work.
She headed out to her truck, travel mug of Colombian roast in hand, just in time to see Grammy stepping into the same old Caprice with the same white-haired gentleman driver as last weekend. If her work at Nathan’s weren’t so important, Cooper would have followed them to see where they were going. However, Christine’s situation took precedence. Cooper waited to leave until the Caprice was out of sight, just to keep her curiosity from dragging her off course, and then she headed to Nathan’s.
As she drank her coffee and drove, she mused over who Grammy’s gentleman caller might be and where they might be disappearing to on the weekends. By the time she reached her destination, she still hadn’t come up with a satisfying answer.
The rest of the group, save Savannah, had just arrived at Nathan’s when Cooper pulled in. They converged on his porch with food, drink, and manpower, ready to stare at photographs for as long as it took. Quinton knocked on the door and rang the bell.
No response.
He knocked again.
Still nothing.
“Do you suppose he’s still sleeping?” Trish asked. “He might have been up late getting a head start on the search.”
Cooper checked the door handle. It was unlocked. “Hello,” she said, slowly opening the door and poking her head inside. “Nathan, are you here?”
The group let themselves in, with Cooper leading them to the living room, where they found Nathan. He sat on the floor, surrounded by eight-by-ten photos. Pictures covered the floor, the table, and the couch. There had to be hundreds of them.
Nathan looked up from the pictures, bleary-eyed and confused. He checked his Fitbit for the time. “Is it morning already?”
Cooper nodded. “Were you up all night?”
“I was trying to find Christine in these photos. I can’t believe it’s morning.”
Jake stepped forward and helped Nathan to his feet. “Savannah wanted you to know you and Christine are in her prayers. She figured she wouldn’t be a lot of help with this job, so she decided to get some work done at home.”
“I appreciate the prayer.”
“Well, I’d appreciate it if you’d go to bed for a few hours. We’ll take over.”
“But there’s no time.”
“There’s enough time for you to get some sleep,” Trish insisted. “We’re more than capable of looking at photographs. You won’t be any use if you’re falling asleep on the pictures.”
Nathan looked to Cooper. “Are you guys sure you can take over for a while?”
“We’re sure,” Cooper replied. She took Nathan’s arm and led him away from the stacks of pictures that surrounded him. “Sleep. If we find anything, I’ll wake you up.”
“Thanks, guys. For everything. Means a lot.”
When he was out of earshot, Cooper surveyed the room and the photos and sighed. “There are a lot more pictures than I thought there’d be.”
“No kidding,” Bryant said as he stooped to pick up one of the photo piles. He stared at it for a moment. “There have to be twenty little faces crammed into this one picture. How are we supposed to get through all of these and ID Christine?”
Trish opened her purse and handed Bryant a magnifying glass. “Compliments of Phil.”
Bryant looked at the photo again, this time through the glass. “Much better. What’s your husband doing with such a nice magnifying glass?”
“He’s an amateur rock hound,” Trish explained. “He’s got a whole collection of magnifying glasses and jeweler’s loupes.” She reached into her bag again and pulled out a handful of the aforementioned items. “When I told him what was going on, he insisted I bring them all to help out.”
Quinton took one of the magnifying glasses, drew in a deep breath and said, “I guess we’d better get to it then.”
For the next four hours, the group searched through countless festival photographs of the crowds and the performers. All bore a time stamp in the lower right corner from between five thirty and six p.m.
Any possible “Christine sightings”—as the group came to call them—went into one pile. Definite Christine sightings in another. And useless pictures into a third. At the end of four hours, the possible Christine sightings pile was three or four photos high. The useless picture pile was massive.
The definite Christine sightings pile was just an empty space on the kitchen table.
Cooper halted her searching to stare at that empty space. What if all this was futile? What if there was no proof of Christine’s alibi? Cooper choked back the urge to burst into tears. It was the last thing she needed to do, and yet it was the moment’s strongest impulse. Then she remembered her prayer time last night and the subsequent energy she’d felt this morning. She clung to that memory, to the hope and surety in her heart. Christine needed them now more than ever, and she couldn’t let Nathan’s family down.
The sound of sluggish footfalls drew Cooper’s attention to the stairs. Nathan was coming from his bedroom and appeared in the hallway a few moments later. He yawned, stretching his arms up over his head. “What did I miss?” he asked as he rubbed his eyes. “Did you find anything?”
“Not much yet,” Cooper replied. “But there’s still a long way to go. How’d you sleep?”
“All right.” He looked down at his Fitbit. “I can’t believe I was out for so long.”
Bryant laughed. “Last I checked, four hours wasn’t much of a night’s sleep.”
“It is when you’ve got as much on the line as I have. Where should I start?”
“With breakfast,” Quinton replied. “I put some cheese Danish on your counter.”
“And after that?” Nathan asked as he headed toward the Danish. “What photos should I start with?”
Trish, seated on the floor with her back against the couch, set aside the stack of photos she’d been looking at. “You can take over my stack. I’m sorry to say I have to go home for the afternoon.”
Nathan shook his head. “Don’t be sorry. Thanks for helping out.”
“It’s just that Phil and I promised the girls we’d have some family time today. With everything our group has been up to, and with his work, we just haven’t been able to spend as much time together as we want to. I can come back tomorrow for a while, provided you haven’t already finished the job.”
“Thanks.” Nathan gave her a quick hug, and she hurried out the door. Then he turned to the rest of the group. He looked concerned.
“We’ll prove Christine didn’t do it,” Cooper assured him. “Don’t worry.”
“It’s just what Trish said. That she could come back tomorrow if we hadn’t finished the job.”
“That was very thoughtful of her.”
“I know, but if we haven’t finished by then, we’re in real trouble. At one o’clock tomorrow afternoon, Christine is transferred. I don’t want my sister to go to prison.”
“Nobody wants that.”
Nathan sat on the floor, surrounded by the photos Trish had been looking through. “Then I guess we ought to get back to it.”
 
• • •
 
Cooper woke with a terrible crick in her neck. Slowly, she raised her head, groaning at both the pain and because she desperately wished she were still asleep. She’d had the strangest dream last night. She’d dreamed that Bryant was sitting beside her at her mama’s dining table and Jake was there with them, astride a revving motorcycle.
The room was bright—much brighter than it usually was in the morning—so she took her time opening her eyes. Moses and Miriam were oddly quiet and still, leaving her alone.
Then Cooper realized she was sitting instead of lying down. Her eyelids popped open. She was seated at a table. Not her mama’s table, but Nathan’s. Bryant sat at the head of the table, his head resting on his arms. Across from her, Jake leaned back in his chair, his head tipped forward, snoring.
Looking down at the stacks of photos on the table—all arranged by time stamp—the previous evening came flooding back. Nathan’s house. Photo sorting. Christine’s transfer. A very, very late night.
Cooper looked around, trying to remember all the details. Nathan was stretched out on the floor rug, a pillow under his head. He’d still been awake when Cooper had finally laid down her head “just to rest her eyes.” Bryant was the first one to fall asleep. Jake passed out at about the same time as Cooper. The last thing she remembered was him saying, “Rest your eyes? That sounds like a good idea. I’ll do the same.”
Quinton had . . . Cooper sat up straighter. Quinton had been there, too. He’d stayed awake with Nathan. Where was he now?
She spun around at a sudden sizzling sound to see Quinton standing at the stove. The smell of cooking bacon filled the air. He caught her eye and smiled. “Good morning, Coop! I hope I didn’t wake you. Figured everyone would be hungry.”
Cooper stood so she could see the stove. Bacon. Eggs. Pancakes. “Quinton, you can always wake me up for a breakfast like that. How long have you been up?”
“Half an hour or so. I hope Nathan won’t mind, but I poked through his cupboards to find ingredients.”
“I’m pretty sure he’ll just be grateful for breakfast.” She stretched her arms and felt her neck and shoulders loosening up. “Can I help?”
“Mind starting the coffee?”
She could hear Nathan stirring on the rug as she poured grounds into the coffeemaker. A few seconds later, he ambled into the kitchen. “Morning,” he said groggily. “You didn’t have to go to all this trouble.”
“No trouble at all,” Quinton replied, deftly flipping a pancake in the air. “Did you sleep well?”
“Not too bad. My back’s a little sore from sleeping on the floor.”
“I feel your pain,” Cooper said. “I think I had my head turned one direction on the table all night, and today my neck is complaining about it.”
The snoring suddenly ceased, and without looking, Cooper knew that Jake was up.
Then, in a half-awake slur, Bryant asked, “What do I smell?”
Cooper set the coffeemaker to brew and rejoined them at the table. “Quinton has very kindly made us all breakfast.”
Bryant sniffed the air and absentmindedly patted down a cowlick on the side of his head. “That’s nice.”
Jake was still completely dazed, staring obliviously into the kitchen, his eyes unfocused. Cooper wasn’t entirely sure whether he was awake or simply sleeping with his eyes open.
Nathan stepped closer to him and waved. “Jake? You there?”
Jake blinked twice, slowly focusing his eyes on Nathan. “Hmm?”
“I said, you there?”
“Mmm.”
Quinton brushed past Nathan, placing large plates of crispy bacon and scrambled eggs on the table. Bryant’s drowsy smile almost made him look drunk. Jake grunted. Quinton returned to the stove and came back to the table with a third plate, this one piled high with pancakes. While Nathan retrieved mugs and started pouring coffee for everyone, Cooper got plates and silverware. They converged at the table a few minutes later.
“Thanks for breakfast,” Nathan said, pulling up a chair beside Cooper.
Quinton took a seat by Jake. “Glad to do it. I texted Savannah and told her we wouldn’t be at church. She said she and Trish will probably join us after.”
A bite of bacon in her mouth, Cooper stopped in a panic. “My mama and daddy are probably worried sick! What time is it?”
Nathan tapped his Fitbit. “Eight o’clock.”
She ran to her purse and fished out her phone. Ten missed calls. “They’ll be in church now.” She sent her mama a quick text. “Hopefully they’ll see this and not worry too much.”
“They knew you were coming over,” Nathan said. “Do you really think they’re worried?”
“Since I don’t make a habit of staying out overnight, I’m sure they’re a little bit anxious about it. Hence the ten phone calls.”
Nathan nodded as everyone started to eat, but he didn’t touch his food. He poked at the eggs with a piece of bacon and picked at the top of his pancake.
“Aren’t you hungry?” Bryant asked through a mouthful of eggs. He looked a bit more awake with a few bites of food in him. “Because I’m starving.”
Nathan waffled. “It’s not that I’m not hungry. I just . . .” He put down his piece of bacon and stared at the plate. “Christine’s in jail. She’s about to go to prison. And here I am, sitting down to a nice breakfast.”
Cooper pushed her own plate away from her. “Nathan, you don’t have to feel guilty about enjoying breakfast.”
“How can I enjoy it? Why am I even sitting? I should be working. I should be looking through photos.”
Jake downed a cup of coffee in record time and shifted in his seat. The sudden surge of caffeine had perked him up. “You have to eat, Nathan. And you can’t eat and really study those photos at the same time. We’ll eat fast before we get back to work. All right?”
The conversation died down as they focused on their food. No sooner had Cooper taken her last bite than the doorbell rang.
Nathan stood, but Cooper shook her head. “You finish eating. I’ll get it.”
She hurried to the door and opened it to find Savannah and Trish standing on the front porch. She put an arm around each of them and pulled them into a group hug. “We didn’t think we’d see you until after church!”
Savannah returned the embrace and laughed. “Well, church is about more than listening to sermons. It’s about being in a family.”
Trish nodded. “And right now, our family needs help.”
“And moral support,” Savannah added. “That’s my department.”
Cooper led the two of them back to the table. “Guess who I found!”
Jake was on his feet in an instant, heading to Savannah to greet her with a hug and kiss. Meanwhile, Trish headed to the coffeepot and poured herself a mug.
“This is a nice surprise!” Quinton said. “We’ve got extra eggs, bacon, and pancakes, if you’re interested.”
“I am interested in a little java,” Trish replied. “And then I’m interested in getting to work.”
Nathan smiled. “That’s what I like to hear. We were just about to dive in for the day.”
Savannah squinted and surveyed the room. “Are all those dark shapes on the floor photographs?” she asked in dismay.
“Piles of them,” Jake answered. “Piles and piles.”
Trish, on the other hand, was somewhat less overwhelmed. “Looks like you all changed the piles since I left. Did you find anything useful?”
Bryant shook his head. “No pictures of Christine. We finally stopped looking for her and started arranging the pictures by time stamp. We ran out of energy before we could take the magnifying glasses to them.”
“Please tell Phil thanks for those, by the way,” Nathan said. “They’re a great help.”
Trish took a drink of her coffee and set her mug on the counter. “Thanks can wait. Let’s get your sister out of jail.”
Minutes stretched into hours that seemed to pass in the blink of an eye. The cool glow of morning dissolved into harsher light. Pile after pile of photos moved from the floor, the table, and the counter to the trash. The group consolidated the remainder of the pictures on the dining table and pulled up their chairs to continue their work.
Suddenly, Nathan stood. He ran his fingers through his hair and then stuffed his fists into his pockets. “This isn’t working,” he announced.
Cooper rubbed her tired eyes. “We’ll keep looking.”
He shook his head. “I can’t even tell in half of these if it’s Christine or someone else. The photos are too grainy. They’re taken from too far away. It just . . . it isn’t working.” Then, in a moment of hopelessness Cooper had never seen in him, Nathan swept several piles of pictures off the table and onto the floor.
No one said a word.
Nathan put his head in his hands and began to cry. “I thought we’d find a way to prove her alibi. I thought we’d get her out. I thought I could help.”
Cooper stayed glued to her seat. She had no idea how to act. She’d never seen Nathan so heartbroken, so dejected. Her heart ached for him, longed to comfort him, but she lacked the words. What could she possibly say to a man whose hope was dangling by rapidly fraying thread? What comfort could she offer?
Thankfully, Savannah wasn’t lacking for words. “Let’s say a prayer,” she said confidently. “God’s taking care of us, and He’s taking care of Christine, too. We don’t always understand His plan, but we can trust in it. His timing is always best, so let’s talk to Him about this.”
She stood and began to cross from her side of the table toward Nathan, but as she walked, she stepped on one of the photos Nathan had pushed off the table. The photo shifted under her weight and she slipped.
Everything happened in slow motion. Savannah’s mouth opened in surprise as she lost her balance. At the same time, Jake’s eyes widened in fear. Cooper leaned toward Savannah, trying to catch her, unable to move quickly enough. Then Nathan reached out and grabbed a hold of Savannah’s arms, pulling her upright.
“Well, praise God your strength overcame my klutziness!” Savannah said, catching her breath as time returned to its normal speed. “Thank you.”
Nathan held on to Savannah until he was sure her footing was solid. “Lest you forget, I’m the one who pushed the photos onto the floor in the first place. If not for my stupidity, you wouldn’t have slipped.” He bent down and began to gather the pictures. “Give me a minute to pick these up before we pray. I don’t want anyone else to . . . to . . .”
Slowly, Nathan stood, staring down at one of the photos. Dropping the others to the ground again, he grabbed a magnifying glass off the table and studied, silently, while the others waited in suspense. For several seconds, his concentration was unbroken, his expression unreadable. Had he found something? And was it good? Was it bad? Had they proven Christine’s alibi?
Or had he found a killer?
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Nathan pushed the photo and magnifying glass into Cooper’s hands. “Look at this. What do you see? Right there in the middle. What do you see?”
Hands trembling with excitement, she set the photo on the table and held the magnifying glass as steady as she could manage. In the very middle of the picture stood a juggler, a chain saw in each hand and two more in the air above him. People surrounded him at a safe distance, watching, their expressions a mixture of fear and awe. Just to the left of the juggler, in the front row of spectators, stood Christine.
Cooper nearly leapt to her feet. “It’s her!”
Her announcement was met with a chorus of hoorays and high fives.
“What’s the time on it?” Jake asked. “Close enough to count?”
Cooper directed her attention to the time stamp. “It says seventeen fifty-seven . . . so five fifty-seven. Only two minutes after Sinclair was killed.”
“There’s no way she could’ve killed him, cleaned herself up, and then gotten there in two minutes,” Bryant said. “That’s the proof we’ve been looking for!”
Trish stepped over to the counter to retrieve her mug and held it in the air. “To Nathan, for finding the photo!”
“Thanks, but I didn’t find it,” Nathan replied. “It was all Savannah.”
Savannah laughed. “I’m not sure I can take credit for nearly falling, but I’m glad I was able to contribute. Now, what do you say we get on to that prayer? I think this is the perfect time for a big thank-you!”
Nathan put his hand on Savannah’s shoulder. His smile was broad and sincere. “I couldn’t agree more.” He glanced down at his Fitbit. “But maybe say it fast. I’ve got to get this photo to the station before Christine gets transferred. Once she’s in the prison it’ll be a lot harder to get her out—more red tape, fewer friendly faces.”
With all heads bowed, Savannah prayed. “Lord, thank You for this evidence. Thank You for causing all things—even my clumsy feet—to work together for good. Thank you for caring for us in Your time.” Her prayer was punctuated by a hearty “Amen” from the entire group. Then, in carpool fashion, they sped toward the station.
As she drove her truck with Nathan riding shotgun and Jake and Savannah in the backseat, Cooper checked the time. It was twelve thirty, half an hour before Christine’s transfer. She fed a little more gas to the engine, praying no cops were around, and whipped around the slower cars on the highway. Never in her life had she spent so much time laying on her horn, encouraging drivers to move out of her way. She almost felt bad; when other people were menaces on the road, she didn’t think much of their character. This time, she was the menace.
But she had good reason to be.
She pulled into the police station at five to one, and before she’d even come to a stop at the curb, Nathan hopped out and was on his way inside. Cooper parked and ran in after him, followed by the rest of the Bible study group.
By the time they caught up to Nathan, he was already headed back to McNamara’s office, but McNamara wasn’t there. His office was closed, and his light was off.
Nathan spun around, surveying the room. His eyes landed on Officer Ghent.
“Officer,” Nathan called out, hurrying toward Ghent. “Officer, I need some help.”
Ghent slowly turned his chair around. “Is it an emergency?”
“Yes. My sister—Christine Dexter—has she been transferred yet?”
“Transferred?” Ghent scratched his chin. “Oh, you mean the prisoner from holding? I think McNamara just took her out back a few minutes ago. Why?”
“Out back?” Trish asked. “What does that mean?”
“He took her out the back door,” Ghent replied, motioning toward a hallway past McNamara’s office. “The prison van pulls up out back. It’s not so public there, you know.”
They hurried in the direction Ghent pointed, just in time to see the prison van pulling away. Cooper could see the outline of Christine’s head and shoulders in the back of the van. McNamara was up front, riding in the passenger seat.
Nathan shouted and waved his arms, but the van continued to drive. Then the entire group began to shout and wave their arms in the air. Were there any onlookers, Cooper was fairly certain they looked ridiculous, but it didn’t matter. They had to get McNamara’s attention.
Their collective arm waving did the trick. As the van rolled to a stop, the inspector rolled down his window and leaned out. “What are you doing?” he yelled. “You aren’t supposed to be out here!”
“We found the proof!” Nathan shouted back. He held the photo up over his head. “I can prove that my sister didn’t kill Sinclair Gordon!”
Five minutes later, they were all in McNamara’s office. Christine stood near the inspector’s desk, the prison van driver at her side. McNamara was talking to the prosecutor on the phone, explaining the situation, just as Nathan had explained it to him.
He stopped and listened as the prosecutor spoke. The group was silent. Cooper strained to hear something, anything, that the prosecutor said, but all she could make out was a quiet murmur.
Cooper leaned over to Nathan. “What do you suppose he’s saying?”
Nathan shrugged.
Drumming his fingers on his desk, McNamara continued on the phone. “I realize there are a lot of photo editing programs out there.” He glanced at Nathan. “But I know these folks. If they say the picture is genuine, I have no problem believing them.”
Cooper’s heart soared. McNamara had a soft spot for them, after all. She knew it.
The inspector paused briefly. “Fine, fine. Have your boys check the picture. Make sure it hasn’t been tampered with. Contact the photographer. I don’t care what you do, but in light of this evidence and considering where it came from, I think it’s only right we release Ms. Dexter on her own recognizance. Agreed?”
Cooper held her breath and glanced at the rest of the group. Their stares bore into McNamara, although he didn’t seem to notice. Neither his countenance nor his body language gave away the prosecutor’s comments. He said nothing. The anticipation was horrible.
Finally he hung up the phone, took a deep breath, and turned to Christine. “Ms. Dexter . . .”
“Yes?” Christine stepped forward, exhausted, her face pale with worry. “What’s the verdict?”
“Ms. Dexter, the prosecutor isn’t convinced that photo is the real deal. He thinks it might have been faked.”
Nathan threw his hands in the air. “That’s ridiculous!”
McNamara shot him a stony look that stopped him and then continued. “However, seeing as how I was willing to vouch for you and your brother here, the prosecutor has agreed that while he looks into the photo, you should be released.”
Christine broke into a smile. “Really?”
The inspector grinned in return. “Yes, Ms. Dexter. You’re free to go.”
Christine leaned down and threw her arms around the inspector, taking him completely by surprise. He sat still, dumbfounded, until she pulled away, at which point his face turned a dark shade of red.
“No need for that,” he said, turning his eyes toward the paperwork on his desk and avoiding the bemused gaze of the prison van driver. “Just doing my job. Besides, I have other suspects I’d like to pursue. It’s nothing personal.”
Nathan stood and extended a hand to the inspector, who shook it gladly. “It may not be personal for you,” Nathan said, “but it is for me. Thank you.”
 
• • •
 
The group reconvened at Nathan’s and began to celebrate. Nathan ordered pizza. Quinton searched through Nathan’s cupboards until he found cupcake ingredients and a container of frosting. Cooper, Savannah, Trish, Jake, and Bryant gathered around as Christine related every moment of her time behind bars. While they’d heard about the ordeal from Nathan, there was something different and alarming about hearing it firsthand.
Two pizzas and too many cupcakes later, the smile hadn’t budged from Christine’s face . . . or Nathan’s. He sat on the couch with his sister on one side and Cooper on the other, beaming. Life was good.
Christine finally tossed her napkin onto the coffee table and leaned back into the couch cushions. “I’m tapping out. I think I ate my body weight in cupcakes.”
“Hey, what did your folks say when they found out you were free?” Bryant asked. “Bet they’re pretty excited.”
“That doesn’t even begin to describe it,” Christine replied. “I called them on the way over. I’m pretty sure they were literally jumping up and down.”
“What about the people at work?” Trish asked. “They’ll want to know.”
“I didn’t think about that.” Christine stood and brushed the crumbs off her shirt. “I’ll go call Kenneth. He can email everybody and let them know the good news. They’ve all been so supportive. They’d probably like an update.” She pulled her cell out of her pocket and stepped over to the kitchen.
Jake leaned in toward the rest of the group and kept his voice low. “There’s the possibility someone at Sphinx won’t be happy to hear that Christine’s off the hook.”
“I was thinking that,” Quinton said. “Someone is about to get a very rude awakening.”
Savannah took Jake’s hand. “You’re forgetting the possibility that Sinclair did it himself. There’s the chance that everyone at Sphinx will be happy to hear that Christine’s free.”
Christine returned and fell into the soft couch cushions. She sighed, a wide, contented smile on her lips. “It’s so nice to sit on something other than a cot.”
Trish’s eyebrows shot up with curiosity. “So?”
“So what?”
“So how did they take it?”
“They’re happy for me, of course. Kenneth suggested having a party.”
Nathan put his arm around his sister’s shoulders. “Not a bad idea. Let’s have it here!”
Christine looked up into Nathan’s face. “Are you serious?”
“Sure, I’m serious! I think I can speak for all of us when I say I’m ecstatic you’re not in jail anymore. It’s something to celebrate. In fact, why don’t you invite all the Sphinx people, too. We’ll have it tomorrow after work. How does that sound?”
The Bible study group gave their approval with nods and thumbs-up.
Christine gave Nathan a hug. “I’d say it sounds like you’re the best brother ever!”
 
• • •
 
After a long conversation about party food, Cooper gathered her things. It was her turn to visit Danny—her and Trish—and if they waited any longer, they’d miss visiting hours completely.
Danny was eating supper when they arrived, ladling spoonfuls of soup from a shallow cafeteria bowl. He looked pleased to see them.
“What’s the soup of the day?” Trish asked, smiling.
“Chicken noodle.” He made a sour face. “Two days ago they were letting me eat biscuits and gravy. Now, I’m on soup.”
Cooper glanced at the monitor beside his bed. “Everything all right?”
“Doc says there’s an infection.”
“Where?”
“Somewhere in my body.”
“What kind of infection?”
Danny shrugged. “I don’t remember the details. To be honest, I wasn’t really listening. In the military, I learned to just let the doctors do their thing. It’s easier that way. Except that I have to stay here longer, and I can’t eat anything worth eating.”
“I was wondering when you’d be discharged,” Trish said. “You’ve been here over a week.”
“I guess I wasn’t in the best shape, thanks to the guy who hit me, and now that I’m patched up . . .” He sighed and shook his head. “They were supposed to let me out yesterday.”
“Were you planning on letting us know?”
Danny reached over to the bedside table and picked up Nathan’s business card. “I still have this. I figured I’d give him a call and let him know. Didn’t want you guys showing up, expecting to find me in my room.”
He slurped another spoonful of soup, scowling at the bland flavor.
“About that,” Cooper replied. “Where are you planning to go when you’re discharged?”
Danny shrugged. “Probably back out to my old stomping ground. I’ll see if Tara’s still willing to leave food for me out in back of the restaurant.”
Trish put her hand on Danny’s shoulder. “We’d be glad to help you get back on your feet.”
At that, Danny pulled away, grimacing as he did so. “I don’t like handouts.”
“You accept the food from Tara.”
“That’s because it’ll just get thrown away if I don’t. If you have some way I can earn my keep, then I’m glad to give it a try. But I won’t be taking charity.”
“All right, I understand,” Trish said, backing away. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”
Cooper, on the other hand, wasn’t quite ready to back down. “What if we do find you a job. Would you take it?”
“If they’ll have me, sure,” Danny said. “I have to warn you, though. I’ve been told my personality rubs some people the wrong way. Makes it difficult to hold down a job.”
Cooper smiled. “Sounds like a challenge. We’ll see what we can do.”
 
• • •
 
Cooper’s sleep was troubled that night. She woke up every hour on the hour until four, and then she sat up in bed and played with Moses and Miriam to try and relax. She was excited that Christine was finally in the clear, but that excitement translated into sleeplessness. Not only that, but Cooper’s thoughts kept drifting to Danny. She was worried about him. Soon he’d be discharged from the hospital, still recovering from major injuries, and he’d return to a friendless existence. He needed a job. He needed friends. Cooper needed to figure out a solution to his problems.
After she’d thought over Danny’s problems for a while, her thoughts turned to moving across the country. Now that Christine was out of jail, there was nothing standing in their way, not that Cooper wanted Christine to be in jail. Nathan would be ready to leave for L.A. in a few weeks. Cooper would be going with him.
They’d probably be staying in California. Of course they would. Her fiancé would get the job, and they’d move. But Cooper still couldn’t say it out loud. She wasn’t ready to admit to anyone but herself that the time had come to leave. She wasn’t ready for it to be real.
In those early hours of the morning, it was easier to focus on Sinclair’s death than it was to consider leaving Richmond. It was far less personal, and regardless of the outcome, Cooper’s life wouldn’t change. So she thought about what she’d do if Nathan were ever arrested. Nathan had fought for Christine. What would Cooper do for him?
Firstly, she knew that no one would ever be able to convince her that he was guilty of something as heinous as murder. Regardless of how much evidence they had, how many eyewitness statements they showed her . . . even if the crime were caught on tape. She wouldn’t believe it. Not ever. Not Nathan.
Focusing on Nathan brought her thoughts back to the job in L.A. She toyed with the idea that he could forgo the opportunity and stay in Richmond. All she had to do was tell Nathan she wanted to stay, and he’d turn down the job. So simple. Yet, so undeniably selfish. She’d never forgive herself for denying him this chance.
Cooper could feel the walls of anxiety closing in around her, so she pushed the thoughts about Nathan out of her head. Where had that peace gone that she felt yesterday? Where was the surety?
She sighed, ashamed. Her peace and surety were probably in the same place as her trust. She kept trying to trust God and His timing, and when she did, she had such overwhelming peace. It was far too easy, though, to take back that trust, and when she did, her peace faded away. The more she tried to trust in her own problem-solving skills and her own abilities, the more anxious she became.
She took a deep breath and prayed in her head, asking that God would help her to trust in Him, especially as she faced important, life-changing crossroads.
As her wandering thoughts drifted once again to Christine, Moses crawled into Cooper’s lap and turned onto his back, asking for a belly rub. Cooper absentmindedly petted him. And after a while, she slowly drifted off to sleep.
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On her way to work Monday morning, Cooper called Ashley. There was a lot Cooper couldn’t do, a lot she couldn’t fix, but it occurred to her that, as far as Danny was concerned, she might be able to make a big difference.
Ashley answered with a very energetic, “Hey, sis!”
“You sound like you got sleep,” Cooper replied. “Or else you’ve turned to illegal stimulants.”
Ashley laughed. “Lincoln got up with Hannah last night and this morning. I think it was the best night’s sleep I’ve had since Hannah was born! How are you?”
“Pretty good. I wanted to talk to you about that committee you’re on. What was it, again?”
“It’s the board that oversees the running of our church’s shelter downtown.”
“I thought it was something like that. I assume you offer different services to people who are homeless.”
“Sure do,” Ashley said.
“Do you help them get jobs? I mean the whole nine yards: business clothes, résumé, interview prep . . .”
“We do all of it. We’ll even find them a job if we can. What’s all this about?”
“I have a friend. The one I told you about who was hit by a car. He won’t accept charity, but if there’s a job for him, he’ll take it. He’s in the hospital now, but I don’t know how to get in touch with him otherwise, except that he hangs out behind the IHOP across town. There’s a waitress there named Tara who makes sure he stays fed. I’d appreciate it if your committee could help him somehow.”
“I would love to help him!” Ashley’s voice was brimming over with excitement. “It’s one thing to sit on a committee. It’s something else entirely to actually see results. It’d be terrific if we could help him!”
“I’ll email you all the details I have,” Cooper said. “And I may even have a job idea for him. I’ll include that information in the message.”
“I’ll watch for it!”
 
• • •
 
The Make it Work! parking lot was noticeably more populated today than it had been last week. Cooper went inside to find Brandi and Josh standing at the coffeemaker, talking to Emilio and laughing. They waved when Cooper arrived.
“Glad to see you both alive!” Cooper said, joining them at the coffeemaker. “Feeling better?”
“Much,” Josh replied. He pointed to his ear. “The ear infection is almost gone. I’m on antibiotics for the rest of the week, but it doesn’t hurt anymore, and I’m ready to work.”
“And I didn’t have it nearly as bad as everyone else,” Brandi said. “Just a plain old boring virus. My nose is still a little stopped up, but nothing that’ll prevent me from delivering machines.”
Cooper sighed with relief. “That’s so wonderful! You have no idea how wonderful.”
The coffee machine sputtered, topping off a mug of coffee, which Josh took and immediately started drinking. He swallowed a big gulp of the hot brew. “Emilio was telling us you were down to three people at the end of last week.”
Cooper nodded. “It was hectic, to say the least.”
“He said you handled it well.”
“Glad to hear it,” Cooper said, smiling. Hopefully this meant she wouldn’t drive Mr. Farmer’s business into the ground. “If you’re ready to get to work, we’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”
“Sure. Is Bobby back yet?”
“He and his kids keep infecting each other. Last I heard, his wife wasn’t allowing him to get out of bed.”
Josh grimaced. “It’s a nasty bug. I’m sorry he’s still sick.”
“Well, I’m glad you’re well.” She checked her watch. “And I hope you’re ready for a full day.”
Smiling, Josh replied, “Bring it on!”
Thanks to the return of the invalids, the day was considerably less busy than the end of last week had been. Josh and Brandi each did the job of two, and Cooper was not only able to catch up on her paperwork, but also leave on time.
On the way home, she thought about Danny. It would be so wonderful if Ashley could help, but it would be more helpful to Ashley if Cooper could provide her with at least a few details. The easiest solution would be to ask Danny face-to-face, but as soon as he knew what Cooper was up to, he’d get his hopes up. Until Ashley had a better idea of what she could do to help, Cooper didn’t want to risk disappointment.
Danny had seen enough of that to last a lifetime.
So she pulled out her cell and began to dial Savannah, who, along with Jake, had spent more evenings with Danny than the others in the group. If anyone knew more about him, it was Savannah.
Just as she was about to press the send button, though, her phone rang. Savannah’s name appeared on the caller ID.
“What a coincidence,” Cooper said. “I was just calling you.”
“Something’s happened.” Savannah spoke quickly. She sounded out of breath.
“Are you okay?”
“It’s not me. It’s Danny. Cooper, somebody just tried to kill him at the hospital!”
 
• • •
 
Savannah and Jake were standing at Danny’s bedside while a hospital security guard spoke with Danny. A nurse was there, too, along with Inspector McNamara and the rest of the Bible study group. Apparently Savannah’s phone calls had brought everyone running. The room was a mess. Danny’s blanket was on the floor and his pillow was at the foot of the bed. The monitor screen beside his bed was cracked. Shards of a vase lay on the floor, surrounded by the yellow roses it once held. Danny’s eyes were cold, resolute. If there had been any doubt as to his military service before, there could be none now. That was the indomitable stare of a Marine.
Cooper went to Nathan, who stood behind Jake and Savannah. “What happened?” she asked quietly.
He greeted her with a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’m not sure. I was getting ready for Christine’s party, when I heard from Savannah. I called Christine to tell her the party might have to wait for tomorrow or Wednesday, and she’s telling her coworkers. Then, I drove over. I haven’t gotten the full story yet.”
Cooper turned to Danny. “Are you okay?”
“I’ll live,” Danny answered. He glanced at McNamara, who held his notepad and pen at the ready. “Someone came in while I was sleeping. All of a sudden, I felt something over my face. I couldn’t breathe. I put my hands up and felt the pillow.”
“Looks like you put up one heck of a fight,” Quinton commented, looking around the room. “Good for you.”
“You learn a thing or two in the Marines. I wasn’t going down easy. Anyway, by the time I pushed him away and got the pillow off, he was out the door.”
“Did anyone else get a good look at him?” McNamara asked. He looked from Danny to the nurse and doctor. “Anyone?”
Both the doctor and nurse shook their heads.
“We only saw one person come down the hallway . . . before the man and woman over there arrived, that is,” the nurse said, pointing at Savannah and Jake. “And that was a flower delivery person carrying a vase.” She turned her attention to the shards and yellow roses on the floor. “That vase. Flowers are typically left at the nurses’ station, and I assumed that’s where the delivery person was headed.”
“Did you get a good look at the person with the flowers?” McNamara asked.
The nurse shook her head. “I was busy—on my way to see a patient. They maybe wore a hat. A uniform jacket.” She shrugged. “I’m really not sure.”
“Did you at least see if it was a man or a woman?”
“I didn’t notice. The face was hidden behind the flowers.”
“And no one found that suspicious.”
“We get flower deliveries all the time. Nobody pays attention. We see the uniform, and we assume it’s all . . . on the level.” The nurse stared at the broken vase. “Nothing like this has ever happened before.”
“That’s a relief,” Trish mumbled under her breath.
McNamara sighed impatiently. “Mr. Allister . . .”
“Call me Danny.” Danny pushed himself up taller in his bed. “Mister never suited me.”
“All right. Danny, can you tell me anything else about the attack or the attacker?”
Danny shook his head. “Told you all I know. It happened pretty quickly, and like I said, by the time I could see anything, he was out the door.”
“Do you have any enemies?”
“Other than whoever tried to run me over?” Danny thought for a moment. “Can’t think of anyone. I tend to leave others well enough alone, and they don’t bother me.” He turned a smile to Jake and Savannah and then to the rest of the Bible study group. “Present company excluded, of course.”
“No real witnesses. No enemies. Then let’s try to look at this from a different perspective.” McNamara tapped his pen against his bottom lip. “Who knew you were here, besides hospital personnel?” He looked to the nurse. “I’ll need a list of those names from you.”
Danny gestured toward the Bible study group. “They’re the only ones who knew . . . And I doubt you’ll find a would-be killer in their ranks.”
McNamara snorted a little laugh. “I’m inclined to agree with you. There has to be someone else.”
“Sorry, there isn’t. I have no family. No close friends. I didn’t call anyone to tell them I’m here. Maybe it was random.”
“Do you really think someone came into the hospital, disguised in a flower delivery uniform, and just randomly picked your room as the room to go into? That’s not how people operate, Mr. . . . er . . . Danny. Whoever did this came looking for you. He walked into this hospital for the sole purpose of taking your life.”
Danny shifted uncomfortably, and Cooper wondered whether he was more uncomfortable from his injuries or from the current topic of conversation.
McNamara continued. “Until we figure out who did it, I’ll post a policeman at your door. Anybody who wants to get in has to be on his list, or they get to have a nice long talk with me.”
 
• • •
 
By the time Cooper finally got home, she was a veritable storm of emotions. Waves of exhaustion mixed with a swelling confusion. She was glad because Christine was free. She was worried about Danny. Having no idea who might have done the deed perplexed her to no end. She still suffered pangs of curiosity about Grammy’s mystery man. And there was the nagging sorrow of leaving Richmond, tempered by a strong sense of duty toward the man she loved.
For nearly twenty minutes, Cooper sat parked in her parents’ driveway, trying to muster the energy to walk inside and up to her apartment over the garage. It was so quiet and peaceful in her truck she was tempted to recline her seat and go to sleep right there, but she knew that if her parents saw her like that they’d think something was horribly wrong with her.
She collected her things, as her phone buzzed. Nathan had texted to say that Christine’s party had been moved to Wednesday evening. At least that meant Cooper could rest after work tomorrow. Tonight, though, she had to get inside the house.
Cooper dragged herself out of her truck, finally, trudging toward the door. Just a little farther and she’d be inside. A little farther after that and she’d be up the stairs. Then it was just a few steps to her warm, comfortable bed.
As she raised her key to the front door lock, she heard the sound of an approaching vehicle and glanced over her shoulder to see who it was. A shot of adrenaline surged through her as her curiosity piqued.
Pulling up by the mailbox was the Caprice, and Grammy was stepping out of it. She leaned back in through the open window and said something to the driver before turning toward the house. The Caprice drove away, leaving Grammy to the mercy of her granddaughter.
Cooper waited on the front porch for Grammy to approach and greeted her with a grin. “Hey there, Grammy! What’s new?”
“Nothing worth mentioning,” Grammy replied, her face expressionless. “Are you gonna open that door or just stand out here all night?”
Cooper put her key in the lock. “Who’s your friend?”
“A friend.”
“What’s his name?”
“It’s what people call him.”
Cooper gave her grammy a look. “Are we really going to play this game?”
Grammy suddenly laughed. “You are a nosy one, aren’t you?”
“Come on, Grammy! Who’s your gentleman friend?”
“I’m not sure Frank would qualify as a gentleman, but he’d appreciate the benefit of the doubt, I’m sure.”
Frank. Finally, a name. She opened the door. “So how do you know Frank?”
“It’s my own business. I don’t get into your personal business, do I?”
“All the time!”
Grammy squeezed Cooper’s cheek between her bony fingers, as if admiring the youthful face of a baby. “That’s one of the many perks of living a long life. You get to be nosy. When you’re my age, you can be nosy too, but until then you’ll have to be content knowing his name is Frank.”
Grammy smoothly glided past her into the house, leaving Cooper more curious than before. She had a name, but why was Grammy so reluctant to talk about this Frank character? And what were they doing together? Why wouldn’t she tell Cooper?
Cooper hurried after Grammy, hoping to pester her for more information, but she was momentarily distracted by the smell of freshly baked cookies. In the second and a half it took Cooper to breathe in the aroma of tomorrow’s Magnolia’s Marvels orders, Grammy made a dash for her bedroom and shut the door behind her.
Temporarily thwarted, but not at all discouraged, Cooper decided the interrogation could wait. She went to the kitchen, where she found her mama in a colorful, well-worn apron, scooping raw dough onto cookies sheets.
Maggie looked up to greet her daughter with a smile. “Coop! I’m glad you’re here. Would you try one of these for me?” She gestured to one of the cookies on the nearby cooling rack. “It’s a new recipe. I need a second opinion.”
“I think I can help with that,” Cooper replied, admiring the uniformity of her mama’s treats. “What are they?”
“Chocolate pecan balls.”
Coated in crushed pecans, the dark cookies were rolled up into bite-sized morsels. Cooper popped one into her mouth without first checking the temperature and burned her tongue. Its decadence, however, almost made up for the injury. Cooper fanned her mouth.
“Hot?” Maggie asked.
“Mmhm.”
“Sorry. That batch just came out of the oven. What do you think? Are they acceptable?”
“Mmmhmm.” Cooper took another cookie, blowing on it this time before eating it. Just as luscious as the first one. Resisting the urge to take a third, she stepped away from the cooling rack. “How do you do it?”
“Do what, sweetie?”
“You’re always developing new recipes, and they always taste great. How do you do it?”
“First of all, you only taste the ones I think are all right. The ones I make and dislike you never see. And second, I’ve got years of experience under my belt. It takes time, you know. Learning what tastes good and what doesn’t. Discovering the best way to mix ingredients. Figuring out how each flavor in a cookie affects the other flavors. You just have to be willing to take a chance, and sometimes it all works out.”
In that moment, it was all Cooper could do to refrain from telling her mama about Nathan’s job opportunity. She went back for a third cookie. It was as if Maggie were giving her advice specifically for her current situation. You just have to be willing to take a chance, and sometimes it all works out. After everything that had happened—murder, arrests, attacks—that was still at the forefront of her mind, gnawing at her, and making her feel guilty, because she still didn’t want to leave. Of course, Mama’s counsel could either be interpreted to mean that Cooper should take a chance and express her concerns, or she should take a chance and go to L.A.
Cooper chewed slowly until the urge to share had passed. “That’s not bad advice,” she said.
Setting aside her bowl of dough, Maggie closed the distance between herself and Cooper. Her expression was soft, concerned. “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”
Cooper straightened. How did her mama know? “Why do you think something’s wrong?”
Maggie shook her head. “Don’t skirt the question. You always do that when you don’t want to answer. Got that from your grammy. However, the answer is that I know something’s wrong because I’m your mother, and I know you.”
It was as motherly a response as “because I said so,” and Cooper couldn’t argue with it.
“Do you want to talk about it?” Maggie asked.
Cooper hesitated. Yes, she wanted to talk about it. More than anything she wanted to tell her mama what was happening and what might happen. She longed for the sage advice that had always guided her in the right direction. She wanted a warm hug and assurance that all would be all right.
But she’d already told Ashley, thereby violating Nathan’s gag order. If Cooper told her mama, her mama would tell her daddy. Grammy would find out, as she always did. And Grammy, not realizing how important secrecy was to Nathan, would likely tell everyone she knew.
Finally, Cooper shook her head. “I might want to talk about it . . . later. For now, I’ll just see what I can get done on my own. Maybe your cookie advice will come in handy. Take a chance, and it all works out.”
“I also say to put your best into your cookies, and that’ll make your cookies your best.”
“Also good advice.”
Maggie picked up the bowl of dough again and returned to spooning it out onto the cookie sheet. “And I always say that if Grammy’s in the house, make an extra batch.” She glanced over her shoulder at Cooper with a grin. “I’m guessing that doesn’t apply to your situation, whatever it may be.”
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Tuesday, Bobby finally returned to Make It Work!, and Cooper, at last, had a day that didn’t involve doing repairs. She’d had a nostalgic time, driving around, working on machines, but at the end of the day, that wasn’t her job anymore. It was nice to do what she was actually being paid to do.
Wednesday was a big day for Make It Work!, because it was the day when Mr. Farmer and Angela were due to return. Cooper arrived early with fresh flowers and new coffeemaker pods, ready to greet her colleagues with open arms and more than happy to return the reigns to Mr. Farmer. It had been a long two weeks. A very long two weeks. Cooper was glad they were finally coming home.
She started the day by signing the last of the invoices and work orders and stacking them neatly on Mr. Farmer’s desk. Then she checked the inventory, leaving a note for Angela regarding supplies that needed to be ordered. She placed her weekly reports on the keyboard of Mr. Farmer’s computer, so he’d be sure to see them, and last but not least, she put the fresh flowers in a vase on Angela’s desk as a kind of welcome home present.
At exactly nine a.m., Mr. Farmer’s car rolled into the parking lot. The entire Make It Work! crew was there—at long last—watching through the front window as Mr. Farmer and Angela walked hand in hand to the door, both wearing smiles so broad they were nearly comical.
“Welcome back!” Cooper exclaimed when they walked in. “How was your trip?”
“Just fine,” Mr. Farmer replied, shooting a sidelong glance at Angela. “We touched base with most of our suppliers, and we made a few new business contacts while we were out. How did things go here? Nothing out of the ordinary, I hope.”
Cooper looked to Ben and Emilio, and the three broke out into laughter.
Mr. Farmer arched a curious brow. “Did I say something?”
“Not exactly,” Cooper said. “You can read all about it in my reports.”
“I look forward to it.” And with that, Mr. Farmer scurried off to his office. That was Mr. Farmer, little pomp and no circumstance. He was a simple man—good, but without the bells and whistles. A plain “welcome back” was more than enough of a party for him.
With Mr. Farmer back at work, Ben returned to his office too, and Emilio, Brandi, Bobby, and Josh hurried to the locker room to don their uniforms.
“They’re off in a hurry,” Angela said, sauntering to her chair and taking stock of her desk supplies. “Lots of work to do, I suppose.”
“We’re just a little behind on repairs,” Cooper replied. “Technically, Bobby and Josh should have been out already, but everyone wanted to be here when you arrived. We missed you guys.”
“Emilio practically ran out of here.”
“He didn’t say so, but I got the impression he didn’t take to a desk job very well.”
“Too much work for him, I’ll bet,” Angela said with a wink. She picked up a stack of file folders from her desk and played with them in her hands. She had the oddest look on her face, and Cooper couldn’t quite place it. “I’m awfully curious about what happened while we were gone,” Angela commented, still playing with the files. “What were you all laughing about?”
“Oh, that? Well, Bobby called in sick, and . . .” She stopped short as Angela continued to twirl the files around. Something was different. What was it? Angela said nothing when Cooper paused, but only grinned.
Cooper looked her over, head to toe. Angela’s hair was the same. She wore it up in a bun with a cute white lace adornment in it. Her clothing was similar to what she always wore: an off-white sweater with a matching pencil skirt. Her makeup was a bit too thick, as always, and her manicure, immaculate. Her ring . . .
Her ring? Cooper grabbed Angela’s hand, and Angela dropped the files. On her left ring finger were two platinum bands—one plain and the other sporting what had to be a three-carat diamond. “What? . . . How? . . .” Cooper pointed at the rings, stuttering and stammering, much to Angela’s obvious delight. “When did this happen?”
“While we were on the road,” Angela answered, taking a moment to admire her rings.
“I need more than that!” Cooper took Angela by the hand and dragged her back to her office, sitting her down and closing the door behind them. “Details, Angela! Give me details!”
Angela leaned forward, eager to tell the tale. “It was our first night in Atlantic City,” she began. “Mr. Farmer said he wanted to take me out for a nice dinner to thank me for accompanying him on his boring trip. And believe you me, it was a very boring trip up to that point.”
“I’d have thought the two of you together would’ve made it more exciting.”
“There’s only so much excitement you can squeeze in between toner salesmen and printer drum suppliers. Anyway, he took me to this fancy seafood place, and we talked the whole time about spending so much time together and about what a good team we make. He was very sentimental.”
Cooper tried to picture Mr. Farmer being sentimental, but she failed. To her, he would always be the balding boss who looked so much like Danny DeVito. Sentiment and romance were simply not a part of that image.
Angela continued. “After a nice long dinner, we went back to the hotel and decided the night was too wonderful to end so soon. We decided to check out the little sports bar off the lobby. Well, Mr. Farmer treated me to champagne, and we stayed up until all hours, laughing and flirting.”
Again, Cooper tried to picture Mr. Farmer, this time flirting. Nope. No luck.
“We should have been plain exhausted,” Angela said. “But we both had so much energy! Atlantic City will do that to you, though. The lights, the people, the movement . . . You just want to stay awake and see what happens next.”
“What happened next?”
“Maybe it was the late hour, or maybe it was the champagne talking, but all of a sudden Mr. Farmer took my hands in his and said, ‘Let’s get married!’ I certainly wasn’t gonna argue with that!”
“That’s so romantic! Did you just jump right in and get married in the morning?”
“Oh, we didn’t want to wait until morning. We found a twenty-four-hour wedding chapel, and we said our vows then and there, before the sun came up! When I woke up the next day, I turned over to see these lovelies sitting on the pillow next to me.” She held out her hand and admired her rings once more. “Dear Mr. Farmer was up bright and early to find me the perfect rings. Isn’t he just too much?”
Cooper smiled and gave Angela a hug. “He is, and so are you. I’m so excited for you, Angela!”
“Me, too!” Angela sat back in her chair and wiped her eyes. “I can’t help but cry when I talk about it. Tears of joy, mind you. I’m just so happy!”
Cooper watched her friend cry big, mascara-stained tears that ran down her cheeks in long black streaks, and she thought of Nathan. In that moment, seeing Angela so ecstatic, she was more certain than ever of how much she loved him and wanted to be with him—whether in Richmond or Los Angeles or Timbuktu. However, being with her friend also reinforced the fact that she wasn’t yet ready to leave behind everything she knew.
And as Cooper sat with Angela, smiling and laughing, admiring the rings and giggling like schoolgirls over Mr. Farmer’s sentimentality, the seed of an idea took root in her mind. There might be a solution to her problem, a solution that would give her the best of both worlds.
Angela gazed at her rings, moving her hand so the diamond caught the light and sparkled. She sighed contentedly. “I told you Atlantic City would be one heck of a time!”
 
• • •
 
Cooper placed a Beatles CD into the disc changer of Nathan’s expensive sound system and pressed play. A moment later, his home was filled with the sounds of Abbey Road, an album that so perfectly complemented the vibrancy of celebration. Noisy laughter and conversation pervaded the rooms. The air smelled of chips and dips and decaf coffee. The Sunrise Bible Study Group, along with the Sphinx crowd, were gathering together to enjoy a well-deserved evening of revelry following a very difficult ordeal.
Mandy and Kenneth hadn’t arrived yet and Dave wouldn’t be joining the party, but those present shared stories and jokes in little groups scattered through the kitchen and living room. In by the TV, Nala told Trish and Christine about life with Dave, before his paranoia set in. Jake and Savannah sat together, talking quietly and smiling.
The doorbell rang, and Nathan answered. A moment later, he returned to the party followed by Kenneth and Mandy, both of whom wore a very grim expression.
All the chatter died down as, one by one, everyone saw the looks on their faces.
“You two don’t look like you’re ready to party,” Christine commented. “Something the matter?”
Mandy turned to Kenneth. “I’ll let you do the explaining.”
Kenneth looked around the room, his gaze lingering on Christine, and then on Cooper. “We had an interesting afternoon.”
Christine approached him. “Last I saw, you guys were cleaning out Sinclair’s office. Did something happen?”
“You could say that. We were clearing out all of Sinclair’s things, and when we opened his safe, we found . . .” His voice cracked, and he paused. “We found cash. Stacks of it.”
His revelation was met with silence, and he continued. “We called Inspector McNamara, and he did some looking around. As it turns out, the amount of cash in the safe was the same amount as was most recently missing from the Sphinx accounts.”
Christine blanched. “You don’t think Sinclair was stealing from his own company!”
“I don’t,” Kenneth replied quickly, pain in his face. “But it doesn’t seem to matter what I think.”
“That’s not all of it,” Mandy added. “There was also a list in the safe—a list of all the different cash amounts that’ve gone missing from the company. Looks like he was keeping close track of what he took.”
“I still don’t believe he took it.”
Mandy put her hand gently on Kenneth’s shoulder. “I know you don’t. But we can’t ignore the facts, and the police are convinced.”
“Of what exactly?” Cooper asked. “That he embezzled?”
Mandy nodded. “That he embezzled and that he killed himself, either because he felt guilty or because he thought he was going to be caught. McNamara said the case was all but closed.”
“What about the other people at the festival?” Jake asked. “Did the police find any other leads worth pursuing?
“Apparently not,” Kenneth answered. “He didn’t say, but when I pressed him, he did try to explain away the other evidence at the crime scene.”
Nathan waved him in toward the couch. “What did he say?” he asked, sitting beside him.
Kenneth rubbed his hands over his face. “He told me that he’d been looking into footprints at the scene, but those footprints were probably there since earlier in the day. He said with a couple hundred people tramping through the woods, it’s not really surprising there were footprints where Sinclair died.”
Trish hesitated. “That might be right. A lot of people were walking around and leaving footprints.”
“Then he said that the cut on Sinclair’s hand—which he thought might have been caused by a blade—was probably caused by the edge of one of the metal picnic tables at the park.”
“I know this isn’t what you want to hear,” Christine said. “But he could have cut his hand on the table. The footprints might have been from earlier in the day. Sinclair might have stolen the money, and . . .”
“And killed himself?” Kenneth shook his head. “Not Sinclair.”
Nala took a deep breath and let it out in a thoughtful sigh. “For what it’s worth, I agree with you, Kenneth. Sinclair wasn’t the type to kill himself.”
“I’m not sure there is a type,” Savannah said. “Sometimes people in bad situations lose hope. All different kinds of people.”
“That’s true,” Bryant agreed. “Really horrible, but true.”
Kenneth stood, shaking his head and his hands. “I’m really sorry, everybody. We have all day tomorrow to think about this. Tonight is supposed to be a celebration for Christine, and I’ve brought the mood down.”
“I don’t think I’d put it quite like that,” Christine replied. “We wanted to hear what happened today, and if you need to talk about it, you can.”
“I will. But not right now. We need to just enjoy the party. Christine, I’m glad you’re out of jail. I may not believe Sinclair killed himself, but I never could picture you as a killer, either.”
Christine smiled. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
The evening wore on, and eventually, Kenneth’s mood lightened. The Bible study group did their best to keep his mind off of Sinclair by asking him questions and sharing their own stories. Eventually, he ended up in the living room with Bryant, explaining his plans for the company, now that he was in charge.
Nala, Trish, and Christine had settled back into their little group by the TV. They talked and laughed, as if the three of them had been good friends for years. Quinton stood by the snacks, his eyes taking in all the options, and his sausage fingers selecting a few for his plate.
The doorbell rang, and Jake went to answer it. He returned with another familiar face. Danny trailed behind him, looking a bit uncomfortable. That discomfort, however, quickly gave way to a smile, as Jake took him over to Savannah and engaged him in friendly conversation.
Nathan stood by Cooper, his arm wrapped around her shoulders.
“I didn’t know Danny was coming tonight,” Cooper said quietly.
“I invited him,” Nathan replied. “I thought it would be good for him to know he’s not all alone. I didn’t figure Christine would mind him coming to her party.”
“That was very sweet of you.”
“Just seemed like the right thing. He needs to know he’s got people he can count on.” He gave Cooper a squeeze. “Would you mind if I go and talk to him? I know Jake and Savannah will take care of him, but I want to make sure he knows he’s welcome in my home.”
Cooper nodded her assent, and Nathan crossed over to Danny, greeting him with a firm handshake. Then, Cooper slowly made her way around the room, enjoying the levity of the celebration. However, as she tuned in to the conversation between Kenneth and Bryant, she realized that not everyone was able to celebrate.
“I still don’t believe it,” Kenneth said. “I don’t believe he killed himself, and I won’t believe it, no matter what the police say. All they have to go on is money in the safe, and who would keep money at the company they’d stolen it from? Besides, he’s the one who told me about the irregularities in the ledger. The cop’s problem is that he thinks everyone has an alibi or not enough motive, so he’s calling Sinclair his own killer. There’s just something fishy about the case.”
His voice was so full of conviction that, for just a moment, it made Cooper wonder. Could McNamara be wrong? He’d all but closed the homicide investigation, because suicide seemed the obvious choice.
But what if there were other facts he needed to take into consideration? Like the fact that Sinclair’s best friend in the world insisted he wasn’t suicidal.
Cooper could tell he just needed to talk to someone about it, despite his earlier declaration that they ought to simply enjoy the party. She excused herself quietly as she stepped into the conversation.
“Something you need?” Kenneth asked, pausing in his tirade about McNamara.
“I couldn’t help but overhear what you said,” Cooper said. “You mentioned you thought there was something fishy about the case.”
“There is.”
“I’m curious to hear what you think is . . . well . . . fishy about it.”
With a dubiously furrowed brow, Kenneth replied, “Really?”
Cooper nodded. “I agree with you that certain assumptions were made by the police in order to wrap things up. What do you think the inspector missed?”
“For starters, don’t you find it strange that an intelligent guy like Sinclair kept incriminating evidence in his safe at work?”
Bryant shrugged. “It doesn’t matter how intelligent you are. If you’re breaking the law, you’re bound to slip up at some point. Besides, maybe he realized it wouldn’t make a difference anymore. If he killed himself . . .”
“Sinclair wouldn’t have done that,” Kenneth insisted.
Cooper put a hand on Kenneth’s arm to calm him. “You said it yourself. Everyone has an alibi or no motive.”
“Maybe the alibis are wrong.”
“I don’t see how,” Cooper said. “Unless the time of death is wrong, how can the alibis be wrong?” She paused. A chill crept up her back. “Wait a sec. What if the time of death is wrong?”
“How can that be?” Bryant asked.
Nathan sauntered over to join them. “You all seem deep in conversation.”
“We’re talking about Sinclair,” Cooper said. “You see, the police based time of death on Sinclair’s broken watch, but a watch can be wound to a different time. Wouldn’t a smart killer think to change the time on the watch?”
Bryant drummed his fingertips against each other. “Interesting theory. Is there any way to test it? Can we double-check the time of death?”
“What about his Fitbit?” Nathan asked.
All eyes turned to him.
Bryant looked skeptical. “Unless we’re trying to gauge his steps for the day, how would that tell us anything?”
“It tracks heart rate,” Nathan replied. “If you can access his online account, it’ll tell you when his heart stopped beating the day at the park.”
Kenneth glanced around and leaned in close. “Do you have a computer?”
The four of them—Bryant, Nathan, Cooper, and Kenneth—gathered around Nathan’s work computer in his office. Kenneth sat and began to type.
“Sinclair had me keep track of everybody’s Fitbit progress,” Kenneth explained. “Like I said the day you all first came to Sphinx . . . it was for the Fitness Challenge. I have full access to Sinclair’s account.”
While the others watched, Kenneth navigated to Sinclair’s Fitbit account and typed in the password. He clicked on an icon, and a moment later a graph appeared on the screen. He pointed to one spot. “There it is,” he said. “That’s when his heart stopped.”
“I don’t believe it,” Bryant muttered. “That’s an hour before his watch stopped.”
For a full minute, they all stared at the screen in silence . . . until Cooper remembered the grim scene of discovering Sinclair’s body. She could see his Rolex, his silver bracelet, and his matching silver pin . . . but there was no Fitbit on his wrist.
“Guys, he wasn’t wearing it,” she said.
“I doubt that very much,” Kenneth argued. “He loved that thing.”
“I saw his body. He wasn’t wearing it. I remember. I wish I didn’t, but I do. Nathan, this was a great idea, but he must have lost the Fitbit on the hike or something. He wasn’t wearing it when Christine found him.”
Dejected, they rejoined the party to find that the cliques had changed. Jake was standing in the kitchen, fixing himself coffee, and Bryant was on his way to join him. Christine, Nala, and Trish had welcomed Savannah into their circle. Danny stood with Mandy, as Quinton entertained them both with stories from his cooking class.
He had his listeners doubled over in laughter. Still troubled by thoughts of Sinclair, Cooper didn’t hear the story itself, but Mandy’s loud reaction to it distracted her for a moment. Danny chuckled, his response not nearly as animated as Mandy’s.
Cooper made the rounds, moving from group to group for an hour or so, enjoying the company despite the doubts she still had about Sinclair’s death. Finally she spotted Nathan standing off by himself near the kitchen table where the snacks were, his gaze moving from one group to the next. He had such a look of peace on his face, such joy. It made Cooper smile.
“Nice party,” she said, joining him at the table. “It’s good to see you looking happy again.”
Nathan slipped his arm around her waist. “How could I be anything but happy? I’ve got wonderful friends, a loving family, and the best fiancée in the world.” He kissed her on the head. “It’s a day to celebrate. I wish we could have helped Kenneth more, but you know what? It’s still a day to celebrate.”
Offering Cooper his arm, Nathan smiled and said, “What do you say we join the celebration?”
She linked her elbow through his. “Why, Mr. Dexter, I thought you’d never ask!”
Arm in arm they ambled from the dining table to the group by the island, just in time to hear the end of another one of Quinton’s cooking class tales, a story that had Mandy laughing so hard she was nearly crying. Danny was actually laughing out loud. Kenneth had joined the group and was chuckling, despite his obvious lingering distress over Sinclair’s alleged suicide. Cooper wondered just how many of these stories Quinton had up his sleeve.
“You look like you’re enjoying yourselves,” Quinton said.
Nathan moved his arm around Cooper’s shoulders. “We are. And later I plan to enjoy those desserts you brought. I appreciate it. More than that, I appreciate you coming.” He turned to the others in the little group. “All of you, thanks. I’m glad you could make it.”
Mandy flashed a smile. “Thank you for hosting such a lovely party! It hasn’t been easy since Sinclair died. Around the office, it’s been . . . different. Unpleasant, to say the least. Then you and your friends came along, and you kept a bad situation from turning into an absolutely dreadful one.”
“I’m not sure we did much,” Quinton replied.
“But you did! You helped Christine when she was arrested. You took a real interest in Sphinx and the people working there. I think I speak for the whole office when I say we were a little worried the investigation might turn into a witch hunt, and we’d each have a turn behind bars. Now that we know Sinclair committed suicide, we can finally put all those fears to rest.”
Kenneth bristled at the word suicide.
“I’m just glad we could be there for them,” Cooper said.
Danny smiled. “You guys are good at that, aren’t you?”
“Good at what?”
“Good at being there for people. A lot of folks don’t have friends or family to help them out. And most other folks don’t care. But you . . . you’re different.”
“In the best possible way,” Mandy added. “Danny, I’m so glad you came to join us today. Ever since we went to the station and Christine told us about your situation, we’ve all been thinking about you.”
“Say, Danny, did you hear from McNamara how the investigation is going?” Quinton asked. “Did they ever track down the guy who hit you with his car? Or the one who attacked you later?”
Danny shook his head. “McNamara said they don’t have any leads, and I don’t expect they will. I just need to count myself lucky I made it through in one piece. Can’t ask for more than that.” He turned to Cooper. “You’re probably missing your camera.”
Cooper laughed. “The camera’s not all that important in the big scheme of things, although I do wish I could see some of the pictures from the park. I think some of those might have turned out pretty good.”
“That reminds me . . .” Quinton dug his hand into his back pocket and produced his cell, navigating to his photos before handing it to Cooper. “I was going through my phone, deleting things to free up space, and I came across something that might interest you.”
He handed the phone to Cooper, and she looked at the screen. It was a picture from the festival. She and Nathan stood in front of the footbridge on the hiking trail, with the Sphinx crowd approaching in the background.
“That’s not a bad picture!” she exclaimed. “You took this with your phone?”
“Yep. I feel pretty spoiled these days, with a fancy smartphone and all. It takes pictures better than my camera does. Anyway, I forgot I took that photo at the park. I thought you might like to see it.”
“I’d like to have it, if you don’t mind.”
Quinton took the phone back. “I’ll send it to you right now.”
A moment later, her cell phone buzzed as the picture message arrived in her in-box. She took her phone from her pocket. “I think I’ll go show this to Trish, if you’ll excuse me.”
Standing on her tiptoes, Cooper gave Nathan a kiss on the cheek before heading over to where Christine, Nala, and Trish were busy chatting, while Savannah went for coffee. So enthralled were they in their conversation that they didn’t even notice her joining their little circle. Cooper stood for nearly a minute on the outskirts of the group, waiting to be noticed.
Finally she asked, “Are you all sharing secrets?”
Trish jumped. “Cooper! I didn’t see you there. We were just talking about our first apartments.”
“I’m about to be on my own for the first time,” Nala explained. “Back before Dave and I got married, I lived with roommates. Before that, I was in a college dorm. Before that, I lived with my parents. I’ve never actually lived by myself. Trish and Christine were just telling me their fond memories of the bachelorette life.”
“Hers are memories,” Christine said, jerking her thumb toward Trish. “Mine are current.”
Nala laughed. “How about you, Cooper? Any fun and interesting tales to tell?”
“I’m not sure . . .” Cooper thought for a moment. She currently lived in the apartment over her parents’ garage, and before that she’d lived with a boyfriend for five years. Once upon a time she had a little one-bedroom, one-bathroom apartment of her own, but it felt like forever ago. In truth, she didn’t miss the bachelorette life, as Nala called it. Cooper preferred to be near family, to know a friend was just down the stairs, to eat alongside loved ones, rather than alone. That probably wasn’t what Nala needed to hear now, though. Finally she answered, “I haven’t lived on my own in a long time, but if I remember any fun anecdotes, I’ll be sure and let you know.”
Christine laughed and stepped away to set down her glass. As she returned to the group, she looked down at the band on her wrist. “My Fitbit just buzzed to tell me I hit my ten-thousand-step goal for the day. That means I won’t feel so bad when I have a big slice of that cake.”
Nala eyed her Fitbit. “I wish I’d taken advantage when Sinclair offered to buy those for everyone. At the time, it was too difficult to think about exercise with everything else that was going on. Now I think I might like to get fit.”
“Sinclair swore by his Fitbit, and I’ve had good luck with mine. Just wearing it reminds me to jog every morning . . . almost every morning. I couldn’t jog while I was in jail.”
“Nathan seems to like his Fitbit too,” Cooper added. “Although I think I’d invest in some other device if it were me.”
“Why?”
“Sinclair may have loved his Fitbit, but apparently it fell off on that hike. It wasn’t on him when he . . . Well, it fell off somewhere. I’d want my device on a necklace maybe, or something else that would stay on a little better.”
Christine stared at the black band on her wrist. “You don’t suppose that pushed him over the edge, do you? Sinclair, that is. You don’t suppose that losing his beloved Fitbit was the last straw.”
Kenneth stepped over, having had his fill of humorous stories. “This sounds like an unpleasant topic. I thought I was the only one allowed to bring those up.”
“We were talking about Fitbits,” Cooper said. “And how much Sinclair liked his.”
“That he did.”
“I was just saying I’d prefer something that didn’t fall off so easily.”
“I haven’t had any trouble with mine falling off,” Christine said. “Apparently Sinclair did. He lost it at the park.”
Kenneth eyed Cooper. “So I heard. It’s hard to believe, though. I’d have thought Sinclair would’ve noticed immediately if it fell off.”
“I’m not sure I’d notice mine was missing,” Christine replied. “Not if I was busy doing other things. The band’s so lightweight . . .”
“Your band is lightweight. Sinclair’s wasn’t.”
“What do you mean?”
“He’d just upgraded the band,” Kenneth explained. “He was tired of wearing that thick black plastic thing. The new band was custom-made. It was silver to match his Rolex, and had a cover over the Fitbit face, so it just looked like fine fancy jewelry.”
“I never understood why he had the Fitbit and the watch,” Nala said. “The Fitbit tells time.”
“If you can afford a Rolex, you wear a Rolex. Anyway, Sinclair had the new Fitbit band made, because he said that if he was going to wear that thing everywhere, he wanted it to look nice.”
Nice jewelry? That sounded familiar. Cooper produced her phone and opened the picture Quinton had just sent her. She zoomed in on Sinclair in the background and studied the image—Sphinx shirt, gold pin, the Rolex on one wrist, and, on the other, what appeared to be a heavy silver bracelet. “Is this it?” She handed the phone to Kenneth.
After a quick look, he nodded. “Like I said, it’s a fine piece of jewelry. Cost him a couple hundred dollars, too. Too bad he lost it.”
Cooper stared at the picture and then closed her eyes, allowing herself to relive the moment Christine led her and Nathan to Sinclair’s body. Vividly she could see it all . . . including the blood-spattered silver band. Sinclair had been wearing his Fitbit the whole time.
She jumped as a heavy hand was laid on her shoulder.
“Sorry,” Nathan said, smiling. “Didn’t mean to startle you.” He took one look at her expression and his smile disappeared. “What happened?”
“Sinclair didn’t lose his Fitbit.” Cooper handed him the phone with the photo still open. “He was wearing it when Christine found him.” She pointed to the silver bracelet.
Nathan squinted and studied the picture. “You mean the Fitbit was on him when he died?”
Cooper nodded as the rest of the partygoers slowly closed in around them. Everyone could sense that something big was happening, something exciting. Only Danny hung back, obviously feeling a bit like an outsider.
“If that’s true, the time of death is wrong,” Nathan said. “Sinclair actually died when the Fitbit shows his heartbeat stopping . . . Almost an hour before the original time of death.”
“What’s this?” Jake asked. “Is there news?”
“I don’t have any idea,” Nala replied. “It sounds like gibberish to me.”
Christine stepped away from the group. “Don’t say anything too exciting while I’m gone!” And then she hurried off toward the restroom. When she was gone, Mandy grimaced. “Actually, I was just headed that way. Nathan, do you have another restroom?”
“Up by the master bedroom,” Nathan replied, pointing toward the stairs. “Hopefully it’s clean enough.”
Mandy laughed. “As long as it’s functioning!”
In the meantime, Cooper quickly explained the time of death theory to Nala, who listened, fascinated.
When Cooper was done, Nala asked, “So when did he actually die?”
Cooper turned to Kenneth. “His watch said five fifty-five. What time did the Fitbit say his heart stopped beating?”
“I think it was four twenty,” Kenneth replied. “Actually, I’m sure it was four twenty.”
“It doesn’t really matter, though, does it?” Quinton took a bite of one of his madeleines. When he’d swallowed, he continued. “It was suicide. The time of death doesn’t change that.”
Nathan stroked his chin thoughtfully. “But time of death is part of the reason McNamara arrived at his conclusion. Everyone had an alibi at five fifty-five. Since everyone had an alibi, and Sinclair was killed with his own gun, McNamara ruled it a suicide, even though that wasn’t his initial gut reaction.”
“Not all of us,” Nala countered. “Although I appreciate you lumping me in with that group.”
“True, you don’t have a good alibi, but you also have no motive. If anything, Sinclair was a real encourager to you, and you had no reason to want him dead.”
Cooper jumped in. “But if Sinclair died at four twenty instead of five fifty-five, all those alibis are out the window.”
“Let’s be reasonable about this,” Savannah said. “We don’t want to jump to any conclusions. Do we know everyone’s alibis around four twenty?”
“I’ll give you mine,” Christine said, rejoining the group. “I was looking through the craft booths.”
“You answered that very quickly, for having missed a lot of the conversation,” Kenneth commented suspiciously. “A little too quickly.”
“I remember because I looked at my watch right after a lengthy conversation with a leather worker . . . He was rather good-looking, and he mentioned something about getting coffee after the festival.”
Nathan crossed his arms over his chest. “You met a stranger for coffee?”
“Actually, if you recall, I spent most of the night at the police station.”
“It isn’t safe to go out to places with men you don’t know.”
“Apparently it isn’t safe to go to the park with people you do know.”
Trish held up her hands to quiet them. “As endearing as this brother-sister thing is, maybe you could do it later. Back to the alibis.”
“I was at the craft booths, too,” Nala said. “Although I don’t have a good story for it. I guess I don’t have any proof.”
“Yes, you do,” Christine countered. “I saw you there. We waved at each other. Remember?”
Nala snapped her fingers. “That’s right! You saw me!” Then she turned a wary eye on Kenneth. “Boss, where were you?”
A slight blush came to Kenneth’s cheeks, and he nervously cleared his throat. “I . . . uh . . .”
All eyes turned to him.
“Something you don’t want to tell us?” Jake asked. “Because that’s mighty suspicious at this point.”
“It’s not what you think,” Kenneth snapped back. “I . . . I’m lactose intolerant, and . . . well . . . I accidentally had some cheese at lunch. It was on my sandwich, and by the time I realized, it was too late. Shortly after Sinclair released us to go do our own thing—before I made phone calls—I made a beeline for the restrooms.”
“How long were you there?” Christine asked. “Not to be nosy, but . . .”
“A good half hour, at least.” His flush deepened, eliciting a great deal of sympathy from Cooper. When she got embarrassed or upset, the mean red crept up her neck and to her face for all the world to see. She hated being unable to hide her embarrassment. Unfortunately, in this case, there was no way around it. They had to know the details of Kenneth’s alibi. She glanced down at the picture on her phone. It was still bugging her. Something about it wasn’t right, but she couldn’t figure out what.
“Sorry to get so personal, but did anyone see you go in or come out?” Savannah asked, continuing the interrogation of poor Kenneth. “Can anyone corroborate your alibi?”
“If someone was clocking my time in the restroom, I didn’t notice them,” Kenneth replied testily. “Unless there were some security cameras at the porta-potties, which I doubt, I don’t think anyone can confirm my story. But I didn’t kill Sinclair.”
“No one’s saying you did,” Cooper assured him. “We’re just making sure we’re all on the same page. Does anyone know where Mandy was?”
Kenneth looked over his shoulder, in the direction of the stairs. “I can tell you. I’m pretty sure she went to check out the amphitheater when we went our separate ways. You can double-check with her when she gets back.”
“And what about Dave?” Nathan asked. “Where was he?”
“The best for last,” Bryant quipped. “My money’s on him.”
Nala shook her head. “I saw Dave while I was looking through the booths. Although, now that I think about it, I’m not sure what the exact time was. When I saw him, he was pacing over by the trees, the ones near the parking lot. I remember, because he kicked one—hard—and then he started jumping up and down, holding on to his hurt foot.” She giggled, and then put her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. That shouldn’t be funny.”
Quinton grinned. “But it kind of is. Say, I bet that’s when he actually went to the first aid tent. He told us he’d gone there earlier in the day. It was probably to take care of his foot.”
“It wasn’t that,” Christine replied. “He went earlier because he accidentally stabbed himself with his Sphinx pin.”
Nathan gave her a look. “Why would he stab himself?”
“It wasn’t intentional,” she shot back. “The pins were cheap, and they kept falling off. He got frustrated with his, and when he put it on his shirt, he stabbed it into his shoulder. It started bleeding.”
Nathan’s brow furrowed doubtfully. “I don’t remember seeing any blood on him.”
“I had a spare shirt in my car,” Kenneth said. “After he got some antibiotic ointment and a Band-Aid from the first aid tent, he changed out of the bloody shirt. Sinclair made him put the pin back on, though.”
The lightbulb turned on in Cooper’s mind, and suddenly she realized what had been bothering her. She zoomed in on the picture one more time. “That’s it!”
Nathan looked over her shoulder. “That’s what?”
“Something has been bugging me about this photo. I just figured it out. It’s the pin.” She pointed to the pin on Sinclair’s shirt. “He was wearing a gold pin.”
Nathan shrugged. “So?”
“When we saw his body off the path, he was wearing a silver pin. Don’t you remember?”
“I try not to.”
“I’m sure it was silver.”
“You know, I think you’re right,” Christine said. “He was wearing a silver pin when we found him.”
“What does that mean?” Nala asked.
“It means that someone switched their pin with Sinclair’s. At the beginning of all this, McNamara theorized there was a struggle. If that’s true, then both Sinclair’s pin and the attacker’s might have fallen off. The killer shot Sinclair, and then replaced the pins.”
“But it was dark,” Trish said, continuing the line of thought. “The killer couldn’t see which pin was which. He put the wrong pin on Sinclair.”
Jake nodded along. “I get it. So if we can figure out who was wearing a silver pin before Sinclair’s death, we might be able to figure out who attacked him.”
They all crowded around Cooper’s phone as she adjusted the picture so the different pins were visible.
Quinton leaned in close, squinting at the picture. “Looks like Christine’s pin was gold. Nala’s was silver.”
“But Nala has an alibi,” Savannah said. “Don’t forget that.”
Nala smiled at her. “Thanks. What about Dave? I can’t remember what time I saw him, and he did hate Sinclair.”
Nathan peered over Cooper’s shoulder. “Dave’s pin was gold.”
“I was so sure it was him,” Bryant said. “Too bad.”
Cooper looked up from the phone. “Guys, Mandy’s pin is silver. Where was she again when Sinclair died?”
“The amphitheater,” Kenneth said. He looked over his shoulder at the stairs. “She’s been in the restroom a long time.”
Nathan walked to the base of the stairs and took a few steps up. “Mandy?” he shouted. There was no answer. He jogged up the stairs, and a moment later returned. “She’s not there.”
Nala’s eyes grew wide. “What? Where did she go?”
Nathan disappeared down the hallway, and then hurried back. “The garage door is unlocked. She must have heard us and slipped out that way when we were talking.”
“I don’t believe it . . .” Kenneth said slowly. “Mandy killed Sinclair.”
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“Her purse is still here,” Trish announced, pawing through a bright red shoulder bag.
“Why would she leave her purse?” Jake asked. “If it were me, I’d want my keys, so I could drive away.”
“She took a purse. She and I have the same purse, and she took mine instead of hers. Her keys are still in here.”
“Does that mean she has your keys now?” Nathan asked.
Trish shook her head. “Jake and Savannah brought me over, and they’re taking me home after. Phil’s at home with the girls, so I didn’t bring keys with me.”
Danny was already at the front door. “She’s on foot,” he announced. “We can catch her.” Before anyone could argue, he was after Mandy. Nathan and Cooper were close on his heels, with the rest of them bringing up the rear.
“I’ll stay here and call the police!” Savannah shouted after them. “Be careful!”
Out into the cool night air they ran. Cooper peered down the road as far as she could see, looking for any sign of Mandy. Darkness settled over the neighborhood, making it impossible to see into the distance.
“Everyone be quiet,” Jake said. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned from Savannah, it’s that you don’t need to see to be able to find your way.”
“He’s right,” Danny agreed. “Listen.”
In an instant, all was silent. Cooper held her breath, listening to the subtle changes in the breeze, the hum of the neighbor’s air-conditioning unit, and the quiet hooting of an owl. She closed her eyes, concentrating, just as Savannah had taught her. But all the noises blended together. Nothing stood out. No sign of Mandy.
A moment later, Danny turned his head to the stop sign at the corner. “Did anyone else hear that?”
“Hear what?” Nala asked. “I don’t hear anything out of the ordinary.”
“It sounded like someone falling down.” He pointed to the corner. “Came from around the bend. Is there anything there, other than houses?”
Nathan nodded. “The community park is just around the corner. It’s got logs around the border. People are always tripping over them.”
“A park would be a good place to hide,” Jake said.
Danny took off at a dead run, and the others followed, rounding the corner and finding themselves staring into the darkness of the park. The playground equipment was highlighted by moonlight. In the breeze, the swings moved, as if ridden by ghosts, and the same wind howled through the tube slide.
As Cooper stepped forward, her foot caught on something, and she started to fall. At the last moment, she caught her balance, steadying herself. Jake, on the other hand, fell forward and landed flat on his face.
“What the heck was that?” Jake asked rather loudly.
“Those are the logs I mentioned, the ones that border the park,” Nathan answered, carefully stepping over the hindrance. “It looks nice during the daytime, but if you don’t know they’re there, you can break your neck.”
“She could be anywhere,” Trish whispered. “I can’t see a thing.”
Danny crossed his arms, scanning the park with a determined gaze. “We’ll split up. Cover more ground that way.”
With a squeeze, Cooper let go of Nathan’s hand, drifting off to the left side of the park as he went to the right. The others fanned out, moving slowly, searching as they walked.
Trish hung close to Cooper. “I’m surprised she didn’t get farther,” Trish said. “I’d be running like a bat out of—”
“She doesn’t know the neighborhood,” Cooper interrupted. “I’ve spent a lot of time here, and I’d still have to stop and get my bearings before running away. Besides, she’s probably walking instead of running.”
“You think?”
“Sure. If someone saw her running, they’d take notice.”
“I hadn’t thought of that.”
A third set of footsteps joined them, and Cooper looked over to see Nala on the other side of Trish. So much for splitting up.
“Do you think we can sneak up on her?” Nala asked, her voice low.
Trish shook her head. “Jake ruined any chance of that when he fell over.”
“Do you think she can see us now?”
“Maybe,” Cooper said. “Or she might have moved on already.”
Cooper narrowed her eyes, trying to make out shapes in the shadows. Trees. Bushes. Statues. One shady outline faded into the next. The park grew eerily silent, and the playground felt more like a graveyard than a place for children to play.
Then, out of the silence came a scream. Cooper spun around, searching for its source. Across the playground, two shadowy figures struggled in the dark. Running toward them with Trish and Nala, Cooper could feel her heart pounding in her chest. Panic gave her speed. Someone had found Mandy, and Mandy wasn’t about to go down without a fight.
As she approached the scuffle, Cooper’s eyes adjusted, and the two shadowy figures became more pronounced. One of them was Mandy. The other was Christine.
Christine screamed a second time. Nathan’s feet pounded against the playground lawn, full speed toward them.
“Stay back!” Mandy yelled. “Or I’ll cut her!”
Only then did Cooper see the glint of metal against Christine’s throat. With one hand, Mandy held Christine’s hair tightly. With the other, she pressed the blade of a Swiss Army knife to the soft flesh over Christine’s carotid.
Christine’s eyes were wide with panic. Her breathing was quick and shallow. The more she tried to pull away from Mandy, the more vise-like Mandy’s grip became.
Keeping his distance for Christine’s sake, Nathan stood directly in Mandy’s line of sight. “Please, don’t hurt her,” he pleaded. “Please, Mandy. Don’t.”
“I will if you come any closer,” Mandy replied.
“Okay. Okay. What do you want? What can I do to make sure that my sister doesn’t get hurt?”
“Get me my keys. Let me get to my car. I’ll take your sister with me to make sure you don’t follow. When I’m sure I’m safe, I’ll let her go.”
“How can I trust that you’ll do as you say?”
Mandy stared at him coolly. “Can you afford to not trust me?”
A subtle movement behind Mandy caught Cooper’s eye. From the shadow of the bushes crept none other than Danny. Slowly, methodically, he plotted his path toward Mandy.
“I’ll get the keys,” Trish volunteered, taking a small step forward.
Mandy jerked her head to look at Trish. “Stay back.”
Danny gestured to Nathan, whose expression never changed. Not even the slightest bit. From her vantage point, Cooper couldn’t tell exactly what Danny was trying to convey, but she did get the general idea. They were to keep Mandy occupied.
“We’ll do this your way,” Nathan said, drawing Mandy’s attention back from Trish. “Whatever you want, we’ll make it happen. All right?” He nodded to Trish, who slowly backed away toward the sidewalk. “She’ll get your keys, and then this will all be over.”
Mandy smiled. “Glad to see we’re on the same page. Christine and I will wait right here for you, Trish. Hurry back.” She looked again at Trish, allowing Nathan the chance to close some distance between them and him. He took three quick steps forward before Mandy glanced his way.
“I will hurry,” Trish assured her. The more she talked and distracted Mandy, the closer Danny was able to come. “I’ll go get your keys. Wait. Do you want the purse? Or just the keys out of the purse?”
“Just bring me the whole bag. Now.”
Trish nodded, still moving toward the sidewalk under Mandy’s watchful eye. Nathan took one more step. Another. Then, a third. Behind Mandy, Danny was only two yards away.
By the time Trish had reached the sidewalk, Danny was in striking distance.
Nathan swallowed hard, his body tensing. Mandy must have seen it, because her expression darkened. She pressed the knife harder into Christine’s flesh.
“Nathan, whatever you’re thinking, don’t do it.”
No sooner had she finished the statement than Danny jumped into action. He grabbed Mandy’s knife hand and pulled it away from Christine as Nathan ran at them from the front. But Mandy broke her knife hand free and cut the air wildly, striking at anything she could reach. With her other hand she kept a firm grip on Christine’s hair.
Danny tried to keep a hold of Mandy while reaching for her flailing arm. His grip was tight but somehow he wasn’t hurting her. A former Marine, he probably could have killed Mandy if he’d wanted to, or easily broken her bones. Instead, he just tried to wrestle her arms away from Christine. He was doing his best to not do any permanent damage.
Nathan tried to get hold of the knife, but Mandy was too quick. Finally, Danny put his arms around her waist, hoisting her up an inch off the ground. Mandy retaliated by swinging her head back into his face, smashing his nose.
The blow stunned Danny, but only momentarily. He stumbled back, wiping the blood from his face. Then he lunged back into the fray.
But Christine couldn’t get away from Mandy’s iron grip.
Before she knew what she was doing, Cooper ran toward them. She grabbed Mandy’s hand and, one by one, peeled back her fingertips from Christine’s scalp. Mandy snarled and struggled. Jake grabbed Christine and pulled her away as Mandy twisted, lashing out with her knife. Cooper felt the cold blade cut across her lower back. The shock caused her to stumble away, hand on the cut, but she kept moving until she was with Christine and Nala, a safe distance from the fight. Bryant grabbed a hold of Mandy’s knees, tipping her off balance.
Nathan twisted Mandy’s hand until, at last, she dropped the knife. Danny tackled her to the ground. And finally, sirens blared, and the flashing red and blue of approaching police cars cut through the darkness.
 
• • •
 
Within half an hour, Mandy was in handcuffs, sitting on one of the logs bordering the playground. McNamara stood over her, writing in his notebook, while the Bible study group and the Sphinx employees looked on. Cooper sat in the back of an ambulance, with Nathan by her side holding her hand. The cut in her back wasn’t deep enough for stitches, so the paramedic closed it with butterfly Band-Aids. When he was finished, Cooper and Nathan joined the rest of the onlookers.
McNamara ambled toward them, Mandy in cuffs at his side and another officer behind her. “You’ve had quite the evening,” he said. “Ms. Lee, how’s your back?”
“All right,” Cooper replied. “The cut wasn’t too deep.”
“Good. Now then, I’ve been getting stories from the different officers who took your statements. I’d like to hear from all of you how you put the pieces together.”
“It was Kenneth,” Cooper said before anyone else could speak. “He knew something wasn’t right. He knew that Sinclair didn’t commit suicide. That’s where Nathan came in.”
“What did Nathan do?”
Kenneth continued the story. “We thought maybe the time of death was incorrect, and Nathan thought to check Sinclair’s Fitbit for when his heart stopped beating.”
“When was that?” McNamara asked.
“An hour and a half before the original time of death,” Jake replied. “Then Cooper realized that when Sinclair’s body was found, he had on a different color pin than he had in the photo Quinton took earlier that day at the park.”
Mandy rolled her eyes. “That stupid picture.”
“Quiet,” McNamara snapped. He turned back to Jake. “Please continue.”
Jake did as the inspector said. “We were able to figure out who swapped pins with Sinclair. It was Mandy.”
“Those stupid pins,” Mandy muttered, shaking her head.
McNamara sighed. “Something you want to add?”
“That idiotic pin. I didn’t want a pin to begin with, because they were cheap and tacky. But still I had to wear the dumb little sphinx. And you . . .” She directed her venom at Cooper. “You just had to find a picture from the park, didn’t you? After all I went through to get rid of it, you just had to find it again.”
“What do you mean?” Trish asked. “Mandy, what did you do to get rid of the photo?”
Mandy glanced at Danny. It was the most fleeting of looks, but it was enough.
“My stolen camera,” Cooper said. “You broke into my truck and stole the camera, and when Danny came at you, you cut him with your pocketknife. Then you ran him over.”
McNamara looked from Mandy to Cooper. “Ms. Lee, are you saying that this woman was responsible for the attack on Danny?”
Cooper nodded. “She attacked him at the hospital, too. My guess is that she was afraid Danny saw her face in the parking lot and could ID her.”
Christine drew in a sharp breath. “That’s right! Mandy used to work at a florist shop! She told me so during our getting-to-know-you questions at the park.”
“So she’d know how to get her hands on a delivery uniform,” McNamara concluded. “What about the money in Sinclair’s safe?”
Kenneth crossed his arms. “I’m probably to blame for that. I asked Mandy and Christine to help me clear out Sinclair’s office. Mandy’s the one who found the evidence in the safe. She’d probably just planted it there. Say, what about that psychiatrist’s business card that fell into Sinclair’s printer. Did Mandy plant it there?”
Mandy looked at him blankly. “What psychiatrist?”
“I think it’s more likely that Sinclair accidentally dropped the card there himself,” Cooper said. “That’s not a place anyone was guaranteed to look for planted evidence. I imagine he needed to talk to someone about everything going on at work . . . you know, since one of his employees thought he was an adulterer, and another one was stealing from him.”
“You can’t prove any of this,” Mandy insisted. “All you have are guesses and theories. My lawyer won’t even let this get past an arraignment.”
“Not so fast,” McNamara said. “I have a feeling we’ll find blood on that pocketknife of yours, and I’m not just talking about Ms. Lee’s. Mr. Gordon was cut, and so was Mr. Allis . . . Danny. That’s all the evidence I’ll need to get you sent to county without bail until your court date. No judge in Virginia would rule otherwise.” McNamara nodded to the other officer, who pulled a still belligerent Mandy away to one of the squad cars. The inspector turned back to the group, his expression grim. “You people really don’t know how to stay out of police business, do you?”
The members of the Bible study group exchanged glances.
His frown dissolved into a smile. “But it looks like everything worked out for the best. Not just with catching Mr. Gordon’s killer. I believe you know Dave Howard. He confessed to vandalizing a car at the festival, and he’ll be busy with community service for a while. You’ve been a busy bunch. Now, go home, get some rest . . . and don’t interfere with any more police investigations.”
Cooper returned the smile. “We’ll do our best, Inspector.”
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The week flew by. Work was back to normal, and so was the Bible study. Christine was home and well, and Nala invited the whole group to her apartment-warming party. At last, Cooper could relax.
Almost.
On Saturday morning, it was finally time to talk to Nathan about the idea that had been brewing in her mind. An idea she dearly hoped Nathan would agree with.
Nathan arrived at the Lee home early, just as Maggie and Earl were cleaning up from breakfast, and he and Cooper sat on the front porch swing, in the beautiful clear air. The warm sun beat down on them, tempered by a cool breeze. The bird feeders at the edge of the porch were a flurry of activity.
After a few minutes of silence, just enjoying nature, Nathan said, “You sounded so serious when you called last night. You scared me.”
“It is serious,” Cooper began slowly. “I have an idea I want to share with you. It’s about the job in L.A.”
Nathan drew in a deep breath. “You don’t want me to take it, do you?”
“That’s not it at all. I actually think you have to take it. You need to have this experience. If you don’t you’ll always regret it, and you’ll wonder what could have happened, but . . . I’m not ready to go to California.”
Nathan began to panic. “Wait. What are you saying?”
“It’s okay,” Cooper assured him. “I’m not saying I don’t want to be with you. I’m just saying I’m not ready to go to California.”
He sighed with relief.
She continued. “Here’s the thing. I’ve been looking at this situation as if we have two options. Either I leave with you to go to California in a couple weeks, or you don’t take the job. What if there’s a third option?”
“I’m listening.”
“You said that the trial period will last a few months, and you won’t really know until it’s over whether or not you have the job on a permanent basis.”
“That’s right.”
“If you think about it, it’d be a really bad idea for us to pick up and move to L.A. without the job being a sure thing.”
Nathan thought for a moment. “I hadn’t considered that. I guess we could wait to sell my house until after the trial period.”
“Exactly! And maybe I could keep my job until the trial period is over, too.”
Nathan let it all sink in. “You mean . . . you’d stay here, while I go to L.A.? We’d be on opposite coasts.”
Cooper said nothing. It wasn’t a perfect plan, not by a long shot. It would require them to be apart—an idea she hated. However, it was a compromise that would allow them both what they needed. She was carefully considering what to say next, when Nathan took her hand.
“I want you to know that I’m open to any plan you come up with,” he said. “I want to hear it.”
“Okay.” She took a moment and gathered her thoughts. “I told you I needed more time here, and I still do. If you get the job, and we move to L.A., then we’ll have a great adventure together, just the two of us, away from everything we know. But I don’t want to leave Richmond before I’m ready. I don’t want to end up regretting the decision to go too soon, any more than I want you to regret turning down that job offer.”
“I’m not sure I can be away from you that long.”
“I don’t want to be away from you that long, either . . . But you can fly back to visit me, and I’ll come to visit you.”
Nathan held her hand more firmly, as if he didn’t want to let go ever. “Is this really what you want?”
Cooper hesitated. “Yes. I think it’s the best scenario, Nathan. I really do. You get your job. I get a little more time here. You can do your work without distraction, and I can go wedding dress shopping with Mama, Ashley, and Hannah. And in the end, we wind up together. We get our adventure. What do you say?”
Nathan leaned in and pressed his lips to Cooper’s, holding her in a warm, lingering embrace. When he finally backed away, he wore a smile. “I think we can make it work.”
Cooper put her arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder, happier than she’d been since Nathan told her his news. The anxiety was gone. The worry disappeared. And the peace she’d thought was fleeting consumed her.
As they embraced, the front door swung open, and Grammy came out of the house. Cooper hadn’t even noticed the old Caprice pulled up at the curb.
“Have fun, kids,” Grammy said, glancing in their direction. “But not too much fun!”
“You, too, Grammy. Where you going?”
“Out.”
And without another word, she was gone. She stepped into the Caprice, and the car pulled away. Cooper turned to Nathan. “How would you feel about tackling one more mystery?”
 
• • •
 
The Caprice kept a steady speed on the highway, making it easy for Cooper to follow at a distance. Traffic was light, so she settled in behind a semi to remain undetected as she explained to Nathan exactly what they were doing.
When she finished, Nathan asked, “So she’s been disappearing every Saturday? All day?”
Cooper nodded.
“Did you ask her about it?”
“Of course I asked her! She just didn’t want to tell me.”
“Not to overstep my bounds, but if she didn’t want to tell you, maybe we should respect her wishes.”
Cooper waved off his concern. “You sound just like my folks. They don’t understand the relationship I have with Grammy. She’s always kept an eye out for me, even when I didn’t want her to. She sticks her nose into my business because she loves me and she wants to take care of me. Well, now it’s time to return the favor.”
Nathan laughed. “Are you sure this isn’t just idle curiosity talking?”
“I admit in the beginning I was just feeling a little nosy,” Cooper admitted. “But she’s so reluctant to talk about Frank and what they’re doing that I’m honestly worried. She usually wears her opinions on her sleeve, and her life is an open book. The more she refuses to talk about what’s going on, the more it makes me wonder about this Frank character. And if Mama and Daddy aren’t going to butt into Grammy’s affairs to make sure everything is all right, then I’ll have to be the one to do it. Would you mind checking on the Caprice for me?”
Nathan rolled down his window and leaned out for a better view. “They’re getting into the exit lane.”
Cooper pulled out from behind the semi and changed lanes, separating her truck from Frank’s car by slowing to allow a motorcycle and an SUV between them. She slid down in her seat as much as she could, until she was just able to peek out over the steering wheel, just in case Grammy turned around and looked in her direction.
Nathan poked his head out the window once again. “He’s signaling right.”
Cooper did the same.
Keeping as much space between their vehicles as possible, Cooper followed the Caprice around the bend with one car between them. Ten minutes of twists and turns later, Frank pulled up to the back entrance of a red brick building. Cooper parked on the side of the street as she and Nathan watched Grammy and her gentleman friend enter the building through a door that read “Employees Only.”
“Any idea where we are?” Cooper asked.
Nathan shook his head. “Not a part of town I’m in a lot. You want to follow them in, don’t you?”
“We came all this way. Might as well see what’s at the end of the rabbit hole.”
They hurried to the employee entrance and slipped inside. Once Cooper’s eyes adjusted, she could see a dimly lit hallway with a bright light at the end. The air smelled of cleanser, and a muffled ruckus emanated from the bright end of the hallway.
“What is this place?” Cooper asked quietly.
“I don’t know . . . but it almost seems familiar, doesn’t it?”
“Like we should know where we are.”
“Exactly.”
Tiptoeing down the hallway, Cooper watched carefully for any sign of Grammy . . . or anyone else, for that matter. But there was no one. With every step nearer the light, the disinfectant smell grew stronger, and the noise louder. The sound became more distinct.
Cooper paused. “That’s barking.”
Finally, they turned the corner into the light, and they looked around the room. The walls were lined with cages, and in the cages were dogs, barking and howling. In the center of the room, beside a metal table, stood Grammy, brushing the matted fur of a little gray mutt that licked her hand.
When Cooper and Nathan entered, Grammy glanced up. She sighed. “I thought I saw you creeping up behind us on the road. Wasn’t sure, though.”
Cooper looked around her. “Where are we?”
“The Fifth Avenue Animal Shelter,” Grammy replied. She picked up the little gray dog, cradling it in her arms. “You mentioned I might enjoy working with animals, and I thought I’d give it a try.”
Cooper moved toward Grammy, but the dog in her arms growled.
Grammy laughed. “It’s all right, Cupcake. She’s my granddaughter.” She looked at Cooper. “Cupcake, here, can be a tad bit protective.”
Slowly, Cooper reached out her hand to Cupcake. The dog sniffed her fingers for a few seconds, and then returned to licking Grammy. Cooper petted the dog’s back. “Grammy, why didn’t you tell me?”
“Several reasons. Mostly, it’s because, believe it or not, I do like to have my own privacy. You young people may not understand that, what with your twittering and face spacing, or whatever you call it. And I could see how much it was driving you crazy not knowing.” Grammy’s lips curled back in a mischievous grin.
“Did you seriously keep this secret because you knew it drove me nuts?”
Grammy cackled. “I have to get my kicks somewhere.”
The door at the other end of the room opened, and Grammy’s white-haired friend entered, a mini pinscher under one arm, and an ill-groomed Yorkie under the other.
“Frank,” Grammy said, getting his attention. “Frank, this is my granddaughter, Cooper, and her fiancé, Nathan. They decided to spy on me.”
Frank’s laugh was deep and full. “It’s nice to meet you both.”
Nathan shook his hand. “It’s always nice to meet a friend of Cooper’s family.”
“Yes, it is,” Cooper agreed, giving Grammy the eye. “Very nice.”
Frank beamed. “Your grandmother is quite a woman.”
“I agree,” Cooper replied. She looked Frank up and down. He was tall and broad-shouldered and more muscular than Cooper had imagined he’d be. He had a white beard and mustache, which gave him a striking resemblance to Sean Connery. Grammy had done all right for herself. “So, Frank, how do you know Grammy?”
“I met her at church.” Frank set the Yorkie on the metal table, and traded Grammy the mini pinscher for the gray mutt. “We got to talking one evening after a potluck, and she mentioned she liked animals. I’ve been volunteering here for the past few years, so I told her she ought to come and give it a try. Funny thing is, she told me you’d just suggested she should volunteer at the animal shelter.” He put his hand on the small of Grammy’s back, and Grammy met his gaze with a look of utter contentment.
Frank gave her a little hug. “If you’ll excuse me, I left the nail clippers in the other room. I’ll be right back.”
He hurried away, and Cooper looked at Grammy as though she were seeing her for the first time. “Go, Grammy! He’s quite the catch.”
“Oh, pish posh,” Grammy said. “He’s just a very nice man.”
“And I’ll bet he’s the real reason you didn’t want to tell anyone what you were up to. You didn’t want the rest of us commenting on your boyfriend Frank.”
Grammy moved back to the metal table, a hand on each of the dogs there. She shrugged. “I guess you just reach a certain age when you don’t particularly want a lot of input when it comes to who you’re . . . friendly with. Folks treat you like you’re a child again, and I don’t need that kind of supervision, thank you very much!”
Cooper felt a twinge of guilt. Here she was, thinking she needed to supervise Grammy and take care of her, when that was precisely what Grammy had wanted to avoid. Cooper took Nathan’s hand. “Well, we’re very happy for you.”
“And now your mama and daddy will be happy for me, and sooner or later folks at church will find out, and they’ll all be happy for me.” She shook her head. “I guess it was naïve to think I’d get some time with just me and Frank. It was nice while it lasted.”
Feeling even more guilty, Cooper rushed to her grammy, putting her arms around her. “It doesn’t have to end.”
“No?”
Cooper pulled away. “No. Nathan and I won’t tell anybody. We promise.”
She looked to Nathan, who nodded. “Sure. We promise.”
“Do you mean it?” Grammy asked gratefully. “I do enjoy my little secrets every now and again. They keep me young. And Frank really is a good man. You’ll see.”
“We won’t get in the way of it,” Cooper said. “At least . . . not again.”
Grammy sighed contentedly and smiled. “Then let me introduce you to our two newest residents. The mini pinscher is Sassy, and the Yorkie is Tangle.”
“Are these residents of the shelter, or residents of the Lee household?”
Grammy’s smile widened. “We’ll just see what happens.”
 
• • •
 
The next morning at Bible study, Savannah waited until everyone was seated, enjoying hot coffee and slices of red velvet cake, then she held up her hands for silence. “This has been a busy few weeks for all of us,” she began. “Praise the Lord, we were able to free an innocent woman from prison and help catch a murderer. And I just have to say that I am so proud to be a part of this group.”
“Hear, hear!” Jake exclaimed, raising his coffee cup. “And ditto.”
Bryant was already through his first slice of cake and had started on a second, when he took a brief respite from chewing to speak. “What’s happening to Mandy?”
“I talked to Kenneth,” Quinton replied. “He said he spoke with McNamara. Apparently once Mandy was faced with all the evidence, she caved and confessed to the whole thing—embezzlement, Sinclair’s murder, the hit-and-run, and the attempted murder of Danny. Apparently Sinclair figured out she was embezzling from his company. He confronted her at the park that day and threatened to go to the police. She convinced him to take a walk so they could talk it over, and that’s when she killed him. When she got back to the office the following week, she broke into his safe and put the stolen money in it to erase the evidence. Seems once she started talking, she couldn’t stop.”
“From what I saw of Mandy, that sounds about right,” Trish commented. “What about Danny? Has anybody talked to him?”
“I talked to him Friday,” Savannah said. “He said that Cooper’s sister, Ashley, helped him put together a résumé and set up some interviews. She told him that with his military background he should have no trouble finding work. And Cooper, he wanted your sister and her committee to know how much he appreciates the opportunity.”
“I’ll pass along his thanks,” Cooper replied. “I’m sure Ashley will be thrilled to know she’s making a difference.”
“Worked out well,” Jake said. “Match made in heaven if you ask me!”
“Speaking of heavenly things,” Savannah said. “Perhaps we could get on with our study in Ecclesiastes. Today we’ll be covering the first eight verses of chapter three. Nathan, would you mind reading for us?”
“Not at all.” Nathan opened his Bible to the correct page. “'‘There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under the heavens: a time to be born and a time to die, a time to plant and a time to uproot, a time to kill and a time to heal, a time to tear down and a time to build, a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn and a time to dance, a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them, a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing, a time to search and a time to give up, a time to keep and a time to throw away, a time to tear and a time to mend, a time to be silent and a time to speak, a time to love and a time to hate, a time for war and a time for peace.’”
“Beautiful passage,” Trish said. “Everything in its time.”
“And not just any time,” Savannah said. “Everything in God’s time.”
Cooper stared at the words in her Bible. A time to plant and a time to uproot. She thought of the job in California. “It’s amazing how applicable the Bible is, even today.”
“That’s the truth,” Jake said. “Every time I read it, it’s like it’s talking right to me.”
“I like the bit about a time to mourn and a time to dance,” Quinton said. “Although I do wish there was something about a time to bake.”
As she laughed, Cooper said a quiet prayer for the Sunrise Bible Study Group, that no matter what season it was, whether members were mourning or laughing, speaking or uprooting, they would always have each other. She prayed they would always be a family.
And deep down, in a very peaceful place in her heart, she knew they would.



Magnolia’s Marvels
 
 
Coconut Cream Thumbprint Cookies
 
Cookies:
 
1/4 cup butter
1/4 cup shortening
1/4 cup brown sugar, packed
1/4 cup sugar
1 egg, separated
1 teaspoon vanilla
Scant 1-1/4 cups flour
1/8 teaspoon salt
1 cup chopped pecans
 
 
Filling:
 
1 cup milk
1 cup light cream
3 tablespoons flour
1 tablespoon cornstarch
3/8 cup sugar
1/4 teaspoon salt
3 egg yolks, beaten
1 teaspoon vanilla
1 tablespoon butter
3/4 cup coconut
1/2 cup coconut for toasting
 
 
Allow the butter and shortening to soften slightly (this should take about ten minutes). Cream butter, shortening, and both sugars just until mixed. Add egg yolk and vanilla. Separately, combine the flour and salt, and then slowly add this to the butter mixture. Mix until ingredients are just blended. Form into balls using 2 teaspoons of dough per cookie. Chill for 1 to 2 hours.
 
Once the dough is chilled, preheat the oven to 350 degrees. While the oven is preheating, toast the 1/2 cup coconut in a dry pan on the stovetop. Stir often and cook until it browns slightly. Watch carefully to prevent burning.
 
Roll each cookie first in egg white and then in the chopped pecans. Bake for 5 minutes. Remove the cookies from the oven and press your thumb into the center of each one, forming an indentation. Be careful not to burn yourself! Then, return the cookies to the oven and bake for an additional 6 to 7 minutes, until slightly brown around the edges. Remove them from the oven and allow them to cool completely.
 
To make the filling, scald the milk and cream in a double boiler. In a separate bowl, combine the flour, cornstarch, sugar, and salt and mix thoroughly. Stir just enough of the scalded milk into the dry mixture to make it smooth. Add the remainder of the scalded milk to the dry mixture, and cook 15 minutes or until thick, stirring constantly. Stir 1/4 cup of the hot mixture into the beaten egg yolks, stirring vigorously. Add the egg mixture to the double boiler, and cook a few minutes longer until very thick. Cool slightly, and add vanilla, butter, and coconut.
 
Fill the cookies with the coconut cream filling and top with toasted coconut. Makes approximately 2 dozen cookies.
 
 
 
Cherry Pistachio Scones
 
2 cups self-rising flour
Scant 1/3 cup sugar (add a little more if you like sweeter scones)
1/8 teaspoon salt
3/4 teaspoon baking powder
1/2 cup unsalted pistachios, chopped
1/2 cup dried cherries, chopped
1/2 cup butter, softened
1/4 cup heavy cream
1/4 cup buttermilk
 
 
Preheat the oven to 400 degrees. Cover a cookie sheet with parchment paper, and start with a chilled bowl and utensils. A metal bowl works well. Combine flour, sugar, salt, and baking powder. Stir well. Remove 1/4 cup of the flour mixture and add it to the cherries and pistachios, tossing to completely coat the fruit. Rub the rest of the flour mixture into slightly softened butter until the texture is that of cornmeal. A pastry blender works well to start the process, but finish by using your fingertips. Add the nut and fruit mixture to the flour and butter mixture, and gently stir. Then, add heavy cream and buttermilk, and mix until just blended. Turn out onto a floured board or pastry sheet. Dust a little flour on top, and gently kneed twice. Form 3-to-6-inch rounds.
 
Cut each round into four triangles. Place these on the cookie sheet. Bake at 400 degrees for 12 minutes or until slightly browned. Serve with jam, butter, or sweetened cream cheese.
 
Note: As with biscuits, the secret to good scones is working the dough as little and as gently as possible.
 
 
 
Chocolate Pecan Balls
 
1 cup butter, slightly softened
3/4 cup plus 2 tablespoons sugar
1 teaspoon vanilla
2 cups flour
1/2 cup finely chopped pecans
1/2 cup or 8 tablespoons cocoa powder
1 package white chocolate chips, melted
 
Cream butter and sugar until fluffy. Add vanilla and mix.
 
In a separate bowl, combine the flour, pecans and cocoa. Slowly add these to butter-and-sugar mixture. Blend well. The dough will be slightly crumbly. Press dough into very small balls, using approximately 1 teaspoon of dough per cookie. Cover cookies and refrigerate for a minimum of 1 hour (cookies may be refrigerated overnight).
 
Preheat oven to 350 degrees. Place cookies on cookie sheet approximately 1-1/2 inches apart. Bake at 350 degrees for 12 minutes. Do not overbake. After removing the cookies from the oven, let them rest on the baking pan for 10 minutes before removing to cooling rack. Allow cookies to cool completely. Drizzle with melted white chocolate. Makes approximately 4 dozen.



 
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.
 
 
1
 
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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