
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Deeds of the Deceitful
 
It’s June in Virginia, and the scent of flowers and the sound of wedding bells are in the air, an unwelcome reminder to Cooper Lee of the long-distance relationship she recently ended. When Cooper and her Bible study group are invited to spend a weekend at a newly renovated historic inn, it’s the perfect chance to get away with friends and put her bittersweet memories behind her—until the inn’s pompous co-owner is murdered and one of the suspects is Cooper’s own mother.
 
Certain that someone on the inn’s staff must have done the cruel deed, the Bible study group begins piecing together the clues, only to learn that everyone there has a motive for murder. When they discover that a valuable painting has also been stolen from the inn, they know they’re up against an especially cunning evildoer. Determined to bring the culprit to justice and save her mother, Cooper and her friends devise a risky scheme to trap the killer, because even the Bible study group must sometimes work in mysterious ways . . .  
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Chapter One
 
“Good morning, Richmond. As predicted, we have ample sunshine and highs in the middle seventies coming our way today. That will repeat itself tomorrow. That’s right. Expect a picture-perfect first Saturday in June.”
“A picture-perfect day for a wedding,” Cooper Lee murmured. She stuck her head out the window of her Jeep and eyed the sky. Bryant Shelton, the local meteorologist and her friend from the Sunrise Bible Study, was correct. Overhead, a dazzling blue washed the morning sky. Not a cloud could be seen.
She turned off the radio and stared at her naked ring finger for a moment before wrapping her hand around a covered cup of coffee—milk and no sugar—from Lamplighter Roasting Company.
Leaning back against the seat, Cooper took a long sip, savoring the dark brewed coffee. One more day, and then she could retreat and hide. Miriam and Moses, her cats, would keep her company, so it wasn’t like she’d be totally alone on what was supposed to be her wedding weekend.
It had been six months, yet every day she second-guessed her decision to break off her engagement to Nathan Dexter. The plain truth was that absence had not made the heart grow fonder. Their long-distance relationship had fizzled like an open bottle of Dr. Pepper.
Ending the engagement had been easy compared to ending the wedding preparations. She cringed at how she’d let herself get swept up in her little sister Ashley’s plans for a storybook wedding that was completely not her. Fortunately, she’d never committed to a dress. But losing her portion of the deposit on the venue, flowers and caterer had plummeted her once-healthy bank account to zero. At this rate, she’d be living in the apartment above her parents’ garage forever.
Cooper pulled her keys from the ignition and grabbed her backpack. Crossing the threshold of Make It Work!, where she was the manager of leasing and maintenance for the office machine sales and repair company, she resolved to leave her personal problems at the curb.
Fortunately, a new month meant she’d be knee-deep in paperwork distractions for eight hours. When she slid through the glass door, the staff were gathered around the reception desk. Cooper’s glance went to the wall clock. Nine o’clock on a Friday morning. Normally the service repair staff and the team from Document Security were headed out in one of several company vans to start their day’s assignments.
“What’s going on?” Cooper asked.
The seas parted, and Angela, the office manager and wife of the company owner, Mr. Farmer, grinned from behind the reception desk. She patted her platinum blonde bob, causing her wedding rings to glint from the sunlight coming into the office. Cooper glanced away.
“Angela and Mr. Farmer are going to renew their vows,” Brandi, from Document Security, said. “Isn’t it romantic?” The words were accompanied by a dreamy sigh.
“You are? I mean, yes. Yes, it is.” Flustered, Cooper placed her coffee on the reception desk.
“It’s been one year since we were married in Atlantic City,” Angela said. She adjusted her silky red blouse over her ample bosom and straightened her pencil skirt. “This time I’d like a wedding with all my friends present, instead of a boardwalk chapel with strangers. After all, a girl only gets married once.” Angela paused and then giggled. “I guess this will make it twice.”
“Of course, and you deserve the wedding of your dreams, Angela,” Cooper said. She stared at the buxom blonde for a moment. Her quiet boss and the perky receptionist were a match that no one could have predicted. Mr. Farmer was an introverted Danny DeVito look-alike, while the effusive and bubbly Angela channeled Marilyn Monroe.
“That is so sweet of you,” Angela said, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue.
Cooper shrugged. It was the truth. Angela ran the office, and with her positive outlook and friendly demeanor, she made Make It Work! a pleasant environment.
“I’d like you to be my maid of honor, Cooper.” Angela paused and a stricken look crossed her face. “Unless maybe you can’t because of . . .” Her glance went to Cooper’s left hand.
“Nonsense. Angela, I’m honored you asked me. Although I have to tell you, I don’t know a thing about weddings or being a maid of honor.”
“You just do everything the bride tells you to do.”
All heads turned at the comment by Ben, the manager of the Document Security division. He stepped further into the lobby and placed a folder in Angela’s in-box.
“Men,” Brandi said. “What do you know?”
“I know it’s nine o’clock.” He shot a meaningful glance at the clock and then back to Brandi and the rest of his department employees.
The team scattered at his words.
“Fine,” Brandi muttered as she did an about-face.
Angela turned back to Cooper, her expression questioning.
“Seriously, Angela, I really do not speak wedding. My little sister, Ashley, ran that show,” Cooper said. “I’m sure she’ll help if I ask her.”
“Do you think so?” Angela said.
“Absolutely.” Cooper smiled. Ashley Lee Love was a professional volunteer who rubbed elbows with the Junior League elite of her River Road neighborhood. Championing a cause in her community was her forte. Or used to be. With the birth of her daughter, Hannah, Ashley’s priorities had moved away from delegating and saving the world by proxy. Cooper was certain her sister would jump at the chance to get involved again, especially for a wedding. On a positive note, planning Angela’s wedding might take Ashley’s mind off Cooper’s failed event.
“Oh, Coop, that is so sweet of you,” Angela gushed.
“Angela, you do so much around here for everyone. I’m glad to help.”
“Does that mean you’ll be my maid of honor?”
“I, um . . .” Cooper hesitated. Images of the voluminous sherbet-colored dresses from Ashley’s princess wedding came to mind. For her own nuptials, Cooper had chosen a simple sheath for her two attendants—Ashley, her maid of honor, and Christine, Nathan’s sister.
Cooper met Angela’s gaze and the hopeful expression on her face tugged at her heart. Angela was her friend. That meant doing the right thing. Even if it killed her.
“I would be honored to be part of your wedding.”
“Wonderful.” Angela beamed a moment before her expression changed, and she offered an almost sad smile as she stared pointedly at Cooper’s left hand once more. “Cooper, if you ever want to talk—”
“I think that’s my desk phone ringing,” Cooper said. She grabbed her coffee and headed to her office. She did not want to talk about Nathan, her canceled wedding, or how she was feeling. All she needed was a little more time to sort things out in her head. And maybe a vacation.
A long one, far from everyone who wanted to offer advice and condolences at the death of her engagement.
 
• • •
 
“Of course I’ll help you,” Ashley said as they settled on the couch in her spacious living room. “Though I am bitterly disappointed that we aren’t planning your wedding.”
“Ash. Please.”
“It’s the truth, Cooper.” She ran a hand over the surface of the cream-colored nubby sofa and plucked a speck of lint from a velvet pillow.
“I don’t want to talk about the truth right now.”
“Coop, it’s been months. You have to talk about it eventually. Nathan dumped you.” She shrugged and waved a hand displaying a perfect French manicure. “So what? That makes him a loser in my book.”
“Ashley!”
“Don’t Ashley me. I’m only saying what everyone is thinking.”
“He did not dump me. It was a mutual decision.” Cooper was well past painting anyone as the bad guy in the situation. Although she couldn’t help the nagging suspicion that she was the problem. After all, two disastrous relationships where she was the common denominator was difficult to ignore. Maybe she wasn’t relationship material.
An unladylike harrumph slipped from Ashley’s lips, pulling Cooper from her depressing thoughts.
“Can we please focus?” she asked her sister.
“Fine.” Ashley paused. “Tell me more about what Angela has in mind for her wedding.”
“Small and intimate. I was thinking the flower garden at Mama and Daddy’s.”
“Mama’s rose garden is beautiful in the summer,” Ashley said, her face brightening.
When a sparkle of inspiration flashed in her sister’s cerulean blue eyes, Cooper sat back, relieved to have the attention off herself.
“Do you think they’d mind hosting a wedding?” Ashley asked.
“I already asked, and the idea tickled them. Although the yard still needs spring cleaning. Daddy’s been so busy at work, he’s barely had time to get his garden planted. And Mama, well, all her time’s spent baking.”
“Maybe we can hire someone,” Ashley said.
“No. Daddy would never want someone messing with his yard. I’ll get it done. No worries.”
“Wonderful.” Lips pressed together in thought, Ashley’s gaze pinned Cooper. “What’s our timeline?”
“Angela would like the wedding sometime in July.”
Ashley’s eyes rounded. “But this is June!” She pulled out her phone and checked the calendar. “How large is this wedding?”
“Intimate. Twenty-five at the most. I’m her only attendant, and the guest list is mostly employees and clients of Make It Work!”
“That will help. Any thoughts on a reception?” Ashley asked.
“There’s plenty of room for a reception at Casa Grande. They have a party room in the back.”
Her sister grimaced. “That Mexican restaurant?”
“Yes. Our office eats there several times a week. They have amazing chile relleno.”
“I agree, and it’s a fine venue for the rehearsal dinner. However, that is not where we will hold Angela’s reception.”
“Sounds like you’re on board.” Cooper couldn’t help but grin. She knew the opportunity to command and delegate was more than her sister could resist.
“You’ll help me?” Ashley asked.
“You plan and I’ll provide the legwork.”
“Deal.” She smiled. “And as it turns out, I have a small favor I need as well.”
Cooper nearly groaned aloud. “How small?”
“Really, it’s not a favor, it’s more like me giving you a present.”
“A present?” Cooper immediately tensed.
“Mm-hmm. Almost as good as the pedicures I introduced you to.”
Cooper glanced down at her glossy toenails in OPI Passion Pink and couldn’t help but smile. Okay, so who knew such a simple thing would bring her so much joy? But it did. While she’d never become high-maintenance like her sister, she had become a fan of regular pedicures. “Tell me about this . . . present.”
“Do you remember my college roommate, Mindy?”
“No.” Cooper regularly blocked out her little sister’s somewhat pretentious college friends from Hollins University, one of the most prestigious women’s universities in the country. One of Ashley’s Hollins friends parlayed an encounter that led to Ashley meeting the man of her dreams, Lincoln Love. This was followed by a royal wedding and the birth of Coop’s eighteen-month-old niece, Hannah. Yes, Ashley had a perfect life, and while Cooper wasn’t exactly jealous, she did long for her own domestic bliss, or at the very least some direction in her life.
“Are you listening to me?”
“Sorry. I was trying to recall who Mindy is. All your college friends looked the same to me. What’s her last name?”
“It was Atwood, and then she got married. Now she’s gone back to Atwood.”
“I don’t follow.”
“It’s complicated.” Ashley waved her hand. “What matters is that she is opening an inn right here in Richmond.”
“How nice for her.”
“Trust me. Things have not exactly been nice all the way around.”
“Why do I think you’re withholding information, Ash?”
Ashley offered a resigned sigh. “This stays between us, Cooper.”
“Of course. I do not gossip.”
Her sister nodded. “It’s been a tough stretch for Mindy. First, her husband left her for his secretary. Then her father passed a year ago. Poor Mindy really doesn’t have any other family left.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Me too. But it gets worse. Mindy and her stepmother inherited the historic Atwood Inn, which has been shuttered for five years, ever since Mindy’s mother died. The evil stepmother is pushing to sell the place to a developer. Mindy continues to refuse, and has forged ahead with renovation plans to bring the inn back to its former glory. She spent every last penny of her inheritance on the project.”
Ashley lowered her voice. “This is strictly confidential, Coop, but Mindy is nearly broke. The success of the inn means everything.”
“If she’s broke, why doesn’t she sell?”
“It’s her heritage. The inn belonged to her mother. She hopes to be able to buy her stepmother out eventually.” Ashley’s gaze pleaded with Cooper. “We have so much family on both Mama and Daddy’s side of the family. Mindy’s family tree has literally been chopped down.”
Cooper pondered her sister’s words for a moment. They were blessed to have a healthy family tree that extended from Grammy to little Hannah. She couldn’t begin to imagine what Mindy was going through, nor did she want to.
“I’m so sorry for Mindy,” Cooper finally said. “But what does this have to do with me?”
“She needs guests for a soft launch.”
“What’s a soft launch?”
“You know, a run-through with friends and family before the grand opening. I thought of your Bible study.”
“We are neither Mindy’s friends nor family.” She shot Ashley a suspicious glance.
“Cooper, Mindy truly doesn’t have any other family except her stepmother and a stepsister.” Her eyes lit up. “There is a silver lining here. Mindy is going to let Mama provide baked goods for the inn. So it’s not just Mindy you’re helping, it’s your own family.”
“No guilt trips there.” Cooper shook her head.
“This is not a guilt trip. Simply the facts. If the inn is a success, do you know what this would mean for Magnolia’s Marvels?”
“One step closer to being on grocery store shelves.”
“Exactly.”
Ashley had a persuasive argument. There was nothing she wouldn’t do to help her hardworking mother. Cooper met her sister’s pleading gaze. “You have plenty of friends. Why not ask them?”
“Oh, no. Mindy would never invite people from our circle unless everything was perfection. Thus the dry run.”
“Excuse me?” Cooper sputtered.
Ashley offered a nonapologetic shrug of a slim shoulder. “You’re missing the point. I am offering you and your friends a free weekend at a historic inn.”
“Why my group?”
“They’re perfect to assess the inn before the grand opening. Trish is in real estate. I’m sure she’s familiar with property staging. She can assess the decorating and ambiance. Savannah too. She’s an artist. Your banker friend Quinton is an amateur chef. Jake is a plumber and electrician. As a TV weatherman, Bryant is a celebrity in Richmond. He’s used to fine accommodations.” She raised her palms. “See what I mean? Who better to evaluate Atwood Inn from the rooms to the menu?”
“You didn’t mention me,” Cooper said.
“You’re organized and analytical, Cooper. Look how you run your division of Make It Work! You notice the details everyone else overlooks. Mindy is looking for honest feedback, and I believe the Sunrise Bible Study can provide that.”
“Well, when you put it like that, I guess flattery will get you somewhere.”
Ashley laughed and pushed her stylishly highlighted blonde locks behind her ears. “You’ll do it?”
“I’ll run it by the Bible study on Sunday.”
“That’s all I ask. Thank you.”
The sound of a toddler’s laughter echoed from the baby monitor perched on the glass coffee table.
“I hear my favorite niece,” Cooper said, eyes widening with delight. She’d been hoping for some Hannah time. There was nothing that took her mind off her troubles better than hugs from her chubby-cheeked niece with her freckled snub nose and ringlets of blonde hair. A dose of Hannah could brighten even the most overcast of days.
Ashley’s gaze went to her watch. “Yes. Sounds like she’s up from her nap.”
“May I go get her?”
“Whoa.” Ashley put out a hand when Cooper began to stand. “Not yet. She’s learning to play quietly.”
Cooper released a scoff. “That’s not any fun for Auntie Cooper.”
“You’ll have plenty more fun soon. Trust me.” Ashley glanced around her huge living room.
“What are you doing?” Cooper asked.
“I don’t want to be overheard by the housekeeper.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s a secret.”
“What is?” Cooper too glanced around before looking at her sister with confusion.
“I’m pregnant!” Ashley’s eyes lit up.
“You are?” Cooper blinked.
Her sister frowned. “You’re supposed to say congratulations.”
“I’m sorry. Congratulations! That’s wonderful. I’ll bet Lincoln is over the moon.”
“He really is.”
“I thought your doctor said it would be difficult for you to conceive with a bicornuate uterus and all.”
“No, it simply means I have to take it easy so I don’t deliver prematurely.”
Cooper glanced around. Easier than having a housekeeper, a gardener, a cook and a nanny? “Maybe you shouldn’t be planning Angela’s wedding then.”
“Nonsense. You said you’d do the legwork, right? Then I can plan the wedding from the comfort of my couch.”
“I guess that will work,” Cooper said. “When will my new niece or nephew arrive?”
“Late January. Hannah will be twenty-five months old when this baby is born. That’s a nice space, right? You and I are two years apart and look how close we are.”
Close, yes. And while they were both blondes, the Lee sisters were as different as could be. Not only because Ashley’s sun-kissed tresses came from a fancy salon, and Cooper’s wheat-colored hair was as God gifted her. But they were different in temperament and aspirations too. The one thing they both agreed on, however, was that family was everything.
Cooper gazed longingly up the winding staircase toward the nursery. “It’s perfect,” she murmured.
Ashley was pregnant. Wonderful news. Two children in the house for spinster Auntie Cooper to babysit.



Chapter Two
 
“A free weekend at an upscale inn. No-brainer.” Bryant Shelton shook his head. “I’m there.” He finished arranging desks in the Hope Street Church Christian Academy classroom where the Bible study group met.
“All the Magnolia’s Marvels we can eat?” Quinton Enderly, a portly investment banker, patted his round abdomen and grinned. “I may have died and gone to heaven on earth.” He took a bite of one of the 7-Layer Bars that Cooper brought to Bible study today and smacked his lips. “Please tell Maggie, thank you for these treats. No doubt about it. They are marvels.”
The unofficial leader of the group, Savannah Knapp, offered a serene smile. She carefully accepted the paper cup of coffee Jake placed in her hand before he sat down at the desk next to her. The legally blind folk artist smoothed her ebony hair and turned to the brawny master plumber and electrician. “What do you think of the opportunity, Jake?”
“It’s always a good day when I don’t have to eat my own cooking.”
“Jake, I keep telling you I’ll teach you how to cook,” Quinton said.
“You were born with the cooking gene, and I was born with the fix-it gene. It’s safer if we leave it at that.” Jake turned to Cooper. “I’m happy to provide my professional opinion on the place. That structure is a historic landmark. I’d like to see the renovation results and take a look at the electric and plumbing.”
“Then I guess we’re all in agreement,” Savannah said.
“Except for Trish,” Cooper said. She stood and headed across the room to fill her coffee cup before they started their Sunday study of scripture.
“Except for Trish, what?” The redheaded real estate agent popped into the church school classroom looking apologetic. “Sorry I’m late. I had a client who could only look at houses Sunday morning. I should have declined, but I’m still catching up on business since my . . . you know.”
Cooper nodded. Trish had only recently started back to work full-time at Tyler Fine Properties since her battle with breast cancer and subsequent chemotherapy. The awful disease was now in remission, and her signature copper locks had grown long enough to touch her shoulders in an elegant blunt cut. Cooper assessed her friend’s business suit and fancy heels. Silver hoops dangled from her ears and matching bracelets graced her wrist. Trish would always be a slave to fashion, but she had changed so much since her diagnosis. The heavy makeup and shellacked hair were gone, replaced by a more natural look. It was as though her inner beauty now radiated outward.
After Cooper quickly shared the morning’s discussion with Trish, the Realtor’s eyes rounded with excitement. “You had me at masseuse. I hope you all said yes. I know I could use a mini-vacay.”
“It’s looking unanimous,” Cooper said as she added creamer to her cup.
As the group continued to chatter, Trish sidled up to Cooper and leaned close. “Are you okay?”
“Me?” Cooper froze mid-stir. “I’m fine.”
“You were supposed to get married yesterday, sugar.” She put a hand on Cooper’s arm and released a dramatic sigh. “No woman is fine with that.”
Unable to come up with a chipper response, Cooper mustered a weak smile. She was relieved when a moment later Savannah waved them to their seats.
“What about church on Sunday?” the group leader asked.
“We could have our Bible study on Sunday morning, along with breakfast at the inn,” Cooper said. “Afterward, we can check out and head to Hope Street Church in time for the late service.”
“I like that idea,” Trish said.
“What time is check-in?” Jake asked.
“As soon as you’re free on Friday afternoon.” Cooper looked around at her friends. “What do you say?”
“I’d say we’re all in agreement,” Savannah said. “Now, we better get started. Proverbs is a large book. We’re going to have to stay on schedule to complete this study.” She opened the companion guide on her desk.
“I’m excited about this study,” Bryant said.
“So am I,” Savannah replied. “After all, if there’s one thing we all need on a daily basis, its godly advice. Each day we face challenges that can only be navigated successfully with His guidance. I am so grateful that He makes His sound wisdom accessible to us through the Good Book. All we have to do is open its pages.”
“I could use some practical marriage and love advice,” Quinton said.
“You aren’t married,” Jake drawled.
“My point exactly,” Quinton said with a grin.
Cooper stared at him for a moment. Quinton always wore a mask of bravado, but in truth, he hadn’t mentioned dating at all since the woman he’d fallen head over heels for, a member of the congregation, left town for the mission field.
“I’ve got some advice for you,” Bryant said. “Always remember that marriage and love are complementary but not exclusive. Love is a fickle emotion. Marriage is a choice.”
At Bryant’s words, all heads turned to the man who held the dubious distinction of having multiple failed marriages in his past.
“What?” Bryant asked, meeting their gazes. He grinned, showing off his dazzling whites. “Don’t look so surprised. This group has been together for a long time, and I’ve learned plenty from our studies.”
“What have you learned, Bryant?” Savannah asked. Her tone was gentle and thoughtful, as always.
“Marriage is a vocation. A calling and a commitment. It is not to be confused with the chemical reactions of love and . . .” He cleared his throat, as beneath his spray-on tan, his face flushed pink. “Lust.”
“I agree,” Trish added. “Romance is a wonderful thing, but true love has nothing to do with pheromones. Love is that special person holding your hand and wiping your brow while you are throwing up after a particularly nasty round of chemotherapy. They don’t tell you that in those silly television commercials.”
“Hear, hear,” said Savannah. “As you know, I have visual acuity issues, so I can tell you this with certainty. It isn’t about appearances.” She tapped her chest with a finger. “It’s about what’s in the heart, not what fuels the heart.”
When Jake reached his big calloused hand to gently squeeze Savannah’s small paint-stained fingers, it was all Cooper could do not to sigh aloud. Theirs was a slow-moving relationship that seemed solid and committed, established on a foundation of faith and mutual respect. They were good friends first and foremost. Yet, she couldn’t help but notice how they brought out the best in each other.
It was especially true of Jake. He had even taken to shaving his stubble and keeping his normally unkempt hair neat and trimmed. He was an attractive man, and Savannah had seen that all along, without actually seeing it with her eyes.
For moments, Cooper was silent, thinking.
Had she ever really known love or had she simply been in love with the idea of love?
Though she had grown in spirit since she’d joined the Sunrise Bible Study several years ago, had she learned anything about relationships? Right now, the answer to that question was a big fat no. She sorely wished there was someone she could talk to about the subject, but she wasn’t ready to air her dirty laundry for all to analyze, even to these, her closest friends. No, she was far from ready to admit that she was a failure.
Bryant cleared his throat, interrupting her musings.
“I should tell you, there’s more.”
Trish leaned forward in her chair, her eyes on the meteorologist.
“I want you all to be the first to know,” he continued. “I’ve learned enough to consider that I’m ready to take a chance again.”
Cooper offered a surprised gasp. Bryant and Jane, a single mother with two children, had been dating for longer than some of his marriages. “Bryant, really?”
He nodded. “Everything is all planned. I’ve got a babysitter lined up, and I’ll pop the question in two weeks over dinner at Lemaire.”
“Lemaire? Where is that?” Cooper asked.
“At the Jefferson Hotel. Let me tell you, that place is amazing,” Quinton said. “The bank took the administrative staff there for Christmas last year. I had a dinner of pan-seared scallops and stuffed butternut squash followed by pumpkin spice cake. I’m still dreaming about that meal.”
“Pricey, too,” Trish said.
“It’s worth it and more when it’s the real deal,” Bryant said. “Besides, I can afford it. I’ve started doing the morning weather on the network’s affiliate radio station Monday through Friday. Did anyone hear me on Friday?”
“I did,” Cooper said. “You were great.”
“Thanks, Cooper.” He offered an affectionate smile.
Cooper was genuinely happy for Bryant.
As the excited chatter of her friends continued, Cooper fingered the pages of the book in her lap until she came to Proverbs.
If her friend could find happiness after his troubled past, then perhaps there was hope for her. Like Bryant, she would access the wisdom in the chapters and trust that the good Lord would do his part.
 
• • •
 
“You seeing all right, Granddaughter?”
“Hmm?” Cooper looked up and nearly dropped the chocolate syrup bottle right into her ice cream dish when her gaze met Grammy Lee’s across the Lee family kitchen table.
“What are you looking at, Grammy?” Cooper inspected the front of her favorite Beatles T-shirt. “Did I drip on Paul and Ringo?”
“Your eyes, Granddaughter. They look the same. One blue and one green.”
Cooper sprinkled chopped nuts on the ice cream. “Why are you looking at my eyes?”
Grammy reached down to absently pat the head of Popeye, her chubby one-eyed pug, who paced the kitchen hoping someone would toss food his way. Preferably bacon.
“You know that cataract surgery I had last winter did wonders for me,” Grammy continued. She paused and smiled slowly. “I had no idea Frank was so handsome.”
Cooper blinked, trying to follow the line of conversation and failing. What did Frank, the gentleman who volunteered with her grandmother at the Fifth Avenue Animal Shelter, have to do with anything?
She turned to her father, Earl, for some insight, but his attention was focused on the oven, where her mother, Maggie, carefully removed a pan of golden brown cranberry and white chocolate scones from the oven.
“That’s what I’m talking about,” Earl murmured.
When her father reached over to grab one of the hot pastries, Maggie playfully slapped his hand. “This is a test batch.”
“I’ll tell you if they pass my inspection,” he said.
“They always pass your inspection,” she said. “Not once in the forty-five years since we met have you ever told me that you didn’t like something I baked.”
Earl gave an exaggerated waggle of his eyebrows. “I’m no fool. What’s that saying about the hand that feeds you?”
“I thought so.” Maggie laughed before she placed two scones on a small plate and offered them to her husband.
“Excuse me,” Cooper finally said. “Could someone help me out here? Why is Grammy trying to tell me I need cataract surgery?”
“I think your grandmother may be trying to make a point,” her mother said.
“What point is that?” Cooper asked. She reached for the can of whipped cream and liberally swirled a mountain of fluff onto her vanilla ice cream, then sprinkled chocolate Jimmies on top.
“You already live in an inn,” Grammy said. “Your mama and daddy are the innkeepers. Why do you need to pack up your stuff and go spend the night in a strange one?”
Biting her lip, Cooper tried not to be offended. Grammy was known for her blatant and biting honesty. She put the lid on the whipped cream and took a deep breath and then froze.
What could she say in response? There was a depressing parallel between the lovely inn on the outskirts of Richmond and the small apartment above her parents’ garage, where she lived rent-free. Both represented her directionless life.
With a glance between Cooper and Grammy, Maggie shook her head.
“Cooper and her friends are assisting with the opening, Grammy. It’s like a job,” her mother said. “If all goes well, I’ll be making scones, tarts, and cookies for the Atwood Inn on a permanent basis. Nut-free, of course.”
“Nut-free?” Cooper asked as she pulled a spoon from the kitchen drawer.
“Yes, Loretta Atwood, the co-owner, has a nut allergy.” She shook her head. “That’s not a problem for me. Nuts or not, selling Magnolia’s Marvels to the inn still means more groceries in our house.”
“Humph. If you say so,” Grammy muttered. “I thought Earl was retiring this year and you two were finally going on that cruise you always dreamed of.”
“The timing isn’t right,” Earl said. “That cruise ship will still be there next year. By that time, we’ll have a bigger nest egg stashed away.” He looked to his wife, who nodded in agreement.
“Magnolia’s Marvels needs a little more time, Grammy,” Maggie said.
“If you say so,” Grammy said once again.
Cooper turned to look first at her mother and then her father. They weren’t getting any younger, and as the head groundskeeper for one of Richmond’s private schools, her father performed physical labor that would exhaust a young man. But her mother was right. Her baking business was close to taking off. It was busy enough that she now rented a commercial kitchen space in town and rose at four in the morning every day except Sunday to bake three varieties of her famous Magnolia’s Marvels for local shops in the West End of Richmond. She’d even hired a part-time helper to prepare the bags with the gold foil stickers.
Still, they deserved a cruise, and Cooper wished she could give it to them. Maybe after she climbed out of her mountain of debt from the canceled wedding.
The sound of a car horn’s friendly toot had Grammy yanking the napkin from around her neck and standing up. “That’s Frank. Tootle-loo, family.”
Cooper could only stare as her grandmother shuffled out the back door with a spring in her step that hadn’t been there before. “Is she still dating Frank?”
Maggie stopped kneading the dough and turned to Cooper. “Dating? They’re not dating.”
“Mama, the twinkle in Grammy’s eye wasn’t for volunteering at the rescue. Besides, it’s seven o’clock on a Monday night. The rescue shelter isn’t even open.”
Maggie laughed. “Perhaps you’re right.”
“What if they decide to get married?”
“What if they do?” her mother answered.
“Grammy can’t cook for one thing.”
Earl Lee popped his head up from behind the newspaper. “What makes you think your grandmother can’t cook?”
Cooper’s mother turned to her father. “Grammy cooked all the time when we were dating. Some of my best memories are of holidays at the Lee house, especially since I lost my own parents after your daddy and I met.”
“Those were good times,” Earl said. “Then my sister, Patty-Jean, needed her when she lost her husband, and Grammy went up to Nashville to live with her.” He frowned. “I guess you and Ashley were little ’uns then. My mother went from Patty-Jean’s house to ours. So maybe you haven’t ever seen her cook.”
Maggie reached for the rolling pin. “Your grandmother is an amazing cook. Don’t let her fool you.”
“I’ve never once seen her at that stove,” Cooper said.
“That’s because she understands that there’s only room for one cook in the kitchen,” Earl said. “Anything else is courting trouble.”
“Are you saying Mama and Grammy butted heads?” Cooper asked.
Earl’s lips twitched as he looked at his wife. “Let’s just say things were a bit touch-and-go around here for the first few months until your mama had a come to the Lord meeting with Grammy.”
“I can’t hardly believe that,” Cooper said. She stared at her mild-mannered mother for a moment.
“Cooks are very territorial about their kitchens, Cooper. This is serious stuff.” Earl stood and wrapped an arm around his wife and landed a loud smack on her lips. “I was never prouder of her.”
“Oh, you two. Cut it out,” Cooper said with a groan.
“Nothing wrong with a man kissing the woman he loves. You’ll understand someday, young lady.”
“Seriously? I’m thirty-five years old. I understand. I just don’t want to visualize what I understand.” She grabbed her bowl of ice cream from the table and headed to the door. “I’ll catch you two lovebirds later.”
Her mother’s giggles followed Cooper as the screen door gently slapped shut.
The air was cool as Cooper stood outside on the blue flagstone. As she walked down the path, the lemony scent of bee balm foliage tickled her nose. A few more steps and the small greenhouse her father had built for her came into view, its pitched glass roof silhouetted against the night sky.
She took a deep breath, inhaling the loamy scent of earth. Though she couldn’t see them, she knew that the seedlings her father had planted in the vegetable garden had already pushed their tender green shoots through the soil. Soon they’d have fresh produce to share with the food bank.
From across the yard, her grandmother’s red-tailed hawk, Columbus, rustled in his new and improved aviary. It was set a bit farther from the house to allow him a better view of the beautiful landscape provided by the Lee’s backyard.
Another spring. Everything was the same, yet different.
In that moment, the familiar ache again settled in her chest. Where was she going with her life? What was the plan?
A verse from Sunday’s lesson in Proverbs drifted into her mind: A man’s heart deviseth his way: but the Lord directeth his steps.
Her attention went to the sky, where a shot of light streaked across the velvet darkness. A shooting star. Grammy always said that seeing a shooting star meant that you would achieve your destiny.
Cooper smiled, and then she made a wish, though she knew in her heart wishes weren’t going to direct her future. That was how she’d ended up where she was today.
No. From now on, Cooper Lee vowed to stop walking aimlessly through life. Instead, she would let the Lord direct her steps.



Chapter Three
 
Following a hectic workweek, Cooper felt a sense of excitement and relief as she and the Sunrise Bible Study members followed Mindy Atwood from the spacious foyer of the Atwood Inn, which was large enough to hold a party, up a wide marble staircase to a second-floor landing. She led them to the right and into a great room filled with inviting plush leather chairs and couches in muted tones of burgundy. The furniture faced a rustic stone floor-to-ceiling fireplace, with a patterned rug of burgundy and green spread in front of the hearth’s glass doors.
“This place is amazing,” Trish murmured. Her fashionable heels clicked on the oak flooring as she examined the space with a Realtor’s trained eye.
Cooper could only nod in agreement while trailing along behind Mindy, who continued the group’s tour through the inn. The place was as elegant as any of the homes in Ashley’s neighborhood and far above Cooper’s pay grade.
Mindy, a petite woman with long brown hair and sad brown eyes, turned to face the group. “The original building was constructed in 1915 and is on the National Register of Historic Places. The library was added on years later, and of course, the kitchen has been expanded to accommodate our current needs.”
“How many guest rooms are there at Atwood Inn?” Cooper asked.
“Ten,” their hostess said as she turned to the French doors that led to a balcony. “There are nine regular guest rooms and one suite.”
Outside the tall shuttered doors, crisp white wicker furniture beckoned guests to relax and enjoy the view of the flower garden and vast lawn, whose emerald green expanse rivaled any golf course.
“I understood the inn had been closed for five years,” Trish said. “That garden certainly doesn’t look neglected.”
“It was my mother’s garden, and my father has always kept Tony Mancuso, the gardener, on to maintain the grounds since we lost her.”
Cooper nodded in appreciation. She had great respect for anyone who worked with their hands. All of her family took pleasure in planting and gardening, and she did as well.
“Isn’t that an Austin Deveraux painting on the wall?” Bryant asked.
The group turned to look at the painting of vibrant earth tones that hung over a polished cherrywood table.
“It is.” Mindy’s face brightened. “We are fortunate to have two early Deveraux hanging in the inn. They are a set, but I chose to hang them in different rooms to spread the beauty.”
“I love that sentiment,” Trish said.
Savannah moved closer. “This is one of those times when I wish my vision were better. I’m a huge Deveraux fan. His brushstroke technique is one I’ve emulated with only limited success. Which is why I stick to folk art.”
“Austin Deveraux?” Cooper asked. “I’m not familiar.” The only paintings on the walls in her home were from the time Grammy took classes at the local senior center.
“Deveraux was a local artist who died much too young. Channel Six did a documentary on him last fall,” Bryant continued. “He’s known for his rustic watercolors. Many depict autumn scenes.”
“Are you saying that this one and the other are originals?” Trish asked.
“Oh, yes. Austin and my father were very close. They were gifts long before Austin’s work came to notoriety. They’ve hung in the inn as long as I can remember.”
“That’s amazing,” Bryant said as he eyed the painting.
“I’ll say,” Trish agreed.
Cooper made a note to look up the artist later. She agreed that the painting was beautiful.
From the great room, they followed Mindy to an adjacent dining room. “We offer breakfast, served buffet style, in here each morning through eleven a.m. since we do not have a lunch service.” Mindy turned to Cooper. “I am pleased to say Magnolia’s Marvels will be featured on the sideboard all day long for our guests.”
“My mother is excited about this opportunity.” Cooper nodded with pride toward the artful display of Magnolia’s Marvels in cellophane bags decorated with gold stickers and tied with gold ribbons, placed next to the coffee and hot water urns.
“I’m sure this is going to be a great partnership,” Mindy said.
“Speaking of food,” Quinton said. “What time do you open for dinner?”
“Seating begins at six p.m. daily. We’re located a little off the beaten path from the downtown Richmond eateries, which is why we offer a fine dining option.”
“I’d love to meet your chef,” Quinton said.
“We actually have two chefs. Chef Eason and Chef Mayberry.” A pained expression crossed Mindy’s face. “I’ll be sure they come out to your table and introduce themselves.”
Two chefs for one kitchen. Recalling her father’s comment earlier about kitchens being territorial, Cooper made a mental note to follow up on that bit of information.
A moment later, the diminutive, mousy receptionist who had checked them in earlier appeared at Mindy’s side, her thin hands trembling. “Excuse me, Ms. Atwood.” She cleared her throat and grimaced. “Mrs. Atwood wants to talk to you.” She leaned in closer. “About Dax.”
“It’s all right, Helen.” Mindy patted the young woman’s arm before she turned to her guests. “I’m afraid I have to deal with this.” She waved a hand around. “Explore the facility and the grounds. Make yourselves at home. I’ve provided welcome bags in your rooms as well as feedback forms. I’m looking for your detailed thoughts this weekend, so please be honest. We launch in three weeks, and I’d like everything perfect for our guests.”
“Thanks so much, Mindy,” Cooper said.
“My pleasure. If you need anything, notify the front desk. We are operating with a skeleton staff until the grand reopening, but all of your room phones connect immediately to my office after nine p.m., when the front desk closes. Feel free to contact me for anything. We want to make sure your visit is memorable.”
Mindy and Helen’s heads were together as they spoke in concerned murmurs and hurriedly departed.
“What do you think that was all about?” Trish asked.
“I suppose there’s bound to be last-minute emergencies involved in opening a business,” Cooper said.
“Sure enough,” Jake said. “And when you have invested as much as has obviously been poured into this place, one small emergency can spell disaster.”
“No doubt you are right, Jake,” Cooper said.
“What do you think about that painting?” Trish asked.
“It isn’t representative of Deveraux’s most popular work,” Bryant said. “But it would still bring in a pretty penny, I’m sure.”
“I agree,” Savannah said. “Which is why I’d like to see the other painting.”
Cooper glanced around. “I’m going to look around the office area. How about if we all meet back here in, say, one hour for dinner? Plenty of time for those who want to freshen up as well.”
A chorus of agreement followed.
“Anyone up for a stroll outside?” Bryant asked. “As a weather geek, I can tell you this is the sort of day meteorologists live for. Moderate temperature, winds, and humidity. And the barometric pressure is holding steady.”
“I’m in.” Trish raised a hand. “I’d love to see the roses. As I recall, in the day there was talk that the Atwood Inn roses rivaled those at the Lewis Ginter Botanical Garden.”
“I’ve never been to the botanical garden,” Cooper said.
“Cooper, we have got to get you out of the house more,” Trish said.
Savannah flipped her thick black braid over her shoulder and looked up at Jake. “Care to wander around the library with me?”
“As you wish, milady.” He placed her hand on his arm, his eyes twinkling as he looked at Savannah and led the way.
Quinton glanced longingly through the doorway to the recliners in the great room. “I’ve been on the go since six this morning. I’m going to make a cup of tea and help myself to one of your mother’s treats. Then I plan to put my feet up and relax.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Cooper said. She turned and headed down the stairs and toward the inn’s massive foyer. Helen Everett, the fretful-faced receptionist, stood behind the marble-topped cherrywood reception desk staring at a laptop screen, her brow furrowed and her hands clasped tightly. Dressed in pale brown from head to toe, she reminded Cooper of a wren. Even her brown shoulder-length hair was pulled into a nondescript twist at the back of her head. She hovered over the computer furtively focused on the screen.
When Cooper’s footsteps on the tile floor announced her approach, Helen quickly closed the lid on the laptop with a snap and straightened. “May I help you?”
“Hi, there. Mindy said I could look around.”
“Yes, Ms. Lee. Please do. Let me know if you need anything. We’re here to make certain that your stay is memorable.”
Cooper nodded toward the hallway behind the reception desk. “What’s down there?”
“The business center is to your right, across from the restroom, and the supply room is farther down the hall on the left.”
“And the last room on the right?”
Helen frowned. “Oh, that’s just a storage room. We keep extra furniture and such. Nothing to see in there.”
“Do you have a break area for staff?”
She nodded. “Yes, that’s off the kitchen.”
“I see. Thank you so much, Helen.”
“My pleasure, ma’am. We’re all delighted to have you here.”
As Cooper strolled down the long hallway, the banging of a machine caught her attention. She peeked into what was certainly the business center. Two desks held computers, and a large floor-model copy machine stood in the corner.
“Arrgh.” A tall man slammed a palm on the lid of the machine. “Gladys, you’re not being cooperative,” he said.
“Maybe I can help you with Gladys,” Cooper said.
When he turned toward her, Cooper found herself mesmerized by calm gray eyes surrounded by thick dark lashes. The man’s caramel hair was tousled, and a lazy grin touched his mouth.
“I’ll take any and all assistance,” he said with an unmistakable Southern drawl. “Machines like to malfunction around me.”
Cooper forced herself to focus and began to inspect the copier. “Xerox 6515/DN. Very nice. Copy, print, scan, fax, email‎.” She looked at him. “Which task were you trying to do?”
“I’ve got to print the daily special inserts for the evening menu.” He narrowed his gaze and stared at the machine. “Gladys isn’t having it.”
“Gladys has a paper jam.” Cooper examined the machine. She opened the front, removed the toner cartridge, and then carefully pulled out crumpled paper. “This window tells you what the problem is. See those little icons?”
“I don’t speak printer.”
Cooper couldn’t help but laugh as she restored the machine to order and pressed the Print button. “It’s your lucky day because I do. Fluently.” She shook her head. “Hmm. It appears there’s still something jamming things up.” Pulling a small flashlight from her pocket, she removed the toner again.
“Do you always carry a flashlight?” the man asked.
“I do. Job hazard.”
“Oh? Are you Dax’s replacement?”
“Dax?” That was the second time she’d heard that name. “Who’s Dax?”
“Dax Wilson. The maintenance guy.”
“Does he need replacing?”
“If Loretta Atwood has anything to say about it.”
“I’m not Dax’s replacement, but I do repair office machines.” Cooper inspected the recess of the copier, her beam of light reflected on an offending bit of metal.
“This really is my lucky day, isn’t it?”
When Cooper glanced up, he had leaned closed to watch. A waft of spices teased her nose. Cinnamon? His gaze met hers, and he offered a laughing smile.
“I, um . . .” The man had her stammering and her heart racing. Cooper took a deep breath and concentrated on the job literally at hand. Moments later, she pulled out a large paper clip and turned to face him. “Yours?”
“Guilty.” He offered his palm, and she dropped the weapon into his hand.
“A word of advice,” she said. “Remove all paper clips, binder clips, and staples before putting paper through the copier.”
“Yes, ma’am.” This time his expression was contrite, which only made him more appealing.
Cooper once again returned the toner cartridge and closed the doors of the copier. The machine began its initialization cycle before it started spitting out the print job. “All fixed.”
“Thank you,” he said.
“You’re welcome.”
“We haven’t officially met, have we? I’m Jon,” he said.
“Cooper Lee.”
“Interesting eyes, Ms. Lee.”
“Ocular transplant.” Cooper was accustomed to questions about her eyes and found it easier to simply provide the minimum of information and hope the person moved on. She didn’t like talking about herself.
He peered at her, and once again the scent of cinnamon drifted to her. “Which one?”
Cooper blinked at the question. “No one has ever asked me that before. The green one. The other is a rather ordinary blue.”
“Not at all,” he drawled. “I suspect there isn’t anything about you that’s ordinary.”
She couldn’t resist smiling, more pleased at his response than she probably ought to be. The man was clearly a charmer. “You must be a Southerner with that drawl.”
“You mean more Southern than Virginia?” he asked with a laugh.
“You tell me.”
“Born and bred in the great state of Georgia. And you?”
“I’m local. Four generations.”
He looked her up and down. “Do you work at the inn too? How is it that our paths have not crossed before today?”
Cooper too looked down at her clothes. Did she look like she worked at the inn? She sighed. Maybe so. She hadn’t changed after work and still wore black slacks and a crisp white blouse.
“I’m part of the guest entourage evaluating the soft launch before the grand reopening,” she said.
“Ah, I see. You’re one of the VIPs we were told about.” His expression became contrite. “Pardon me. Here I was confusing you with the staff.”
“VIP?” Cooper laughed. “Friends of a friend of Mindy is more accurate.” She assessed his jeans and flannel shirt. “So, you’re staff?”
“I shall have the privilege of preparing your evening repast.” He bowed low at the waist. “Chef Jon Eason at your service.”
“Nice to meet you.” Cooper paused. “Perhaps you can explain to me why an inn with ten guest rooms has two chefs?”
“An excellent question. Why does the inn have two managers?” He frowned. “Another puzzle.”
“You’re awfully laid-back about the situation.”
“I am. And I intend to stay that way. Mindy and I go back a long way.” He smiled and collected his papers from the copier. “I’m happy to discuss it with you over coffee. Tomorrow morning? Seven? I have obligations in the kitchen, so it will have to be early.”
“Excuse me?” Cooper stammered yet again, taken aback.
“You can pick my brain about the inn. Strictly business.”
Once again, Cooper found herself off-center by the man’s charm. “All right,” she finally said. “I suppose.” She looked up at him again. “Since it is business.”
“Absolutely! Now I’ve got to get back to the kitchen or you and your friends won’t eat tonight.” Before she could change her mind, he winked and disappeared out the door.
Cooper was left with her mouth open, trying to figure out what just happened. She shivered. The last time a handsome man took an unusual interest in her, he ended up being a murderer, and she’d been left feeling like a fool. Head down in thought, she moved to the hallway and nearly ran into Quinton.
“Easy there, girl,” the banker said.
“Sorry, Quinton. I was distracted.”
“So I heard.” He grinned. “Coop, I think he likes you.”
“What?”
“I couldn’t help but overhear. I was wandering around looking for the restroom.” He shrugged. “That big fella. He likes you.”
“No.” Cooper found herself speechless. “Do you really think so?”
“Absolutely, and what’s not to like? You’re smart, nice, and you’re pretty in that all-American way with your blonde hair and one blue eye.”
She smiled at his words. “Thanks, Quinton, but I don’t think I’m ready for . . .” She raised a hand in a gesture. “You know.”
“Trust me, Cooper. I totally get it. I know it takes a lot of courage to put yourself out there. But you’re much too nice to hide in your greenhouse just because it didn’t work out with you and Nathan.”
Cooper stared at Quinton for a moment, processing his words. Was she hiding because she was afraid of failing again?
“You okay, there, Coop?”
“Yes.” She nodded. “Quinton, could I ask you a personal question?”
“Sure.”
“Whatever happened with you and Gloria May? You brought her to Bible study and then she left on a mission trip. You never mentioned it again.”
“Why didn’t you ask, silly girl?”
“I didn’t want to bring it up, in case it was a touchy subject.”
“I guess it sort of was for a while. I penned an awful lot of sappy verse when she left.” He chuckled. “Maybe someday I’ll have a career as a country-western singer.”
“That was it?” Cooper asked.
“That’s all. We just lost touch. Long-distance relationships never work.” He grimaced. “Sorry, Cooper. I didn’t mean . . .”
“It’s all right. You don’t need to tiptoe around me about Nathan. Anyhow, I’m sorry it didn’t work out,” Cooper said. “And you’re right about long-distance romance.”
“I’ve accepted that she had a greater calling, but I’m glad for the friendship we had.” He shrugged. “Special people don’t come along every day, Cooper. Don’t let fear stand in your way. Or pride. Both of us need to remember that.”
She pondered his words as they continued down the hall. When angry voices floated to them, Cooper froze and put a hand on Quinton’s arm. The two of them stood very still in the hallway.
“You said you’d take care of things.”
“And I will. For now, all you need to know is that things are coming along nicely. So be patient.”
“Patient? I’ve been patient. How much longer?”
“As long as I tell you,” the second woman fairly hissed. “If you push me, then I can assure you that you will regret it.”
Cooper swallowed and turned to Quinton as the voices faded. “What was that all about?” she whispered.
“I don’t know, and I don’t think I want to know,” he said.
They stepped into the foyer, where a fashionably dressed middle-aged woman who bore a slight resemblance to Cruella De Vil, with a white streak in expertly coiffed short dark hair, stood touching up her red lips.
The woman ignored their presence as she held a square compact mirror in one hand and a square tube of cool-toned, glossy red lipstick in the other. The cosmetic cases were black and gold and bore the familiar logo of the same high-end products that Cooper’s sister, Ashley, purchased.
With the snap of the mirror, the woman tucked the cosmetics into her purse. Then she strode across the polished floor, her heels clicking all the way to the entrance, where she slammed the door on her way out.
“Whoa!” Cooper murmured.
“Are there other guests here?” Quinton asked.
“No. Only our group.” Cooper frowned.
“Who do you suppose that was?”
“That was Loretta Atwood.”
Both Cooper and Quinton turned at the receptionist’s trembling voice. “She’s Mindy’s stepmother.”
“Lucky Mindy,” Cooper murmured.
Quinton followed Cooper to the stairs. “That was interesting,” he said. “Who do you think Loretta Atwood was talking to?”
“No idea,” Cooper said with a shiver. “I’m going to go up to my room and wash up.”
“Good plan,” he said. “But I have to tell you that I sure hope I don’t run into either of those women again.”
“I’m with you on that,” Cooper said. She shuddered and shoved away the gut feeling that told her something was amiss at the Atwood Inn.
 
• • •
 
“What about those rooms?” Trish asked as the group sat down to dinner. “Some luxury.”
“Speaking of luxury,” Bryant said. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but my welcome bag was filled with decadent goodies. I can’t wait to try that mineral mud mask.”
“Mud mask?” Jake’s face reflected horror as he stared at the meteorologist.
“Sure, my pores are very important now that everything is in high definition.”
The brawny plumber held up a palm. “I don’t want to know.”
Cooper scrutinized her friends as they settled. This was definitely an upscale inn, where jackets were de rigueur for the evening meal service. Fortunately, Ashley had reminded her to bring two dresses for the evening meal service, and Cooper had complied. She even rather enjoyed the extra primping, as long as it was a limited engagement. “Everyone looks so nice,” she said.
“We do clean up nicely, don’t we?” Savannah said with a smile.
“Has anyone scheduled a session with the masseuse?” Bryant asked.
“I have,” Trish said. “For tomorrow.”
A massage? Not high on Cooper’s list. Her idea of decadence would be sleeping in and then perusing a gardening catalog. She took a sip of water and turned to Savannah. “How was your room?”
“Heavenly. The duvet was fluffy and soft as can be. I took a short nap, and it was like sleeping on a cloud. When I opened the window, the scent of roses filled the room.”
“Interesting,” Trish said. “Because when we were outside, the gardener, Tony Mancuso, told us that he’d been instructed to remove those roses.”
“Oh, no. Why?” Savannah asked, her face reflecting alarm.
Trish gave a shake of her head. “Loretta Atwood, the co-owner of the inn, is highly allergic. I can tell you he was not happy. I’ve never seen someone so angry. His face was nearly purple as he explained the situation to us.”
“I don’t blame him,” Cooper said. “It takes years to cultivate roses. My mother would be heartbroken if she lost her precious bushes.”
“Allergies are serious stuff,” Jake said.
“Serious and scary. Mrs. Atwood has a nut and perfume allergy as well, according to Tony,” Trish said. “My daughter has a nut allergy and carries her epinephrine pen with her everywhere.”
“Still, I don’t see why the roses couldn’t be relocated,” Cooper said.
“Seems a shame, doesn’t it?” Trish added. “Some of them are heritage blooms. Tony told us that Mindy’s mother used to show her roses. There used to be annual tours through her gardens.”
“It’s not for me to judge a woman I don’t know,” Savannah said. “But that certainly does not seem to be sound wisdom.”
“This is so sad. What does Mindy say?” Cooper asked softly.
“Tony said that Mindy has had to pick her battles. The implication was that there had been more than a few battles in the last six months since she lost her father and renovation began.”
“Seems we’ve walked into a family drama,” Jake said with a side glance around the table.
The group was silent for a few moments. The conversation had put a damper on the mood.
Cooper picked up the leather menu holder and scanned the evening meal options as a server refilled their water glasses. When she pulled out the specials insert, her thoughts went to the incident at the copy machine earlier.
Pushing away thoughts of the handsome chef, she focused on the prices listed with the meal offerings. Her jaw nearly dropped. Goodness, if she hadn’t been invited here to evaluate the inn, she probably couldn’t afford more than an appetizer.
“What are you having, Quinton?” she asked her tablemate.
“Angus beef all the way for me,” Quinton answered. He straightened his tie and patted his abdomen.
“Salmon is my favorite,” Trish said.
“What a tantalizing menu,” Bryant murmured.
“Thank you.”
The words had everyone at the table turning to see Chef Jon Eason approaching their table. He wore a white short-sleeve chef’s jacket with his name embroidered on the chest pocket.
Cooper was dismayed to discover he was even more handsome in a starched white jacket than he was a mere few hours ago in flannel.
From behind him, someone else approached the table, also wearing a chef’s jacket.
“Chef Eason,” Cooper said. “I’d like to introduce my friends. Quinton, Jake, Bryant, Trish, and Savannah.”
“My pleasure, and this is Chef Mayberry.”
The female chef, a stocky young woman whose dark hair was pulled back in a low bun, offered a short, stiff bow of acknowledgment without saying a single word. Her face was void of emotion, and her lips were a slash on a face that seemed unable to smile.
“How is it you know Ms. Atwell?” Chef Mayberry asked Cooper. Her beady black eyes inspected each of the guests at the table before finally boring into Cooper.
As the words left the chef’s lips, Cooper’s ears perked. It was one of the women from the hallway who had engaged in the cryptic conversation.
From across the table, Quinton’s gaze met Cooper’s, and his eyes rounded.
“We’re the Sunrise Bible Study from Hope Street Church,” Cooper finally said. “My sister, Ashley, is a college friend of Mindy’s.”
“I see,” Chef Mayberry said, her expression blank. “Excuse me while I return to the kitchen.”
Jon Eason shook his head. “I apologize for Chef Mayberry. She’s not a social being.” He winked at Cooper. “But I am.”
Trish turned to look at Cooper with a knowing smile on her face and her violet eyes wide with surprise. “What do you recommend, Chef?” she asked.
“That’s like asking me which of my children is my favorite,” Jon said. “However, I do have a close affinity for the butternut squash ravioli in sage brown butter sauce.” He narrowed his eyes. “Though the pecan-encrusted salmon is amazing if I do say so. And I do.”
Savannah’s soft laughter rang out at his words. “Now I’m longing for both.”
Jon smiled. “I’ll leave you to your most difficult decisions. Please, don’t hesitate to let the waitstaff know if anything needs attention. Our goal is to make your stay memorable.” His gaze lingered on Cooper before he turned toward the kitchen.
Cooper did her best to concentrate on the menu as her cheeks flooded with warmth.
“You didn’t tell us you’d met a handsome chef,” Trish murmured. “And he’s as good-looking as he is charming.”
“That’s not all,” Quinton said. “Tell them, Coop.”
“We’re having coffee in the morning. Business. To discuss the inn for our report to Mindy.”
Trish’s delighted chuckle filled the air. “Good for you, Cooper. Good for you.”
“Chef Mayberry is as dour as Chef Eason is cheerful,” Jake said.
Savannah leaned forward in her chair. “That woman’s tone was very worrisome,” she said quietly.
Cooper nodded. “I agree.”
A thoughtful silence spread around the table for a minute. Then Quinton reached for his water glass. “I think it’s time for a toast.”
“Hear, hear,” Bryant said, raising his glass too.
“To the Sunrise Bible Study,” Quinton said. “Good friends, good fellowship.”
“And a good God,” Savannah added.
“Here’s to a memorable weekend at Atwood Inn,” Cooper chimed in as she touched her crystal goblet to each of her friend’s glasses.



Chapter Four
 
“Tell me about your eye, Cooper Lee.” Jon Eason lifted a blue mug with the Atwood Inn logo on the side to his lips and met her gaze across the table.
“I thought we were here to discuss business.” Cooper straightened in her seat and glanced around the empty dining room. She’d been hoping for the cavalry to come to her rescue, but after spending a late evening playing Monopoly, none of the Sunrise Bible Study had come down to breakfast yet. She, too, sipped her coffee, while examining the small bud vase on the table.
“That was a ruse on my part to get you to have coffee with me.”
Cooper sputtered and nearly dropped the mug at his words. “All you had to do was ask.”
“And you would have said yes?”
She paused. Okay, he had her there. Jon Eason was way out of her league, and if it wasn’t for the fact that she was assessing the inn for Mindy as a favor to Ashley, well, she would have run, not walked in the other direction.
Jon nodded thoughtfully. “I thought so.”
“I think you should know that I don’t really date,” Cooper said.
“Coffee. This is coffee and a little twenty questions. We both get to ask them.” He smiled. “I cannot lie, though. I like you, and I’d like to get to know you. You can always use another friend, right?”
Cooper stared at him for a moment. Jon was certainly different than any guy she’d ever met. Quinton’s words from yesterday came back to her. Maybe it was time to set aside her fear, and her pride.
Besides, Jon was right. She could always use another friend.
“Coffee with a friend,” she said with a nod. “That works for me. And this is very good coffee. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was Lamplighter Roasters.”
“A discerning palate. It is Lamplighter. Brava.” A wide grin split his face. “The woman is smart as well as beautiful.”
Cooper knew without a doubt that her neck and face were flaming at his words. She glanced out the window and worked to compose herself. “As for my eye, I had a field hockey accident in junior high. That’s how I ended up with the ocular transplant.”
“Wow. That’s life-changing for an adolescent. How did you cope?”
She stared at him for a moment, flummoxed by his insightful question. No one had ever really understood what it was like to be “different” as a teenager. And having an ocular transplant definitely made her stand out when she preferred to blend into the woodwork. “My father built a greenhouse for me. I guess he realized that I needed a refuge.”
“We all do at times.”
Cooper nodded. Yes, and it was that greenhouse that saved her.
“Tell me about your refuge,” Jon said.
Cooper closed her eyes for a moment and couldn’t help but smile. “It’s six feet by twelve feet. My father saw a kit in a seed catalog and built it himself with redwood. It’s not very big, but I have room for two planting tables and storage shelving against the back wall.”
“Southern exposure?”
“Yes.”
“Glass or polycarbonate?”
“We used upcycled windows from a house that was being torn down.” Cooper narrowed her gaze and studied Jon. “How do you know so much about greenhouses?”
“I’ve done some research. I’m trying to convince Mindy to let me use a little patch of dirt behind the inn for a community garden that guests could help with. It would also provide fresh vegetables for my menu.” He offered a musing smile. “A greenhouse will help us get a jump on the seasonal planting.”
“That’s a wonderful idea.” Cooper’s eyes lit up.
Jon grinned. “I’m not just a pretty face, you know.”
“I . . . um . . .” Once again, Cooper found herself flustered. She peeked up at him, not sure what to say now.
“I’m kidding,” he said. “So tell me what’s growing in your greenhouse.”
“Besides the usual suspects, I’ve already planted edibles, and I found a couple of mushroom kits in the catalog, and I’m giving that a go this year.” Just talking about the greenhouse filled Cooper with joy.
“Mushroom fan?”
“Huge fan.”
“I am as well.” He sipped his coffee. “May I borrow a catalog?”
“Sure.”
He leaned closer. “And would you consider helping me if I get the okay from Mindy to proceed?”
“I’d really like that, though my father is the real gardener in the family. He grows vegetables for the food bank, and I contribute to that.”
A pleasant silence stretched between them as they drank coffee.
“Tell me, Cooper, what do you do for fun?” Jon asked after a few moments.
“Birdhouses.”
“Pardon me?”
“I build birdhouses. The greenhouse becomes a woodworking shop in the winter. Right now, I’m storing those I made last year there.”
“So you have your own greenhouse, and you build birdhouses. Now I am intrigued. And jealous.” He smiled. “May I—”
Cooper held up a hand. “You have exceeded your twenty questions limit, Chef Eason. Now it’s my turn.”
“I’m an open book. Go for it.”
“I’ll need more coffee first.” Cooper stood.
The thud of something hitting the ground had both Jon and Cooper turning around and looking toward the hall.
“I’m going to find out what it is you’re up to, Dax. Whatever it is, don’t think for a minute that you’re going to get away with it.” Loretta Atwood’s shrill voice rang out. A door slammed, and then there was silence.
“Her voice certainly carries, doesn’t it?” Cooper said.
“Oh, yeah.”
She put her mug beneath the urn and flipped the lever. “That won’t be good for business.”
“Tell me about it.”
A moment later, a tall, lanky man with dark curls, wearing a gray maintenance uniform, stood in the doorway. He couldn’t have been older than his mid-thirties and wore an arrogant confidence as he looked around the room.
“That must be Dax,” Cooper murmured. She stirred in cream while keeping an eye on the man.
“It is.” Jon offered a nod of acknowledgment to Dax as he strode past.
Cooper sneezed. “Excuse me.” She wriggled her nose in protest at the strong waft of cheap cologne that assaulted her. “What’s Mrs. Atwood’s issue with him? I mean, besides his horrible taste in cologne?”
“I don’t know which of Dax’s attributes Mrs. Atwood takes issue with. I’ll be the first to admit the guy is a bit of a sketchy character, and yes, he likes to douse himself in aftershave to dazzle the ladies. He’s also been caught smoking inside the building, which is strictly forbidden.”
“With all those sterling qualities, I can’t help but wonder how he got the job.”
“Alice insisted.”
“That’s odd.”
“Yeah, it is. He’s a real character. A prankster too.”
A moment later, Trish stepped into the room, yawning. She raised her brows as she took in both Cooper and Jon. “Good morning.”
“Join us, Trish.” Cooper pulled out a chair.
“Oh, no. I’m not social until I’ve had two cups of coffee. Carry on.”
“You had questions,” Jon said as Cooper settled back in her seat.
“Who is Alice Mayberry in the scheme of things?” she asked.
“Mindy’s stepsister.” He met her gaze. “I thought you knew Mindy. Didn’t you attend Hollins?”
“No. My sister, Ashley, was Mindy’s roommate at Hollins.” She paused. “I’m more the public university type.”
“Me too.” He grinned.
“Really?”
“Uh-huh. University of Georgia.”
Cooper stared, surprised. She would have pegged him as a rich kid like Lincoln Love, her sister’s husband.
“So, you’re Ashley Love’s sister.” It was his turn to give her an assessment. “I met her at Mindy and Steve’s wedding. She was the maid of honor.”
“Are you going to say I’m nothing like my sister, like everyone else?” She waited patiently for his response. Everyone eventually had something to say about how very different the two Lee sisters were. Cooper was used to it, although she suspected that this time it might hurt a bit more, which surprised her.
“My momma didn’t raise no fool. One never compares a ruby and an emerald.”
“Good save.” Cooper laughed. “Okay, so how is it that you know Mindy?”
He ran a finger over the rim of his mug. “I’m, I was . . . her brother-in-law.”
“Oh, I had no idea.”
“It’s been a tough year for Mindy. Name change or not, she’ll always be like a sister to me.”
“Is that why you’re working at the inn?”
“Because of Mindy? Sort of. I needed a break from the stress of my last position and she needed a chef. Plus, I owed her one after my brother’s defection.”
“What about Alice?”
“Alice is another story.” Jon rolled his eyes. “As far as I’ve been able to figure out, she was let go from her previous job, so Loretta Atwood got her the job here. Turns out she’s an okay chef with zero people skills.”
“Two chefs in one kitchen can’t be easy.” Cooper toyed with the handle of her mug and slowly shook her head, thinking about the situation.
“Yeah, that’s an understatement. It makes running the kitchen nearly impossible.”
“Why don’t you leave?”
“No way. That would feed right into Loretta’s plan.”
“Loretta’s plan?”
“Loretta hired Alice despite the fact I was already here. She thinks I’ll give in and quit. That isn’t going to happen. Except for the obvious problems, I like this place, and I’m digging my heels in.”
As they spoke, Chef Mayberry stepped into the dining room. She glanced around. When her gaze landed on Jon, Cooper shivered.
“Speak of the devil’s daughter . . .” Jon murmured.
“Am I keeping you from work?” Cooper asked.
“Alice has the breakfast service this morning.” He glanced at his watch. “And she’s late. The buffet should have been opened by now. The trouble is, she knows she can count on me to pull things together.”
“And you’re going to?”
“For Mindy.” He offered a solemn nod.
“Dax aside, there seems to be an undercurrent of family drama here with Alice and Loretta. Don’t you think that’s going to affect the guests?”
“Alice is chronically unhappy, but it’s Loretta who attracts drama wherever she goes.”
“How can you keep her away from the inn?”
“Short of eliminating her?” Jon laughed. “Kidding, of course.”
“Maybe she needs something else on her radar besides the inn. Have you talked to Mindy?”
“No. I’ve been too busy launching the kitchen. Hiring staff and dealing with Chef Mayberry has been like juggling meatballs with one hand tied behind my back.”
Cooper couldn’t resist a smile at the visual he painted. “You don’t seem very troubled about having two chefs in one kitchen. My mama would call that a recipe for disaster.”
“Your mama is right. Most of the time, I wear earbuds to keep the negative voice out.” He cocked his head. “Let’s talk about something pleasant.”
“Like what?”
“Didn’t I hear that you’re related to Magnolia of Magnolia’s Marvels?”
“Yes. Magnolia ‘Maggie’ Lee is my mama.”
“Will you introduce me? I’m not much of a dessert guy, but I have a weakness for cookies.”
“Is that right?”
“Yep. Specifically her chocolate spice balls. I’ve been trying for weeks to create the recipe without success. Not that mine aren’t amazing. They are. But Magnolia’s Marvels are better. I’m curious what her secret is.”
Cinnamon and cloves, Cooper mused. That was why Jon Eason smelled so familiar. He reminded her of her mother’s kitchen. She didn’t know why that thought made her happy, but somehow it did.
“What?” Jon asked.
“Nothing.” Cooper waved a hand. “You know, this is the first time a man lured me to coffee so he could meet my mother.”
Jon laughed. “Not true, Cooper Lee. It was your eyes that lured me in. But now that I know more about you, I not only want to meet your mother, I want to see your greenhouse and your birdhouses.”
“Are you serious?”
“Of course I am. Your eyes are amazing.”
Once again, warmth crept up Cooper’s neck and into her cheeks at Jon’s words, and she couldn’t help but laugh as she worked to hide her embarrassment. “I was talking about meeting my mother.”
“That too. I’ve tasted everything she bakes. I’m a real fan.”
“How about next Saturday morning? About nine or so?” The words were out of Cooper’s mouth before she could take them back. Now she could only wonder why she hadn’t had the good sense to keep her mouth shut. She barely knew him, and the last thing she needed was a man in her life. Or in her parents’ home, for goodness sake.
“I’ll be there. On my best behavior.” Jon downed the rest of his coffee. “May I see your phone?” he asked
“My phone?” Now, what had she gotten herself into?
“Please.”
Cooper pulled her cell phone from her back pocket and hesitantly handed it over.
“You have to unlock it first.”
“Why?”
“So I can add my contact number, and you can text me your mother’s address.”
“Oh!” Cooper complied. Thirty-five years old and she’d dated two men. She’d never had a guy ask to add his contact number, and she wasn’t sure what the protocol was. Should she thank him or simply act like she did this all the time?
“Morning, Cooper. Chef Eason.”
Cooper whirled around at the sound of Quinton’s voice, grateful for the interruption.
“Morning, Quinton. You’re up early.”
“F.O.M.B.,” he replied.
“Huh?” Cooper stared at him, trying to figure out the acronym.
“Fear of missing breakfast. I come from a family of six kids. Last one up got crumbs.” He rubbed his hands together as he moved toward the buffet. “I see I’m early.”
“My apologies,” Jon said. “We’re running late. I’ll see that the buffet is right out.” He stood. “Cooper, it was a pleasure.”
“Thank you for the coffee,” she murmured.
Quinton’s slack-jawed gaze followed the tall chef as he left the room. Then he slid into the chair Jon had vacated and leaned forward. “Okay, dish. What was that all about?”
“Coffee. It was all about coffee.”
“That look said more than coffee, Coop.”
A moment later, Trish joined them at the table with coffee in one hand and one of Maggie Lee’s scones in the other. She placed them on the table and pulled out a chair. “Tell us everything, Cooper.”
“I told you that I was meeting him to discuss the inn.”
“Nice try. That was definitely a cozy coffee date,” the Realtor said.
“No,” Cooper quickly denied with a shake of her head. It was times like this she hated her fair complexion and the fact that she had a terrible poker face.
Quinton smiled. “Methinks the lady doth protest too much.”
“I need another cup of coffee,” Cooper muttered.
 
• • •
 
“Scrabble, Cooper?” Bryant called out.
“No, thank you,” Cooper said from her spot in a leather chair in the great room. “Jake lent me one of his detective novels, and it’s really good. I think I figured out who the killer is.”
“You know what they say. It’s always someone close to the victim,” Bryant quipped.
“Is that right?” Cooper chuckled and continued to read until the clock on the mantel chimed eight times, followed by the slamming of the front door of the inn.
“I guess that was Loretta Atwood leaving for the night,” Trish said. “I recognize her signature slam from yesterday.”
“Sadly, you are no doubt correct,” Savannah said.
“I’m going to get a cup of herbal tea. Anyone want anything?” When no one took her up on the offer, Cooper stood. She glanced out the tall French doors, closed now, before walking around the table, where a serious game of Scrabble was playing out.
“Can you see those tiles?” she asked Savannah as she peered over her friend’s shoulder at her tray of letters.
“Only when I hold them close. But Jake and I have teamed up. That helps.”
“Yeah, since I can’t spell,” Jake said with a laugh. “Savannah is my secret weapon. Who knew that queue was spelled like that?” He pointed to the word on the board.
Cooper looked around the table at the group. “This has been a really nice day, hasn’t it?” she asked.
Bryant looked up from his tiles. “It has. It would have been a perfect Saturday if Jane were here.”
“My massage was so relaxing, and I caught up on paperwork and even took a nap,” Trish said as she studied her tiles.
“Chef Eason did it again. Another gastronomic delight,” Quinton said.
“You know,” Jake said. “Maybe we should plan a trip here once a year. That’s probably all I can afford, but it would be worth it.”
“Yes. Wonderful idea,” Savannah said.
“Looks like we’ll be able to tell Mindy we did have a memorable weekend,” Cooper said.
A moment later, Savannah sneezed, and a chorus of “bless you” echoed around the room.
“Do you smell that?” The folk artist sniffed the air and grimaced. Her highly sensitive nose was legendary in their group. But Cooper didn’t smell anything.
“What is it?” she asked.
“Bad cologne,” the folk artist said.
“The maintenance guy, Dax Wilson, bathes in the stuff,” Cooper said. She glanced out into the hall but saw nothing.
“That’s unfortunate,” Savannah said.
Turning to Trish, Cooper peeked over her shoulder at her tiles. The redhead looked up and waggled her brows. “That, my friend, is what a winning word looks like.”
Trish had used all of her tiles and spelled the word sleuths.
Cooper smiled. “Very nice.” Then she noticed Trish’s earring. “Trish, you lost one of your hoops.” One of the pretty silver hoops Cooper had often admired was missing.
“Oh, goodness. I know they were there a short time ago. I saw them both when I was in the ladies’ room.”
“I bet it’s right around here on the floor.” Cooper examined the oak floors until she spotted a shiny reflection under Trish’s chair. “Aha! There it is.” She scooped up the hoop and handed it to Trish.
“Thanks so much,” Trish said. “Sometimes the catch doesn’t quite catch. I’ll have to be more careful.”
When Cooper stepped into the dining area, she discovered Mindy sitting at a table, shoulders slumped. Her hands were wrapped around a mug as she gazed straight ahead toward the tall windows.
“Mindy?”
“Hmm?” She looked up at Cooper. “Oh, hi. I didn’t see you.”
“I’m pretty sure you were way off somewhere far, far away.”
“Yes. I was thinking back to when my parents were alive, and we’d come here to visit my grandmother, who ran the inn. Everything was so peaceful back then.”
“Good memories, I bet.”
“Yes,” Mindy said with a nod. “Very good.”
“Mind if I sit down?” Cooper asked.
“No, of course not.”
“You look like a woman with the weight of the world on her shoulders.” Her heart went out to the gentle innkeeper.
“Do I? Nothing quite so dramatic.” Mindy offered a weak smile.
“Anything I can do to help?”
“No, but thank you. I like to believe that everything will work out eventually.” She sighed. “It’s just that I didn’t expect that there would still be so much resistance so close to the reopening.”
“From who?”
“My father’s wife.” Mindy sighed. “The woman drives me to uncharitable thoughts.”
“I heard about the roses.”
“That’s not good. You’re a guest. You shouldn’t hear anything that goes on behind the scenes.”
“She is a little . . . loud.”
“There is that, on top of everything else.”
“Everything else?” Cooper asked.
“My head of housekeeping quit because of Loretta’s constant sniping.”
“Oh, no.”
Mindy sighed yet again. “It gets better. She’s convinced that Dax and Helen are up to no good, and she wants me to fire Jon and let Alice run the kitchen.” She glanced away and then met Cooper’s gaze. “Loretta also wants to eliminate Maggie’s treats.”
Cooper could only stare at Mindy as her words about Magnolia’s Marvels sank in. Her mother would be so disappointed. After years of hard work, she was so close to launching her business in a big way.
“Don’t worry,” Mindy said. “That will never happen. I won’t let it. Loretta may be louder than I am, but I am still the majority vote when it comes to the inn.”
“Oh, I assumed it was fifty-fifty.”
“No. Thankfully, my father had the good sense to build a codicil into his will. I am the final authority in all business decisions regarding the inn per my father’s will. That doesn’t stop her from scaring off the staff, though. I’ve been through two receptionists and several handymen.”
“I’m so sorry you have to deal with all of this.”
“I’ll be fine after a good night’s sleep. When I’m tired, I remember that I’ve been fighting her for almost twelve months now.”
“How can I help?”
“You already are. You and your friends are so nice. There’s a peace that I can’t explain when your group fills a room. It almost makes me feel like I’m surrounded by family again.”
“That’s so nice of you to say. I have to admit, I joined the group only a few years ago, and my life has changed since then. They really are like family.” Cooper glanced around the room. “Did your family live in this house?”
“My father grew up here. It was an inn when he was growing up, but it was also an open door for a constant stream of family who lived nearby in Laurel. Lots of coming and going.” She gave a sad shake of her head. “Those days are over. I’m the last Atwood.”
“Not necessarily. Biological family isn’t the only family, Mindy. There are lots of options for you out there. Once things settle down, you’ll be able to see that.”
“I know you’re right, Cooper. At the moment, it’s hard to see past today.”
“My grandmother always says that the only thing bigger than our problems is the Lord.”
A soft smile touched Mindy’s lips. “She’s right. I seem to have forgotten that as well.”
They continued to talk until the clock chimed nine.
From the great room, Trish called out, “Night, Cooper. We’re headed upstairs.”
“Good night, Trish. Who won the game?”
“I did,” Bryant said with a chuckle. “Triple points for the word derecho.”
“Is that a real word?” Cooper asked.
“Sure is,” he called back. “It’s a type of windstorm.”
Cooper shook her head. “This is why I don’t play Scrabble with them.”
“Wise move,” Mindy said. She glanced at the big clock on the wall. “I better get to bed as well. Tomorrow is check-out day for my special guests.”
“Your special guests who have had a wonderful time.”
“Really?”
“Yes,” Cooper said. “This has been a wonderful vacation.”
Mindy stood and reached for her mug. “I’m glad.”
“Do you live here at the inn, Mindy?”
“Yes. I can’t afford to maintain a separate place, and then again, I’m always here.” She smiled. “There’s a manager’s apartment that’s accessible from the kitchen. It’s where my grandparents lived when they ran the inn.”
Mindy stepped to the sidebar and switched off the urns. She turned to Cooper. “The water is still hot if you want a cup of tea.”
“I’m going to do that. Thank you.”
“Thank you for letting me ramble, Cooper,” Mindy said. “You know, you’re just as nice as your sister.”
“Thank you.”
When Mindy left, Cooper got up and took an Atwood Inn mug from a stack on the sidebar and filled it with hot water. She would definitely miss the simple luxury of picking a tea from a huge selection in the polished silver footed serving bowl. Once the teabag was in her mug, Cooper couldn’t help but admire the tray of Magnolia’s Marvels.
The little bags were artfully arranged on a silver tray, their golden ribbons and shiny gold labels a thing of beauty. Beautiful inside and out. Even Chef Eason had nothing but praises for her mother’s treats.
So what was Loretta Atwood’s problem? Grammy said some people were just born complainers. They’d complain about the casket you buried them in if they could.
That sounded like Mindy’s stepmother.
Maybe she could talk to the woman herself. It couldn’t hurt.
Cooper started toward the great room for her book and stopped. Maybe one of her mother’s treats for the road. After all, she had to find out whodunit before she went to sleep, and that would require sustenance.
With a Magnolia’s Marvel in one hand and a mug in the other, she stepped into the great room. The overhead lights were dim, creating a soft and almost eerie ambiance in the room. There were far more dark shadows than Cooper preferred. As she moved toward the end table, a draft of air danced around her. An inexplicable shiver danced through Cooper and had her turning in the direction of the breeze.
Why were the French doors open?
Cooper stepped outside to the balcony and looked over the decorative cast stone balustrade to the grounds below. Bathed in moonlight, she could only make out the dark shapes of hedges, an iron bench, and the edge of the lawn. In the distance, tall trees that bordered the Atwood Inn property were silhouetted against the sky. At an indistinct sound below, a rustle of the bushes perhaps, Cooper jumped, sloshing the tea in her cup and nearly spilling it. She looked all around, but it was too dark to see anything, and she was not sticking around to investigate noises in the night. “I’m just imagining things,” Cooper murmured.
She pulled the French doors together, locking them securely. With the fractured light of the recent sunset filtering into the great room, creating more shadows, Cooper found herself quickening her pace as she headed upstairs.
Her cell phone sat in the middle of her bed where she’d left it, and Cooper picked it up, checking for calls and texts. Sure enough, she had missed a call from home. She depressed the green button on the familiar number.
“Mama, you called?”
“Honey, I left a message and said you didn’t have to call back. You’re on vacation.”
Cooper smiled. It was good to hear her mother’s voice.
“What are you doing up so late?” Cooper asked.
“Tomorrow is Sunday. I don’t have to be in the kitchen at four a.m. Your father and I are watching The Pink Panther.”
“Well, I’m sorry I’m not there to watch it with you two.” Cooper imagined her father and mother cuddling on their old nubby sofa, feet propped on the coffee table, watching the movie like they were kids.
Maggie chuckled. “You know you hate that movie.”
“But I love you, Mama.”
“I love you too. Are you having fun?”
“It’s been interesting. I miss Miriam and Moses.”
“They’ve been here in the house with us. Popeye loves their company. They’re happy as can be, although we have to keep the door to Grammy’s room closed. Little Boy keeps stealing their food.”
Cooper laughed at the thought of Grammy’s orange tomcat with a stump of a tail sneaking around to swipe food from the amiable brother and sister felines.
“I better let you get back to that movie. I just wanted to tell you I love you, Mama. Daddy, too, of course.”
“Aw, Cooper. Honey, we love you too.”
“I know you do, but I don’t think I tell you how much I appreciate all you and Daddy have done for me. Someday I’m going to be able to show you too. I promise.”
“You show us every single day by being a wonderful daughter. Now get some sleep. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Yes, Mama.”
Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough. Dropping the phone on the bed, Cooper plopped down on the soft comforter. Atwood Inn was wonderful. All the comforts a guest could want and more. But it wasn’t home. She was a simple girl who liked nothing more than Sunday dinners with family and puttering in her greenhouse. Atwood Inn might be a little more luxury than she could handle.
Which brought her thoughts back to Jon Eason. He was a nice guy, but she couldn’t see him fitting into her world. The thought made her sad, which was silly. She once again reminded herself that though the conversation flowed as if they were old friends, they had only just met.
Cooper picked up the novel and eyed the remaining pages. Better to concentrate on whodunit than her own life. Solving a crime was much less complicated.



Chapter Five
 
Ever the early riser, Cooper was once again the first person to enter the dining room, as her nose followed the robust scent of coffee. With her Bible and Proverbs study guide in hand, she chose a table at the back of the room, near the tall windows, and deposited her books.
Funny how last night the unobstructed floor-to-ceiling windows seemed almost menacing, and today they ushered in nothing but the joy of the Lord on a Sunday morning.
She sighed with appreciation at the tantalizing aromas of bacon and rising biscuit dough, which signaled that Chef Eason was preparing breakfast. But there was no sign of her Bible study friends. Her stomach growled, and she headed to the sidebar. A cup of coffee and a tasty Magnolia’s Marvel scone would hold her over until breakfast was served.
Cooper sat down with her coffee and scone. She glanced out the window, her gaze following the flight of a red hawk across the sky, and was reminded of home and Columbus. It had been well over an hour since sunrise, yet the sky seemed slow to wake up. A few streaks of orange still dusted the horizon and the deep night sky had nearly dissolved into a bright blue canopy.
Again, reminded that it was the Lord’s Day, Cooper opened her study guide and perused the lesson for today. “The source of true wisdom, Proverbs 1:7,” the chapter header read.
The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge: but fools despise wisdom and instruction.
Cooper had just turned another page of Proverbs in her Bible when Helen burst into the dining room from the hall sobbing. She looked around the space as she wrung her hands together.
“Helen, what’s wrong?” Cooper stood, her gaze following Helen’s.
“Have you seen Ms. Atwood?” The receptionist’s eyes were frantic as she once again searched the room, where kitchen staff were now beginning to set up the breakfast buffet.
“Did you try her apartment?”
“Yes. She isn’t answering her phone, and I thought she’d be here.” Helen sniffed. “Ms. Atwood really needs to know.”
“Know what?”
“The police say it was a car accident.”
Panic began to claw at Cooper at the ominous words. “Who? What?”
“Mrs. Atwood,” Helen wailed as she turned and raced out of the room.
“Mrs. Atwood?” Cooper was trying to make sense of the receptionist’s disjointed sentences when Quinton appeared in the dining room, his face grim.
He nodded toward the lobby. “The police are here, and they want to talk to everyone. We won’t be leaving for church anytime soon.”
“Helen said there was a car accident.”
Quinton grimaced, wiping a hand across his brow. “Yes, that’s what she told me. Loretta Atwood. Though there seems to be more to the report than what they’re telling us. They’re rounding up everyone at the inn into the dining room.”
“What’s going on?” Savannah asked as she hurried into the dining room, followed by Jake.
“Loretta Atwood is dead,” Quinton said.
“Dead?” Cooper’s stomach plummeted, and she gripped the chair back for support. “I thought it was a car accident. Who told you that?”
“I’m so sorry, Coop. I thought you knew.”
“Oh, my,” Savannah murmured.
Jake put a comforting arm around Savannah and led her to a chair.
Bryant and Trish were the last to join them, and they quickly slid into chairs next to the rest of the group.
“What’s going on?” Trish whispered.
Quinton quickly updated them, which caused Bryant’s face to pale beneath his perpetual tan.
Cooper leaned closer to the meteorologist and frowned at the spot of pink goo on his face. “What’s that on your chin?”
He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and swiped at his face. “I was in the middle of a facial mask when Trish knocked on my door and asked me to hurry down to the dining room.”
“Ladies and gentlemen, if I may have your attention.”
Cooper twisted around in her seat. The man who stood in the entrance to the dining room was tall and affable with red hair and glasses and the build of a linebacker. He wore dark slacks, a dark suit jacket, and a white dress shirt and tie.
“Good morning. I’m Detective Olson, and as many of you are aware, Loretta Atwood was killed when the vehicle she was driving landed in an embankment last evening between the hours of eight p.m. and eleven p.m., when it was discovered. The media have already broadcast a general account of the incident.”
A gasp went up in the room, followed by murmuring. No one at Atwood Inn was aware.
Cooper turned, her gaze moving past her friends to Dax Wilson, who leaned negligently against a wall, looking uninterested in the unfolding events.
Then she noticed Jon Eason standing by the kitchen entrance. His face was as pale as Bryant’s, and his eyes as they met hers reflected the same shock she felt.
She recognized most of the staff huddled near the coffee urn. Only Alice Mayberry and Mindy Atwood were absent from the meeting.
“I’d like to get a statement from each of you. Please, go ahead and eat your breakfast, but I request you do not discuss this morning’s event. Do not share on social media, and absolutely do not contact any media outlets. Such an action could be construed as obstruction of justice.”
“Obstruction of justice? You’re asking us not to speak to anyone. Isn’t that a violation of our freedom of speech?” Bryant murmured. He stood and cleared his throat. “Excuse me, Detective, but I don’t understand. Why are you taking statements if it was a car accident?”
“You look familiar,” Detective Olson said.
“Bryant Shelton, meteorologist. Channel Six News.”
The detective ran a hand over his face. “I’m going to ask you to refrain from calling this into your station, Mr. Shelton. As of this morning, the coroner has ruled Ms. Atwood’s death as suspicious. This is an active investigation.”
Once again, a collective gasp went up in the room
“Oh, my. Poor Alice,” Savannah murmured.
“Poor Mindy,” Cooper said.
“Yes, indeed. Poor Mindy.” Savannah nodded in agreement.
Trish glanced over at the breakfast buffet. “Why don’t we all get something to eat?”
“Yes. Yes,” Savannah said. “Something to eat and a moment of prayer. That will definitely help.”
“I agree,” Jake said.
Cooper stood, rotely moving toward the buffet, though she was anything but hungry now. Before she could do anything, Detective Olson approached her.
“Ms. Cooper?”
“Lee. My first name is Cooper. Cooper Lee.”
“Ms. Lee. I’d like to take your statement first if you don’t mind.”
“Of course.” Of course, because he was a law enforcement officer and because she had nothing to hide. All in all, she really knew nothing that could be of help.
He led her to the business center and pulled out a chair for her.
“Inspector McNamara speaks highly of you and your group.”
She blinked. That was a little hard to believe. Inspector McNamara often made it clear the Sunrise Bible Study was a thorn in his side and definitely not in the biblical sense. “He does?” Cooper said.
“Yes. He hired me before he retired. The inspector mentioned that if I ever found myself in the middle of an investigation and your name popped up, I should be sure to remind you and your group to let the department do their job.”
That was more like it. On more than one occasion, she had observed Inspector McNamara popping antacids whenever the group had stumbled upon one of his investigations over the last few years. Perhaps it was divine appointment, because each time they were able to support someone who desperately needed their help and didn’t have anyone else to advocate for them.
That gave Cooper a good feeling, even if it had irritated Inspector McNamara at times.
“I can assure you, Detective Olson, the Sunrise Bible Study is here to assist Mindy Atwood with the soft launch of the inn. That’s all.”
“You’ve met the deceased?” He asked the question while pulling a small notebook and pen from his blazer jacket.
“I have never officially met Loretta Atwood, though I’ve certainly heard her plenty of times.”
“Heard her? Or heard of her?” Detective Olson frowned.
“Heard her. Mrs. Atwood slammed doors several times since our group checked in on Friday, and a few times could be heard arguing with staff.” Cooper shrugged. “Merely an observation.”
“I see. Melinda Atwood states that she was with you last evening.”
“Mindy and I chatted for about an hour in the dining room.”
“What time was that?”
Cooper froze. Was she Mindy’s alibi? When Cooper searched Detective Olson’s face, she found it void of expression, except possibly a hint of fatigue. Had he been up all night?
“From about eight until nine.”
“You’re certain about the time?”
“Absolutely certain. The clock in the great room chimed at nine.”
He nodded and again scribbled in the small notebook. “Do you know where she went after that?”
“I saw her go through the kitchen, presumably to her apartment.”
“Then what did you do?”
“I went into the great room to retrieve my novel, and then I went up to my room.”
“Nothing unusual stood out to you about Ms. Atwood or the evening?”
Unusual? The front door of the inn slammed shut shortly after eight, and someone left the French doors open. Was that unusual? Probably not. Slamming doors were the norm at Atwood Inn. And what did an open door to the balcony have to do with a car accident? Not a thing.
Cooper shook her head. “No.”
“When did you last see the victim?”
Cooper paused. Was he trying to catch her in a lie? “I’ve only seen her on one occasion. That was Friday, shortly after check-in. She was departing.”
“When did you last hear her?”
“I heard her twice yesterday. In the morning, she was arguing with the maintenance man, and last evening the front doors slammed shut at eight.”
“And this morning? Can you tell me what time you came down?”
“At six forty-nine. I sat down here and opened my Bible lesson for Sunday. Our group planned to have a Bible study before we checked out.”
“Six forty-nine.” He raised a brow. “That’s pretty specific.”
“It is, because I recall that I had just checked my weather app.”
“And what happened next?”
“That’s all. Helen, the receptionist, came into the dining room sobbing, and said there was a car accident.”
“Thank you. You’ve been very helpful.” He handed her a business card. “Please contact me if you think of anything else that might be helpful to our investigation.”
“Detective Olson, what makes you think there is something suspicious going on?”
“Ms. Atwood was suffering from anaphylactic shock at the time of her death.” He paused. “We believe it was the anaphylactic shock that caused her to lose control of the vehicle.”
“Anaphylactic shock?” Cooper’s heart began to pound.
“We found an open package of Magnolia’s Marvels in her purse. There were also roses in her backseat. Odd, for a woman with allergies. Don’t you think?”
Cooper gasped and stared at the detective. Was he sharing the information to see her reaction?
Well, he had it. She was stunned. Loretta Atwood was no one’s friend, but to die from respiratory distress that resulted in a car accident? No one deserved that.
And was he implicating her own mother? This news would devastate Mama.
“Did you know she was deathly allergic to peanuts?” he asked.
“Yes. My mother prepared the inn’s treats without nuts, however. The label of all Magnolia’s Marvels nut-free varieties states that the product is prepared in a facility that also has nuts. Mrs. Atwood was well aware.”
He nodded, his expression blank.
“Detective Olson, it was my understanding that Mrs. Atwood had a great many allergies. Nuts, roses, and perfume. Why would you make the leap to foul play?”
“Did I say foul play?” He cocked his head and frowned. “I believe I said that her death was suspicious.”
So he had.
As he turned to leave, she thought of one more question. “Detective, are Mindy Atwood and Alice Mayberry all right?”
“Yes. Both Ms. Atwood and Ms. Mayberry provided their statements at police headquarters and were released. That’s all I can tell you at the moment.” He glanced toward the door, effectively dismissing her. “Could you please ask Ms. Knapp to come in next, please?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Oh, and Ms. Lee. Please don’t discuss this with your friends until we complete the interviews with the staff and guests.”
She nodded and walked slowly back to the dining room, reeling from what she’d learned. A woman was dead, and the implications were far-reaching. What would happen to the inn? What was she going to tell her mother?
“Coop, are you all right?” Quinton met her at the door and walked her to the table where her friends sat.
“I’ll be fine. He wants to talk to Savannah next.”
Savannah reached for her white cane and stood proudly, with her head held high.
“The hallway to the right of the reception desk,” Cooper said. “The first door on the right.”
“Thank you, Cooper.”
Cooper picked up her coffee cup from the table and headed to the urns.
“Are you okay, Cooper?”
She looked up to see Jon peering down at her. Worry was etched around his normally smiling face.
“Yes. What about you?”
He shrugged. “I’m concerned about both Mindy and Alice.”
“Me too. This is a horrible turn of events.”
“Cooper. Cooper, come in here,” Bryant hissed from across the room.
“Excuse me.” Cooper wove her way around people and tables to where Bryant stood in the open entrance to the great room.
“Follow me and pretend everything is fine.”
“Fine? It’s anything but,” she murmured. Following behind the meteorologist, she walked into the empty room. As they approached the far wall, Bryant stepped out from in front of her. Cooper stared at the wall above the cherrywood side table. The wall was naked.
“It’s gone,” she murmured. “The Austin Deveraux painting is gone.”
“Uh-huh.”
“It was here last night,” she murmured.
“Yes, it was. Directly in my line of sight while we played Scrabble.”
“What are we going to do?” Cooper asked.
“Nothing,” Bryant said. “Not until we see Mindy. It’s her painting. We should talk to her first.”
“Where did she say the other one is hanging?” Cooper asked.
“It’s in the library,” Savannah said.
Cooper swung around. “You’re done already?”
Savannah had joined them in the great room, along with Jake. “I didn’t have anything to tell him. I heard raised voices and slammed doors. With my vision, I couldn’t identify anyone if they were standing next to me.”
“But you can sniff them out.”
“True, though I doubt that’s going to be helpful in this case.”
“You never know,” Jake said from right behind Savannah. “Lesser things have broken cases wide open.”
Cooper scanned the room, checking on her friends. “Who’s Detective Olson talking to now?”
“Quinton,” Savannah said. “He was sweating up a storm and nervous as can be.”
“Why? He didn’t do anything,” Cooper said.
“Oh, you know Quinton. The man is a tenderhearted teddy bear,” Savannah replied.
“Maybe we should go see if the other painting is still there,” Trish said.
“Where is the library?” Cooper asked.
“On the left side of the staircase, across from the great room,” Savannah said.
Trish linked her arm through Cooper’s. “I’m not letting you go alone,” she said. “There might be a murderer walking around this place.”
“Trish, the detective said it was a car accident.”
“What he said was that it was suspicious, and you and I both know that’s code for homicide.”
Cooper blinked as she realized that Trish was absolutely right. Something at Atwood Inn was not right. Could Loretta’s death have been murder?
 
• • •
 
It was hours later before the members of the Sunrise Bible Study were released from Atwood Inn and able to check out and head home. Enough time for everyone to be interviewed and for Trish and Cooper to verify the Deveraux painting in the library remained secure on the wall.
It was as Trish and Cooper left the library that they realized Detective Olson had followed them into the room. For a big guy, he was as stealthy as a ninja.
Cooper shivered, recalling the moment he caught them in the doorway.
“Ladies, I thought I was very clear about the procedure this morning. Your group will not involve yourself in this investigation.”
“Yes, sir. You were very clear. We just wanted to take a look at the painting in the library,” Trish said.
“May I ask why?”
“Because this is an original Austin Deveraux painting,” Cooper said. “And we just discovered that the other one like it that was hanging in the great room . . .” She cleared her throat. “It’s not there anymore.”
“When was the last time you saw it hanging in the great room?”
“Last night. Our group was playing Scrabble at the table near the fireplace, and Bryant Shelton faced the painting. It was there at least until eight.”
“And when you went up to your room, Ms. Lee?”
“I didn’t look, and the room was dark by then.”
Detective Olson stared at the painting. “Is Mindy Atwood aware?”
“I don’t know,” Cooper said.
He jotted a few more notes on his pad and looked up to assess first Cooper and then Trish. “Thank you, ladies. I’ll be in touch if I have any further questions. Until then, please refrain from wandering around the inn until all the statements have been taken.”
“Yes, sir,” Cooper said.
Trish grabbed her arm again as they left the library. “Do you think you might have stumbled into the middle of a burglary on Saturday night?”
Cooper didn’t know, and right now, she didn’t want to think about it. Her head ached, and her stomach reminded her that she never got breakfast.
 
• • •
 
She was never so happy to pull into the drive of her parents’ home at noon.
The first stop was her mother’s kitchen. She opened the back door and stood in the doorway and inhaled deeply. The kitchen smelled like coffee and chai scones, which only made her stomach grumble.
Her parents and Grammy were silent. Daddy wasn’t even reading the paper, and Mama stood at the stove, concern etched on her normally smiling face as she stared at a batch of cookies on the cooling rack. As usual, she wore one of her colorful, well-worn aprons. But unusual was the fact that she didn’t offer Cooper a cheery greeting.
“What’s going on?” Cooper asked.
“It’s been a three-ring circus around here, that’s what,” Grammy snapped. “’Cept without the popcorn and clowns.”
Confused, Cooper again looked around the room.
“That nice Detective Olson just left,” her mother said.
“Detective Olson took your statement? That man doesn’t let any moss grow on him,” Cooper murmured.
Her mother wiped her hands on the apron and took a deep breath. “Cooper, I’m a suspect in a murder investigation.”
“Person of interest, Mama,” Cooper said. “That’s all, and there are eight persons of interest, plus the entire Bible study.”
“That is not comforting,” Maggie returned.
“I told you going to that inn was a bad idea,” Grammy said.
Cooper opened her mouth to respond to her grandmother and thought better of it. Instead, she put her arm around her mother. A moment later, the back door burst open, and Ashley rushed into the kitchen with Hannah in her arms.
“Cooper, you didn’t answer your phone. I called your friend Trish, and she said you were headed home.”
“Sorry, Ash,” Cooper said. “I’m sure my phone is in my luggage somewhere. I left the inn so fast I didn’t even check it.”
“The coppers think your mama did it,” Grammy announced.
“Mama, you are not helping,” Earl said.
“Did what?” Ashley asked. Her face searched Cooper’s for answers.
Cooper reached for Hannah, but Grammy edged her out of the way. “Not so fast, Granddaughter. I only have a few privileges at my advanced age,” she said with a laugh. “Holding the great-grandbabies is one of them.”
“Mama, are you going to answer me?” Ashley asked.
“Sorry, Ashley. I’m plum out of words. I’ve been answering questions for an hour.”
“The police were here?” Ashley’s voice became a squeak.
“Your mother is a suspect in the suspicious death of Loretta Atwood,” Earl said.
“I am as well,” Cooper said. “Everyone at the inn is, for that matter.”
“I think it’s safe to say that I am at the top of the list, Cooper,” her mother said. She grabbed a wooden spoon and beat the icing in the bowl with fury.
“Mama, Lincoln has an excellent attorney. Don’t worry. We’ll take care of things.”
“Oh, sugar. Thank you. I am praying it doesn’t come to that,” Maggie said.
“How did it . . . how did it happen?” Ashley asked. “I called the police station, but they wouldn’t tell me anything.”
“Then how did you find out about Mindy’s stepmother?” Cooper asked.
“I heard it on the news. All they reported was that it was a fatal car accident, and then I called Mindy. She said it was true but she couldn’t talk. Mindy said I best get right over to Mama’s house, but she couldn’t tell me why.”
“A car accident due to an allergic reaction. They found one of my scones in the car. The package was open and in Mrs. Atwood’s purse,” Maggie said. “That detective thinks Mrs. Atwood’s death was premeditated. He said the person responsible would face first-degree murder charges.” She shook her head and dropped the wooden spoon into the sink. “Who would do such a thing?”
“A very disturbed individual,” Cooper murmured. And she and the Sunrise Bible Study had, unfortunately, run into plenty of people who fit that description over the last few years.
“What was she allergic to?” Ashley asked.
“Nuts,” both Cooper and her mother said at the same time.
“Oh, Mama,” Ashley exclaimed, her shoulders slumping.
“But Mama didn’t put nuts in the treats for the inn,” Cooper said.
“The police are running some sort of report on the scone found in Loretta Atwood’s car right now,” Maggie said.
“Did they tell you that?” Cooper asked.
“Yes.”
“Mama, this is ridiculous,” Ashley said. “I watch those crime shows all the time. You do not have a motive.”
“Apparently I do and didn’t know it. Detective Olson said that Loretta wanted to eliminate Magnolia’s Marvels from the inn and go with some swanky shop. The same place where the Maymont Mansion gets the designer cookies they use for their special events.”
“There you have it,” Grammy said. “Motive.”
“Grammy!” Ashley, Cooper, and Maggie all chastised the Lee matriarch at the same time. At the outburst, little Hannah looked around, and her lower lip trembled before she began to cry. She reminded everyone that she had a healthy set of lungs, just like her own mama.
“Oh, now look what you women have done,” Earl said. “Give her here, Mama.” He took Hannah and held the toddler against his shoulder until her sobs became a soft hiccup. Earl headed for the back door. “Hannah and I are going outside to look for bunnies.”
“Cooper, you and your friends are going to have to get to the bottom of this,” Ashley said. “You know Angela’s reception is supposed to be at the inn. There are a lot of things at stake here.”
“The police are investigating, Ashley. I am not a law enforcement officer. I repair copy machines.”
“I don’t think you understand. The grand opening of the inn has been postponed until Mindy is cleared. After all, she was the one suspect with the most to gain. Atwood Inn. And as for our mama, well, imagine if it got out that she was a suspect too? As far-fetched as we know that is, this could get Magnolia’s Marvels blackballed across the city.” Ashley took a breath. “As for Angela, I don’t want to be the one to tell her we’re ruining her wedding day.”
Cooper ran a hand through her hair, trying to think. As much as she hated to admit it, Ashley was right. On all counts.
“We’re thinking about ourselves here,” Maggie said. “Cooper, Ashley, you two need to keep an eye on Mindy. That poor girl is all alone in the world. Go and check on her.”
“Oh, Mama, you’re right,” Ashley said. She wrapped her arms around her mother. “We were just thinking of ourselves.”
“Hmm, I’m not so sure that’s a good idea,” Grammy said. “You heard what Ashley said. Mindy is the one with the real motive. Maggie, do you want your daughters to hang out with a murderer?”
“Grammy Lee, you stop that. She’s no more a murderer than I am,” Maggie said.
“Besides, Detective Olson said the cause of death was suspicious. He has to prove murder. That’s his job,” Cooper said. She turned to her mother. “I still can’t believe he got over here and took your statement so fast.”
“Sounds to me like he wanted to talk to your mama before you could,” Grammy said.
“I need coffee,” Cooper declared.
“That’s a fresh pot,” Maggie said. She turned to her younger daughter. “Coffee, Ash?”
“No, I’m off caffeine.” Ashley plopped down into a chair. “And I can tell you that’s making me cranky as can be.”
“You’re off caffeine? Why?”
Cooper’s little sister’s eyes popped wide as she realized that she let the cat out of the bag. “It’s not good for the baby.”
“Baby? What baby?” Maggie asked.
Ashley smiled serenely and laid her hand on her abdomen.
Maggie’s mouth dropped open. “Are you saying you’re going to give me another grandbaby?”
Ashley grinned. “Yes, Mama.”
“Oh, bless the Lord!” Maggie screamed.
“What’s wrong?” Earl said as he came rushing through the back door with Hannah bouncing in his arms.
“Wrong? Why nothing, Earl.” A smile lit up her face. “We’re just going to be grandparents again. That’s all.”
“Woo hoo!” Earl said. He handed Hannah off to Cooper and gave Ashley a bear hug. “Congratulations, daughter.”
“Two grandbabies from your younger and your older can’t even get a date for Saturday night,” Grammy grumbled. “Something is mighty wrong with this picture.”
“Grammy, that is not true. Cooper could have a dozen beaus,” Ashley said. “She’s just selective.”
Cooper melted at her sister’s kind words and she kissed little Hannah on the nose. She briefly let her thoughts wander to Jon Eason, before she dismissed them. She didn’t want to think about the fact that Jon was a person of interest too, nor the fact that she told him to come over next Saturday. No, she had enough to think about without adding that to the mix today.
“I’ll bet Lincoln is just over the moon,” Earl said.
“He is. Especially since he’s sure this will be a little boy. Little Lincoln Love Junior,” she mused.
“It’s too soon to know, isn’t it?” Cooper asked.
“We’ll know at sixteen weeks. Right now, I’m only eight weeks along.”
“Will you be a high-risk pregnancy again?” Maggie asked. Concern had her frowning as she peered at her daughter.
“Yes, but it will be better this time. I know what to expect, and that cloud of fear of the unknown is gone. I just need to do the usual. Relax, eat right. Let go and let God.” Her smile was beatific and serene as she placed a hand on her abdomen.
Cooper couldn’t help but admire her little sister. She’d really grown into being a mother. In a very good way.
“Well, now. This news truly trumps everything else that’s happened today,” Maggie said. “The good Lord knew I needed something to cast away the shadow on today.”
“A baby,” Earl murmured with a silly grin on his face. “Another grand. I’ll be.”
“Now, no more talk about negative stuff,” Ashley said. “It’s not good for your grandbaby.”
“That’s right,” Grammy said. “Don’t want little Baby Lee Love to grow up to be a criminal or anything, do we?”
“Grammy!” Ashely said.
“I’m just saying.” Grammy Lee shrugged. “Now, will someone please tell me what’s for Sunday supper?”
Cooper laughed as the chatter continued around her. She poured a cup of coffee and reached for a scone. Biting in, she savored the flavor that only Magnolia Lee could bake.
Oh, it was so good to be back home where she belonged. Tomorrow she’d worry about getting Mama off Detective Olson’s radar. For now, she’d just give thanks for all the good Lord had blessed her with and pray for a solution to their problems.



Chapter Six
 
Monday morning, Cooper closed the door to her apartment and walked down the flagstone path to her car, parked in the drive. She yawned, longing for a decent night’s sleep. Last night she’d tossed and turned thinking about the inn, only to finally fall asleep around three a.m., and then to wake up and discover she was out of coffee.
She could stop by her parents’ house, but she could never keep anything from them, and they’d worry about her. No, she’d pick up coffee on the way.
While she sat in the Jeep, she called Angela to tell her she would be late for work, because she planned to stop by the local vehicle registration office. Before she could get a word in, Angela began to gush.
“Cooper, your sister is such a go-getter. She’s already got things rolling for the wedding.”
“I’m so glad.” Thankfully, Ashley had come through, because Cooper certainly hadn’t had time to think about the upcoming nuptials of Angela and Mr. Farmer.
“We have dress fittings next Tuesday.”
“We?” Cooper swallowed and gripped the steering wheel.
“She knows someone at a fancy bridal shop downtown. I found the perfect dress, and your sister picked out yours. Wasn’t that sweet of her?”
“I . . . yes, very sweet.” Cooper made a note to call Ashley immediately. Why hadn’t she said anything yesterday? She could only imagine it was because she didn’t want Cooper to find out that she’d chosen a dress that Cooper would never, ever in a million years wear in public. Which would probably have a price tag she’d be paying off for months. She and Ashley had vastly different tastes, and she cringed thinking about what her sister might have picked out.
“I thought we could go to dinner afterward to discuss the bachelorette party.”
“Bachelorette party?” A headache began to form at the base of her head. Perhaps it was lack of caffeine, though she suspected it was much more than that. She’d so hoped Ashley handling Angela’s wedding meant a pass for her on involvement. It was becoming clear that she was wrong.
“It’s traditional, Cooper. We’ll invite the girls from the office, and my very best friend in the world, Mona Lister, is going to fly in when we set a date. She’ll be my matron of honor. She promised to send her measurements to the shop since she can’t be here in person for the fitting.”
“Her name is Mona Lister?”
“Yes, that’s really her name.”
“All right, then. Tuesday it is. I’ve got it on my calendar.” Along with a note to stock up on over-the-counter headache medication.
“Did you hear about that car accident?” Angela clucked her tongue.
“Which car accident is that?” Cooper asked weakly.
“Loretta Atwood. Isn’t she related to the inn where Ashley scheduled my wedding reception?” Angela kept chirping along without taking a breath. “Poor woman.”
“Angela, maybe we can discuss it later.”
“Sure, sweetie. You’ll have to tell me all about it when you get here.” She paused. “Oh, I’ve got to go, the boss is calling.” She giggled. “I still like to call him that, even if he is my husband now.”
“Tell him I’ll be in soon. I have to swing by the DMV.”
“Don’t you worry, Coop. Take your time. Mr. Farmer will understand. This has been a stressful time for you.”
Cooper was more than relieved to end the call. The last thing she wanted to talk about this morning was the inn. She certainly didn’t want Angela to know any details that might have her fretting about her wedding plans.
The conversation with Angela had only served to remind her, yet again, that poor Loretta Atwood was dead. Some might say she got what she deserved, but if that was the case and everyone got what they deserved in life, the world would be a very different place. Cooper was grateful for the blessings she received daily, undeserving as she was.
It took two hours for Cooper to get through the vehicle registration office. Despite her desire not to think about the weekend, that’s all she did while she sat in an uncomfortable plastic chair. Two hours to review the facts and wonder about Jon Eason’s role in everything. By the time she was done, it was later than she’d planned. Cooper grabbed a coffee at the closest fast-food drive-thru and headed into work with no new answers.
She took a quick sip of the brew and grimaced. Burnt coffee. It would have to do. She pulled her backpack from the Jeep and crossed the parking lot, stopping at a black van with the Make It Work! logo splashed across the side in bright red lettering. Emilio Calabria, one of their regular employees, stood with a clipboard checking items on the inside. He looked up as she approached.
“Good morning, gorgeous.”
“’Morning, Emilio.”
“How come there’s a police detective inside waiting for you in your office?”
Cooper stumbled at the words, and her coffee flew from her hands to the ground. “Terrific.” She picked up the now empty cup and its lid.
“Are you in some kind of trouble?” He winked. “Here I always thought you were a goody-two-shoes type.”
She stared at him for a moment. The morning just kept getting better. “No, it’s a routine matter he’s checking into.”
“Routine, huh? Well, if you need a bail bondsman, my girlfriend’s uncle can help you out. Let me know.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
Thankfully, Angela was absent from her position at the front desk, but her ever-present vase of roses sat on the corner of her desk. The plucky receptionist bought a dozen roses every Monday, with a firm belief that the week should always begin with fresh flowers. Cooper stopped to smell the flowers before she slipped into her office.
“Ms. Lee.”
Cooper dropped her backpack on the floor and faced Detective Olson, who looked far more alert than she could claim to be. “Detective, how may I help you?”
“I’m here to follow up on the missing painting.”
“So, it is missing.” She sat down behind her modest desk, processing that news and trying to figure out how that was connected to the death of Loretta Atwood. Somehow she doubted if Detective Olson would let her in on the details of the investigation so far.
“According to Ms. Atwood, it is. However, there is no way to verify that the painting hanging in the great room was an original until Ms. Atwood comes up with the provenance.”
“Provenance?”
“Documentation. The history of the owners of the painting. In this case, a signed certificate from the artist.”
“What do you mean?”
“Was the painting in the great room a Deveraux?” Olson shrugged with the skepticism of years on the job. “Even if I presume that it is”—he paused—“or was, it’s entirely possible that the real painting was removed long ago and replaced with a copy.” He pinned her with his gaze. “That said, you may have been the last person to see it on the wall, besides the thief.”
The way he said the words gave her a shiver. As though she was in the room with the thief. Was she? “But I didn’t actually see anything, Detective. It was dark.”
“You may have seen more than you realize.” He nodded toward her chair.
Cooper rubbed her eyes. It was a good thing she didn’t wear makeup. If she did, it would have been smeared off long ago. She leaned back in her chair, praying a large cup of coffee would miraculously appear.
“I’d like you to think about that evening, Ms. Lee. Aside from what you reported, are there any other sounds or impressions that you recall? They may not seem significant, but trust me, even the smallest detail can crack a case wide open.”
“I was pretty engrossed in my novel during most of the Scrabble game. I don’t remember once looking at the painting. The only thing that sticks out in my mind is the sound of the front door of the inn slamming at eight. And it’s just as I told you yesterday. Although I never officially met Loretta Atwood, I did hear her slam doors a few times since I’d arrived on Friday. I’m sure everyone did. That was a Loretta slam.”
“Anything else?”
“Well, there was one thing, and it may be nothing . . .”
“Go ahead. Your nothing may give us a lead.”
“The French doors in the great room were open went I went in there to retrieve my novel after spending time in the dining room with Mindy. They were not open while the Sunrise Bible Study was in there.”
“Why didn’t you mention this in our preliminary interview?” He frowned with suspicion.
“I didn’t really think about it until I got home and went through everything that happened at the inn.”
“Who opened them?”
“That’s the thing. I don’t know.”
“So, between the time that your friends left the room and you entered it to pick up your book, someone opened the doors.”
“I know it sounds a little strange, but that’s all I know.” She looked at him. “Detective Olson, is the second painting an original Deveraux?”
“Once again, all we have is Ms. Atwood’s word. There’s much that needs to be verified in this situation.” He stood. “You’ve been very helpful. Thank you.”
Much to be verified? He didn’t sound as though he believed the paintings were authentic. She’d have to talk to Mindy about that.
Cooper walked him out of the office and then marched straight to the break room. A sign was taped to the expensive coffee maker that Mr. Farmer bought the staff last year. Out of order was written in Angela’s fancy handwriting. She groaned and headed back to her office.
Sitting at her desk, Cooper tried to concentrate, but the idea that someone could have been in the great room when she walked through occupied her thoughts.
She kept looking at the clock as the workday dragged. Each time she got started on a project, she’d find herself staring into the distance while her mind skipped from one fret to another.
What would happen to Atwood Inn? And Mindy. And Angela’s reception.
And what about Magnolia’s Marvels? Mama had worked for years toward her goal of seeing her treats in a display case at her local store. Cooper would be crushed if her mother lost everything because of someone else’s malicious action.
“It’s nearly lunchtime, Coop.”
“What?” Cooper looked up to see Angela standing in the doorway. “Do you need me to make a run?”
“No. Brandi is going to Casa Grande. The sampler platter, per usual?”
“No, but thank you. I don’t have much of an appetite. I think I’m going to go over to Lamplighter to get a coffee.
It was a seventeen-minute drive from the Innsbrook complex where Make It Work! was located to the nearest Lamplighter at the Addison Street Café location. Well worth the drive for Richmond’s best coffee. Cooper stood in line and tried to pretend she was starting this day over. She ordered a cup of coffee and a croissant and sat outside at a table with her laptop. Everything was better with a good cup of coffee. It helped that the weather was perfect. A warm breeze brushed past, taking with it the cobwebs that had cluttered her mind for the last twenty-four hours.
An hour later, Cooper completed her paperwork and felt much better. Downing the dregs of her coffee, she looked up and spotted a familiar face walking toward the café.
Jon? What was he doing in this end of town? When he smiled, her heart did a little flip-flop.
“I’m not stalking you, I promise. Your office manager, Angela, said I could find you here.” He motioned to the bench on the other side of the table. “May I join you?”
“Sure.”
“I’m going to grab a coffee. Want anything?”
She held up a hand. “I’m good.”
Cooper’s gaze followed him as he slipped inside the glass doors. She couldn’t deny the pleasure at seeing him, despite her misgivings, because the man was a suspect. As was she, her mind shot back quickly.
Maybe she should cancel his visit to her home. She didn’t want to, but really, what did she know about the man? And why had she made such a spontaneous offer anyhow? It wasn’t like her.
“You okay?” he asked when he returned.
“Yes. Why?”
Jon frowned and placed his coffee on the table before sitting down. “It looked like you were arguing with yourself.”
“I was. This whole thing with Loretta Atwood . . .” She raised a hand and then dropped it in her lap. “It’s taking up all the available brain cells I have left. I can’t focus, and I can’t sleep.”
“I know. I get that. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I need to reschedule my visit with your mother . . . and your greenhouse.”
“Okay.” She said the word slowly. Here she had considered canceling, and he beat her to it. Cooper Lee had been dissed.
“Cooper, it’s not that I want to.” He blew on his coffee. “But I had to get a job until the inn can consider opening. While there was no love lost between Mindy and Loretta, she won’t proceed with the grand reopening until the investigation is closed. She wants to honor Loretta’s memory.”
“Mindy is so gracious.” She looked at him. “Do you think she’s going to be able to open the inn?”
“Eventually. And there are a few loyal employees who will be back to help when she does.”
“Tony Mancuso and you?”
“Basically, yes.”
“You don’t believe Tony is in any way involved, do you?” Cooper asked.
Jon gave an adamant shake of his head. “Tony would never, ever do anything to harm Mindy or the inn.”
“Do you think he put roses in Loretta’s car?” Cooper asked. “That may be exactly what resulted in Loretta’s demise.”
“Tony is innocent,” Jon repeated. “How about if we change the subject.”
“Sure. Where are you working right now?”
“La Grotta Ristorante, and I’m on the schedule for this Saturday.”
“Wow, really? That’s wonderful. My mouth waters just thinking about the menu at that place.”
“You’ve been there?” he asked.
“Once, for Ashley and Lincoln’s wedding rehearsal dinner. I still have dreams about the pasta.” She sighed, remembering the melt-in-your-mouth homemade fettuccine with prosciutto, shallots, and fresh basil in a tomato cream sauce.
Jon chuckled. “It’s amazing, I agree. And I’m fortunate they took me on part-time. It will help pay the bills until the inn moves forward.”
“I sense a ‘but’ here.”
“But I’m pretty bummed about Atwood Inn. There’s so much more I want to do there. A community garden to launch a garden-to-table menu, and yes, a greenhouse. It all makes me wish we could get this case solved quickly and move forward.”
“I agree. So many people are touched by this tragedy,” Cooper said.
“You mean, so many people are suspects,” he said.
“That too,” she said with a shake of her head.
“Do you think I could stop by to meet your mother the following Saturday? I’ve already asked for the morning off.”
“Um, well . . . Sure.” As she said the words, Cooper realized how much she really wanted that to happen. She wanted to know her mama’s opinion of Jon, because she didn’t trust her own.
Jon wrapped his hands around the mug and met her gaze. “How are you doing, Cooper?”
“Detective Olson visited me this morning.”
“Another statement?”
“Yes.” She released a breath as the headache she’d left behind threatened to start again. “This time about the missing Deveraux painting.”
“I heard about that. But why would he think you know anything?”
“I may have been present when it was stolen.”
Jon’s jaw practically dropped. “You were?”
“It’s possible. To tell you the truth, I don’t want to talk about it. I came here to escape my troubles, not to let them follow me.”
“Don’t you think you might be in danger if you have information about the painting?”
Cooper blinked and swallowed hard at his words. “I guess I never thought of that.”
“Be careful, Cooper Lee.”
A dark cloud overhead shifted to cover the blue sky. Cooper shivered. The sunny day became ominous as Jon’s words sank in. Was it possible she knew more than she realized? She took a quick glance around. Suddenly, everything and everyone became suspect. An unwitting thought came to mind: The only way to ensure her safety and a positive outcome to the situation would be to stay one step ahead, and she couldn’t do that alone.
Perhaps it was time to discuss everything with her Bible study friends.
 
• • •
 
“You are looking at a man who is officially off the market!” Bryant said as he stood in the doorway of the Sunrise Bible Study classroom the following Sunday morning, grinning widely.
“Bryant! Congratulations,” Trish said. She offered him a hug.
“I should have made a cake,” Quinton said. “Wait! I did.”
“Did you really?” Cooper asked. She had only just stepped into the room before Bryant. She put down her Bible and study guide and offered Bryant a hug as well.
“Yes, I did,” Quinton continued. “I remembered he was going to Lemaire last night and took a chance that Jane would say yes.”
“A chance? Did you really say that?” Bryant asked.
“Just kidding.”
“Where’s the cake?” Jake asked.
“I don’t smell cake, Quinton. You aren’t joking, are you?” Savannah asked. “Because after eating your cakes, teasing us would be a very bad joke.”
“I never joke about baking. It’s in the church kitchen refrigerator because it’s topped with a frosting made with real whipping cream. I’ll go get it.”
“We haven’t had one of Quinton’s baking projects in a while,” Jake observed.
“No. We’re way overdue,” Cooper said. The banker was by far the reigning baking royalty in the group. Since her mother wasn’t a member of the group, there was no competition.
“I smell chocolate and vanilla bean,” Savannah said as Quinton entered the room minutes later, carefully holding a large covered cake holder.
“Spot on, Savannah. I was starving for chocolate cake from the Mixing Bowl. The trouble was, it was midnight when I got my hankering, and they were closed, of course.” He removed the lid. “Voilà.”
The group inched closer to the four-layer chocolate cake with fluffy white frosting in between layers and slathered on top in swirls.
“Quinton, you’ve outdone yourself,” Bryant said. “This looks like it belongs in a bakery window. What is it?”
“Chocolate cake with crème Chantilly.”
“Where did you get the recipe?” Trish asked.
“I pulled out my French cookbook and improvised.”
Trish admired the cake as Quinton removed a cake knife and server from a paper bag. “So, this is a Julia Child recipe?”
“Let’s just call it Julia Child–inspired. I may have wandered from the directions,” Quinton said. “Which reminds me. I heard from a friend that Chef Eason is working at that swanky Italian restaurant. You know anything about that, Cooper?”
“I do. I ran into him on Monday.” She focused on the cake handed to her and prayed her treacherous blushing wouldn’t begin.
“Ran into him?” Trish raised a brow in question.
“Yes, I ran into him at the Lamplighter.” No need to tell anyone he was looking for her. Already, the Bible study was reading way too much into the nonexistent relationship between her and Jon.
“Did he say anything else?” Quinton asked.
“Yes. Mindy has put the reopening on hold until the investigation is complete. It is her father’s wife, after all.”
“That’s tough for Mindy,” Savannah said. “She’s lost a lot. Her father, her marriage, and now this.”
“Very tough. She may never reopen if the investigation doesn’t get moving,” Cooper said.
“Anything on the painting?” Bryant asked.
Cooper shook her head and shared the bit of information gleaned from her interview with Detective Olson.
The group pondered her comments as they enjoyed Quinton’s cake. Cooper, meanwhile, found herself working up the courage to ask her friends for a favor.
“I have a question to ask everyone,” she finally said.
“What’s that?” Jake asked. He chased a crumb of chocolate around his paper plate and looked up at her.
“It’s about the inn.”
“We had a marvelous time,” Trish said. “Although the news of Loretta Atwood’s death wasn’t exactly the memorable ending we hoped for.”
“It’s about Loretta Atwood,” Cooper continued. “Mindy may lose the inn if the case isn’t closed soon. Things are moving very slowly. The police don’t even have a suspect in the missing painting aspect. Maybe they never will, since they aren’t even convinced the painting was stolen.”
“You’re right, Coop,” Quinton said. “And there are as many suspects as there are guest rooms at the inn. No one liked Mindy’s stepmother.”
She glanced around. “I have to admit a selfish note. My mother is a suspect as well. A Magnolia’s Marvel was found in Loretta’s vehicle, and the woman died of anaphylactic shock, which caused the accident.”
Quinton gasped. “I didn’t even make that connection. Poor Maggie. I’ll do anything to protect her desserts. We bakers have to stick together.”
“There’s no reason why we couldn’t poke around a bit. We’re pretty good at that, aren’t we?” Jake asked.
“We are,” Bryant said with a chuckle. “Way too good.”
“If we find anything that could help the investigation and move things along for Mindy, we just turn it over to the police,” Savannah chimed in. “That’s perfectly legal.”
“Agreed,” Cooper said, her heart swelling.
“I guess it couldn’t hurt. Mindy sure doesn’t deserve this, nor does your mother. Let’s quickly review the suspects and then make a plan,” Savannah said. “Then, we must get started on our study. We lost last Sunday, and we are woefully behind.”
Jake took his and Savannah’s cake dishes and placed them on the floor. Then he pulled out a notebook and pen. “Chef Mayberry is on the suspect list for sure.”
“Tony Mancuso. I don’t like to think he did it, but the man certainly had motive,” Trish said.
“Dax, the maintenance guy. I heard him arguing with Loretta. She thought he was up to no good, and even Jon said he was a shady character,” Cooper said.
“Jon, huh?” Trish said with a wink. “Which brings up Chef Eason. Does he have a motive?”
“He can get a job anywhere, and he’s only here out of loyalty to Mindy,” Cooper said.
“To Mindy?” Trish asked.
“He used to be her brother-in-law. And he has nothing to gain by Loretta’s murder.”
“Except that now Loretta can’t fire him,” Trish said with a shrug.
Cooper sighed. “Okay, to be fair, everyone is a suspect until we rule them out. And the only way to find the bad guy is by eliminating the good guys.”
“Well put,” Jake said. “Just like those detective novels.”
“What about innocent until proven guilty?” Savannah arched a dark brow as she asked the question.
“Isn’t that what I said?” Cooper asked.
Savannah’s laughter rang out. “Almost. But I get your point, and I agree, as long as we don’t make any assumptions about anyone.”
“I agree with that,” Cooper said.
“What about Helen, the receptionist?” Bryant asked.
“She’s afraid of her own shadow,” Quinton said. “Still, if we follow Cooper’s line of reasoning, Helen is a suspect until proven not.”
Jake started tearing the notebook page into strips and folded them up and put them in his Flying Squirrels baseball cap. “Pick one.”
Trish reached a hand into the hat and pulled out a folded paper. “Helen.”
Bryant waved his paper in the air. “I got Tony Mancuso.”
Quinton pulled out a paper. “Chef Mayberry.”
Cooper put her hand in. “Jon Eason.” Ugh. She didn’t want to think about Jon being guilty, because a part of her was drawn to the easygoing chef. But the truth was that she couldn’t trust her judgment. She’d lost all confidence in her ability to judge people after her failed relationships. Then there was the case the Bible study had worked on a while back around Halloween. A police detective who was really a murderer and had completely fooled her while at the same time making her believe he was interested in her.
She’d been a fool once too many times when it came to men.
Never again.
“Cooper, are you okay with checking out Jon?” Trish asked. “Do you want to switch?”
“How about if we team up?” Quinton said to Cooper. “You and I can investigate both chefs together. We might even get to share some good food.”
Cooper smiled. “That works. Thank you, Quinton.”
Trish turned to Bryant. “Shall we partner up for this? I don’t like the idea of checking out a possible killer alone.”
“You’re right. We’re a team. Starsky and Hutch.”
Trish snorted. “Why do we have to be guys? Why not Cagney and Lacey?”
“Point taken,” Bryant said with a nod.
“Great. Starsky and Hutch for me and Coop,” Quinton said with a chuckle.
“We’ve got Dax Wilson,” Jake said. He looked at Savannah. “I think we’re more like Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson.”
Jake’s comment made Savannah smile.
“So, what’s the plan?” Bryant asked.
“How about if we meet at Panera next Sunday after church for lunch and compare notes?” Jake said.
“Green goddess salad, here I come,” Trish commented.
“I’ll have to run it by my fiancée. But Jane knows how much this group means to me.” Bryant grinned widely. “Fiancée. Boy, do I love that word.”
“You know, Bryant, you can bring Jane to our Sunday group,” Savannah said.
“I will. Once we’re married and I can help with the kids. Right now, it’s all she can do to get herself and the kids ready for church.”
“Sounds like you’ve thought this out,” Savannah said. She glanced at the extra-large numbers on the digital watch on her wrist. “We must get started.”
Cooper slowly looked at each member of the Bible study. They hadn’t even hesitated when she said she needed help. The day she walked into this room several years ago, she’d been at rock bottom, alone and in despair. She sent up a silent prayer of thanks as she opened her Bible and another one to keep each member of the group safe as they moved forward with their own investigation.



Chapter Seven
 
Cooper glanced at the kitchen table, admiring the pretty place setting, and cloth napkins, along with the artful arrangement of spring flowers in the center. One of the perks of Ashley’s mansion off the elite River Road corridor was that not only did she have a huge kitchen that gleamed with stainless steel top-of-the-line appliances and granite countertops, but it boasted a cozy breakfast space. It provided a view of the backyard and Hannah’s swing set.
She sat at the table with Mindy on one side and Ashley on the other and realized that the nook reminded Cooper of her parents’ kitchen, and perhaps that was what Ashley planned when she designed the space. The cheery room was enough to put anyone in a pleasant mood.
“This was such a good idea,” Ashley gushed. She reached across her kitchen table to take both Cooper and Mindy’s hands. “I’m delighted that two of my favorite people in the world are here.”
Mama was right, Cooper decided as she squeezed her sister’s hand. Supporting Mindy right now was the Christian thing to do. She was alone in the word, whereas Ashley and Cooper had family to support them during this difficult time.
“I’m glad too,” Mindy said. “Thank you for suggesting we get together, Cooper.” She turned to Ashley. “This is the most normal I’ve felt in days . . . actually, maybe months.”
“I’m glad,” Cooper said. She cocked an ear, hoping to hear her niece. “Where’s Hannah?” she asked her sister.
“I sent Lincoln and Hannah to the park for some father-daughter time. Then they’ll head over to his parents’ house for brunch. I told him we needed a little girl time.” She stood and waved a hand toward the marble-topped buffet, where a spread of assorted hot and cold breakfast foods awaited them. Crystal pitchers with orange juice and sweet tea were set out, along with a carafe of coffee. “Help yourself to brunch, ladies.”
“You did all this, Ashley?” Mindy asked. “I’m so impressed. As I recall, neither one of us could boil water in college.”
“I made the phone call to the caterer. Does that count?” Ashley chuckled.
“It makes me feel better. I’m still not much of a cook.”
“Neither am I,” Ashley said. “These days, I can hardly get the dishwasher loaded at the end of the day. Being pregnant is exhausting, and then there’s chasing little Hannah. I burn more calories keeping up with her than I do in my exercise class, and it’s free.”
“What about you, Cooper?” Mindy asked. “Are you good in the kitchen?”
“I get by. In fact, my Bible study group once took a French cooking class together. But mostly, I’m spoiled because our mama is such an amazing cook.”
“Magnolia’s Marvels aren’t her only talent?” Mindy asked. “I’m not surprised.”
“Her beef brisket is to die for,” Ashley said. Then she paused and clapped a hand to her mouth. “Oh, my goodness, I am so sorry. That was so inappropriate considering . . .”
Mindy waved a hand as she filled her plate with grits and sausage. “Please. Don’t treat me with kid gloves. It’s fine.”
Chitchat was light through the meal as Ashley shared her daughter’s antics, keeping them laughing. When Cooper headed to the buffet a second time and refilled her coffee cup, adding a liberal dose of cream, her gaze lingered on the plump Danish pastries, bursting with fresh fruit, artfully arranged on a China platter. Maybe later.
“Ashley, this was an amazing meal,” Cooper said. She finished off the last bite of bacon on her plate and leaned back in her chair, replete.
“Thank you,” her sister said. She grabbed her purse from the counter, and pulled out a compact and a tube of lipstick in a black square canister with a gold logo.
“What shade is that?” Mindy asked, eyeing the black tube.
Ashley looked at the bottom of the cylinder. “Sweet wine. My favorite color.”
“Me too. Mine went missing in action. Probably in my car, or my office. It was a real hit to my budget to have to buy a new one.”
“I know. I keep this far away from Hannah’s hands. It’s too precious.”
Cooper observed the interaction with interest. Apparently, everyone but her wore this lipstick brand—Loretta, Ashley and Mindy. She used lip balm, purchased at the grocery store.
“Now that we’re relaxed, this is probably as good a time as any to discuss the elephant in the room,” Mindy murmured.
Cooper and Ashley looked at each other and then back at their guest.
“The situation at the inn,” Mindy clarified. She emptied her orange juice glass, nudged the crystal goblet to the side, and folded her hands.
“What’s going on with the investigation?” Ashley finally asked.
“The police haven’t outright said it, but I believe that I’m their primary suspect.”
“Does that make our mama number two?” Ashley asked, shaking her head, her eyes round with worry.
“I don’t know. Detective Olson made it clear that he believes that with my father’s wife gone, I am free to sell the inn to a developer and pocket a substantial profit that I won’t have to share with Loretta.” Mindy’s face was wan as the words tumbled from her lips.
“What about the rest of the staff? People in the kitchen and housekeeping?”
“We had a skeleton staff on duty for the soft launch. Full staffing begins with our grand reopening. Last weekend it was one housekeeper and two kitchen employees. They all left as soon as the dinner service was complete.”
“And Chef Mayberry? Didn’t she have a great deal to gain by her mother’s death?” Cooper asked.
“Alice inherits her mother’s estate, which was substantial when my father passed, however, I’m guessing Loretta has blown through that. She’s not exactly a spendthrift. Which is probably why she constantly pressed me to sell the inn.”
“Interesting,” Cooper said. “Do you and Alice have history?”
“No. If you can believe it, Loretta didn’t invite her only child to her wedding to my father. Alice and I met when she showed up at the inn and Loretta demanded that I hire her.”
“That’s pretty odd.” Cooper paused. “Will Alice inherit Loretta’s portion of the inn?”
“No. That’s not how the will was set up. Truth be told, I thank the good Lord that my father’s will had a codicil. The inn can only be inherited by an Atwood. In the event of my death, if I have no children, the house will be donated to the City of Richmond as a historic site.”
“That includes everything in the house?” Ashley asked.
“Yes. The house, the property, and all the contents of the inn are mine, while I am alive. Loretta’s only interest in the inn was market value. Then she would be entitled to half the sale price.”
“That’s certainly an odd legality,” Ashley said.
“I suspect my father understood Loretta more than he let on, which is why the codicil was drawn up. He knew how much the inn meant to me. I would never sell it. In the end, I suppose, he also wanted to appease his wife on paper.”
“So everything is yours. Including the missing Deveraux painting?” Cooper asked.
“That’s correct.”
“What Deveraux painting? And how is it missing?” Ashley glanced from Cooper to Mindy with surprise in her blue eyes.
“There were two Austin Deveraux paintings in the inn when we checked in on Friday night. When we checked out, there was only one,” Cooper said.
Ashley released a small gasp of surprise. “An original Austin Deveraux. Surely it was insured.”
Cooper looked at her sister. Unlike herself, Ashley didn’t have to ask who Austin Deveraux was. Why was she not surprised? Ashley’s charmed life kept her in much more rarified air than Cooper breathed. She’d made peace with that fact a few years ago. Along with the fact that it was true that money did not buy happiness.
“Yes,” Mindy said. “I haven’t had the paintings authenticated, but only because I never cared about their value. They were important to my father and brought him great pleasure when I was growing up. So they were important to me. But if push came to shove financially, I’d sell the paintings before I sold the inn. Of course, Loretta would get half of the price of the paintings.”
“Who else would know that they are original Deveraux?” Cooper asked.
“Loretta. We inventoried the inn when I began renovations. It was always my intention to authenticate the paintings, but it was not high on my list. Why would it be? They weren’t going anywhere, or so I thought.”
“Mindy, you should know that Detective Olson came to see me this week,” Cooper said. “He alluded to the possibility that the paintings hanging in the inn were not Deveraux originals.”
Mindy gave a weary shake of her head. “Yes. He contacted me yesterday. He’s very skeptical. I can’t prove the missing painting was authentic, but I can prove the remaining one is.” She took a deep breath. “I’ve reached out to someone to authenticate the remaining painting.”
Something wasn’t right about the whole situation with the painting being stolen and the murder all in the same twenty-four-hour time frame. “I have to wonder which came first, the chicken or the egg,” Cooper said aloud.
“What are you saying?” Ashley asked.
“Maybe the missing painting has something to do with Loretta’s death,” Cooper answered. “If the paintings were authentic, as you said, then selling one would be very profitable. Killing Loretta, probably not so much. If Loretta suspected something was going on, and was about to blow the whistle on someone . . .”
“You think someone stole the painting, murdered Loretta, and hoped I’d take the fall?”
“You or my mother.”
“I guess anything is possible. I’ve been so busy getting everything in order, and Loretta certainly has kept me distracted.” She shook her head. “I gave Detective Olson permission to search the inn without a search warrant. It would be fine with me if he came up with something helpful. But so far, nothing.”
Ashley’s eyes rounded. “Do you really think this is connected to the paintings?”
“Speculating. That’s all I’m doing,” Cooper said. “But we have to start somewhere.”
“We who?” Mindy asked
“Your soft launch guests. We’re suspects as well, and we have a right to clear our names.”
“Your group is going to investigate?” Mindy asked. “Is that even legal?”
“I wouldn’t call it investigating. More like looking at things from a different perspective. If we find a few puzzle pieces along the way, we’ll pick them up and give them to Detective Olson, because withholding evidence in an investigation is a felony. We’d never do that.” Cooper smiled. “We’re simply looking out for you and Mama and all the members of the Sunshine Bible Study who have been named persons of interest.”
Mindy blinked. “I don’t know what to say. You’ve all been so kind. With the exception of Jon, I haven’t had anyone on my side in a long time.”
“Now you have us,” Ashley said. “All of us. The Sunrise Bible Study and the Lee family. We’re all here for you. Cooper and I are officially adopting you. We always wanted another sister.”
“That’s sort of like what Cooper said the other night. That not all family is biological.”
“My big sister is much wiser than I give her credit for,” Ashley said.
“I hope I’m wise enough to catch a killer,” Cooper said. She frowned in concentration. “Let’s review the facts so far. Loretta died of a car accident brought on by anaphylactic shock.”
“And it wasn’t Magnolia’s Marvels,” Ashley said. “I’m sure the forensic report will come back negative on those treats found in Loretta’s car.”
“What about the roses in the backseat?” Cooper asked.
“Not enough allergen to have caused that reaction,” Mindy said. “I checked with a college friend who is an anesthesiologist.”
“So we have a missing painting and a dozen suspects in a murder.” Cooper downed her coffee. “Right?”
“Yes,” Mindy agreed. “Loretta left a trail of problems wherever she went, and after her death, they seem to continue.”
“Why did she spend so much time at the inn?” Cooper asked. “And what was she doing?”
“Loretta insisted on having an office at Atwood Inn,” Mindy said. “It’s next to the library. The office was for show, and so she could keep an eye on me. She didn’t manage anything at the inn, but she did frequently mismanage.”
“Excuse me for being indelicate,” Ashley said. “But were you surprised when your father married her?”
“I should have seen it coming. He’d been lonely since my mother died. I lived at home then, until I got married, that is. With my job and marriage, the last five years we’ve struggled to meet weekly for dinner. My father didn’t like my husband, which didn’t help things.”
“In walks Loretta,” Cooper said.
“Yes. They’d only been married a year when he died.” She paused. “While I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, she’s been the devil to deal with since day one. Nothing pleased her, especially me.”
“Apparently her legacy is trouble too. Someone involved my mama by putting Magnolia’s Marvels in Loretta’s purse, and they’ve put you in a suspicious light too. That just makes me so cranky,” Cooper said.
“I’m with Cooper,” Ashley said. “Both of you are strong women who have worked hard to build your businesses, and someone has cast dispersions on you both.”
“Who is the question,” Mindy said.
“It’s time to collect the facts and uncover that someone,” Cooper said.
Mindy looked at Cooper and slowly shook her head. “I’m with you, Cooper. Tell me how I can help.”
Cooper leaned forward. “Do you mind if I ask a few questions?”
“I don’t have anything to hide.”
“Do you know anything about what Loretta was holding over Alice’s head?”
Mindy’s eyes rounded. “You mean blackmailing her?”
“Maybe. I’m not sure, Mindy.” Cooper shrugged. “I overheard a conversation on Friday when we arrived that was suspicious.”
“It’s certainly possible, and it would explain the contentiousness between them. I always thought it odd that Alice came to work at the inn at her mother’s request when it was clear she didn’t want to be there.” She paused. “What you’re saying seems to describe their relationship.”
“Where is Alice right now?”
“I’ve had to furlough all my employees until the investigation is over and I’m cleared. Loretta’s assets have been frozen pending the results of the police investigation, so Alice needed a job. I heard that she’s working at a little French bistro downtown.”
“Thanks, Mindy. I’ll check it out. And do you think maybe we can schedule a time for the group to have a look around the inn?”
“Anytime. What else can I do to assist you?”
“For now, your only job is to stay safe. But I do have one more question for you,” Cooper said. “Will Angela be able to hold her reception in your banquet room, even if the inn is closed to the public?”
“I can answer that,” Ashley said. “Yes. Mindy and I discussed it. We’re only renting the space and the catering has been outsourced. The catering staff will be on-site for the duration of the event instead of the Atwood Inn’s own staff.”
“I should have known you were on top of things, Ash.” Cooper stood and walked over to the buffet. “I think it’s time for Danish, don’t you?”
“I’m ready,” Ashley said. “After all, I’m eating for two.”
Cooper sighed. “I wish that was my excuse.”
Mindy stood as well and reached out to take Cooper’s hand. “I can’t thank you enough. Somehow I feel better already knowing you and the Sunrise Bible Study are checking into things.”
Cooper wished she did. The only thing she knew for certain was that the last few years had taught her that things were going to get a lot worse before they got better.
 
• • •
 
Cooper stood beneath the branches of a huge oak tree on the sidewalk of Main Street in downtown Richmond. She peeked into the storefront window of Monique Bridal, where frothy white gowns decorated the space of the exclusive wedding boutique. An ominous feeling settled over her like a dark cloud.
A murder and a bridal shop all in the last two weeks. Things were definitely going from bad to worse in her estimate. She’d rather solve a crime with the Sunrise Bible Study than step into a wedding store. How pathetic was that? Two serious relationships in her life and then . . . poof. They were over. Each time, she was certain they were “the one.”
How could she have gotten it so wrong?”
“What are you waiting for, Cooper?”
Cooper turned around at the sound of her sister’s voice. Ashley walked toward her from Thirteenth Street in a fashionable dress with heels, looking like the cover of a magazine as her glossy blonde hair bounced with each step.
“I was waiting for you,” Cooper said. She glanced down at her own clothes, black slacks, utilitarian blouse, and sensible shoes. In her defense, she had just come straight from work.
Ashley looped her arm through Cooper’s and led her into the shop. “You and I are five minutes late, and I had to call in a lot of favors to get us an appointment and fitting in this shop at such short notice.”
“Where’s Angela?” Cooper asked.
“She’s already inside being pampered. She texted me a few minutes ago.”
A perky young consultant in an elegant black suit led them through the boutique to a plush white couch, where Angela waited for them. She wore a white angora sweater, which emphasized her assets, along with a slim red skirt.
“Isn’t this place dreamy?” the bride gushed as she sipped a glass of champagne.
Cooper glanced around. It was that. Crystal chandeliers graced the ceiling. Everything in the room was white or glass, reflecting off highly polished oak floors.
“Very nice,” Ashley said.
“What do you think, Cooper?” Angela asked.
What she thought is she could be home with her cats or out in her greenhouse. Instead, here she was. But she put on a smile for her friend. “I have a feeling this shop is going to find the perfect dress for you, Angela,” Cooper said.
Angela absolutely glowed at the words. “Oh, I hope so. This means so much to me. I’ve dreamt about looking like a princess on my wedding day for so long.” She shook her head. “I don’t know why we eloped. At the time it seemed so exciting, but this is what I’ve been waiting for.”
Another tall, young and perky woman in a black suit approached them. “Which one of you lovely ladies is our bride?”
“I am!”
The young woman bowed. “I’m your consultant, Nadine.” She smiled. “Was there a budget you’d like me to keep in mind as we select dresses for you?”
Angela batted her fake eyelashes. “None at all. I’m marrying the sweetest and kindest man in the world. He just wants me to be happy.”
“You’re a very lucky woman,” Nadine said. “I’ll be ready in a few minutes, and we can discuss your event and look at dresses.”
“Thank you!” Angela cooed, happy as can be.
“May I get the rest of you ladies sparkling water, or champagne?”
Ashley put a protective hand on her abdomen. “Water, please.”
“Bubbly for you, dear?” she asked Cooper.
“No, thank you. I’m driving.”
“I’ll be back shortly,” Nadine told Angela.
“Thank you,” Angela cooed again.
“Did you bring your notebook of dress ideas that we collected?” Ashley asked.
“I did.” She reached over and pulled a huge white photo album from a leather tote bag that sat on the floor next to her red peep-toe shoes. “Thank you so much for helping me.”
“Remember. This is your wedding. Your special day. Don’t settle for anything less than what you’ve always dreamed of.”
“Yes. Yes. You’re right, Ashley,” Angela said. She nodded, her face resolute. “Only what I’ve always dreamed of.” Then she blinked. “I sure wish my own mama was here to see this. Every girl wants her mama helping her pick her wedding dress.”
Ashley took Angela’s hand and patted it. “There, there. She’s here in spirit. I just know it.”
Angela sniffed. “You’re right.” She glanced at Ashley through moist eyes. “You’re just so good at this. You should start your own business.”
A moment later, Nadine returned to collect the bride. Angela gave them a little wiggly finger wave as she followed the consultant to another room.
“She’s right, Ash. You’d make a wonderful wedding planner. You’re so organized, and you have excellent taste, and look how you knew just the right words.”
Her sister seemed to really consider the idea. “Maybe, but not right now. I have babies to think about.”
“Plenty of women work and have children. With your own business, your kids can come to work with you.”
“I don’t know about that,” Ashley said. She glanced around the beautiful space. “Hannah would have this room destroyed in ten minutes.”
Cooper chuckled. “That’s true. But don’t rule it out. If you’re the boss, anything is possible.”
“I will think about it, Cooper. Thanks for believing in me.”
“You’re welcome. Now, when are you going to show me the maid of honor dress?” Cooper asked.
“Oh, maybe when you stop looking like you’re going to your execution.”
“That’s not true.”
“It is. You’re going to have to wait a bit longer and trust me.”
Cooper checked her watch. “It sure is taking long enough.” She picked up a bridal magazine from the coffee table and flipped through the pages.
“It takes time to find the perfect dress.”
Apparently, longer than it takes to find the perfect man, Cooper mused. Maybe that’s why she never got around to buying a wedding dress when she was engaged to Nathan.
She stared at a display of bridal gowns. The year before her own wedding, she’d watched enough wedding reality television to recognize the various styles—mermaid, sweetheart neckline, and on and on and on and on. For a while, she’d been almost addicted to a particular show about finding the right dress. But she’d never gone dress shopping. She’d scheduled appointments with chain bridal shops and canceled each one, citing conflicts with her schedule.
Perhaps her subconscious somehow knew that her engagement would melt like cotton candy. The only reason she’d reserved the venue and chosen flowers and met with the caterer was because Ashley had insisted. In the end, she’d let Ashley choose everything for her. Did she know deep down inside that it wasn’t meant to be? That he wasn’t the one?
“Ta-da!” Angela called out.
Cooper and Ashley turned to see a triumphant Angela walking toward them, holding the skirts of a voluminous gown. A blissful smile filled her face as Nadine assisted her to the platform in front of a large trifold mirror.
“Oh, Angela, it’s beautiful,” Ashley said. She stood and walked back and forth, assessing the dress from all angles.
“Do you like it, Cooper?” Angela asked.
“You look like royalty, Angela.” The dress was a princess style with miles of tulle and a beaded and modest neckline that managed to contain Angela’s generous décolletage. The waist was gathered and circled with a belt of faux rhinestones. Glitter and lace. This dress said Angela.
The bride-to-be sniffed. “Thank you so much. Having you two here with me means the world.”
“Veil, Miss Angela?” Nadine asked.
“Oh, no, a tiara, please.”
The shimmering tiara that perched on her platinum hair was the finishing touch.
“Perfect, Angela,” Ashley said. “You’ll look lovely with your bouquet of pink roses.”
“I agree,” Nadine said. “Come, we will visit with the seamstress, and then you will be done.”
“Oh, thank you.” Angela carefully stepped down from the pedestal and followed the consultant to the dressing room.
Cooper paced around the room, first examining a collection of tiaras on a glass shelf, then strolling to look at a row of colorful bridesmaid dresses. “Ashley, are you going to tell me about my dress?”
“What fun would that be, Cooper?” She smiled. “I told you, you’re just going to have to trust me.”
“I’ll trust you until it’s me and that gown alone in the fitting room.”
“Ms. Lee?”
“That’s me.”
“I’m Tasha. We’re ready for you. Step this way.”
Cooper glared at her sister, but Ashley simply offered a serene smile.
Tasha opened the door to a room with two velvet chairs and a tall mirror. “If you’ll wait here, I’ll be right back with your dress.”
Cooper’s stomach growled, and she glanced at her watch. It had been a long time since lunch. A moment later, Tasha came back in with a garment bag in her hands. She unzipped it and removed a gown in the perfect shade of teal that matched the colors of both of her eyes. After hanging it on the door hook, she turned to Cooper.
“Would you like assistance?”
“No. I’ve got this, thank you.”
“All right, then. I’ll be right outside.”
Cooper slipped off her clothes and stepped into the dress. She cracked open the door of the dressing room. “Um, could you zip me?”
“Of course.” Tasha smiled. “I love this dress. If you notice, it even has a pocket hidden in the beautiful pleating.”
Cooper thought the floor-length chiffon dress with a sweetheart neckline made her look like someone else. Like a beautiful woman. She stared at herself in the mirror.
“The dress fits like it was made for you.” She adjusted the straps and smiled. “Turn around and look at the back.
Cooper complied and grinned. The back had a heart-shaped cutout. “But what about undergarments?”
“We have that covered as well. No worries.” She looked at Cooper and smiled with approval. “Don’t go on any of those crazy diets before the wedding. This dress fits your curves like a lover. You are perfect just the way you are.”
“I’ve never been called a perfect anything.”
“Today, you are. We’ll pin the hem, but that’s all the alterations that are needed.” She eyed Cooper. “You’ll wear heels?”
Cooper grimaced.
“Ballet flats then. They’re comfortable. I have a pair you may try on.” She looked at Cooper’s feet. “Size eight?”
“Yes.”
She came back with satin ballet slippers with crystal embellishments. “We will send these out to be dyed to match the dress. You can pick them up when you pick up the dress.”
Cooper slid her feet into the shoes. “Oh, they’re as comfortable as my tennis shoes.”
“You can dance the night away.”
She doubted that she’d be dancing, but it was nice to consider that she could if she wanted to. Cooper turned to see herself in the mirror, still amazed.
“You look so beautiful, Cooper.”
She met Ashley’s gaze in the mirror. Her sister stood at the edge of the dressing room peeking in.
“This gown. It’s all this amazing gown. Thank you for finding the perfect dress, Ashley.”
“You thought I was going to put you in a Bo Peep outfit again, didn’t you?”
“I might have had a fleeting thought after your wedding.” Cooper chucked. That was exactly what she’d thought.
“I’ve learned a thing or two since then. You aren’t frou-frou like me. You’re a classic, Cooper. I should have played to your strengths back then. I’m so sorry for putting you in frills.”
Cooper laughed remembering the itchy dress.
“This dress is you.”
“It’s not me. But it is the ‘me’ that I’ve always dreamed of being.”
“I think you’re wrong. Someone will make you believe that, soon enough.” Ashley smiled. “What about your hair?”
Cooper glanced in the mirror at her wheat-colored blonde hair and bangs.
“Just the way it is,” Tasha said from the doorway. “This one needs no adornment. She’s a natural beauty.”
“Thank you.”
“The dress and shoes will be ready in two weeks.”
“Will that work, Ashley?” Cooper asked.
“Yes. The invitations went out today. The wedding is three weeks from Saturday.”
“So, what about Mona’s fitting?” Cooper asked Ashley, hoping to change the subject.
“She’ll be here in two weeks for the bachelorette party and will have her fitting,” Ashley said. “We’re just going to have to pay for a rush job.”
“I don’t know about you gals, but I am starving,” Angela said when the fittings were complete. “Let’s go eat. Dinner is on me. We can plan my bachelorette party.”
Bachelorette party. Cooper had forgotten about that. Maybe she could get Ashley to arrange that too.
“Thank you for being my maid of honor, Cooper,” Angela said. She hugged Cooper and then turned and wrapped her arms around Ashley. “And thank you for being the best bridal planner ever.”
“My pleasure. I can hardly wait to dance at your wedding, Angela.”
“Is there anyone special you’re bringing to the wedding, Cooper?” Angela asked as they collected their bags and prepared to leave.
“I’m not sure. Maybe.”
“Maybe?” Angela smiled. “That’s the best news I’ve heard from you in a while.”
“Tell us more,” Ashley added.
“There’s nothing more to say. Just maybe.” Maybe because it might be a bit presumptuous to invite Jon Eason since she barely knew him, and who knows . . . with her poor judgment, he might be another prince bringing the wrong slipper.
“What are you thinking about so hard, Cooper?”
“Oh, you know. We’re in a bridal shop. I can’t help but wonder what’s wrong with me. I’m a disaster when it comes to men.”
“No, you aren’t.”
“Ashley, I am. Let’s face it.”
Angela put a hand on her arm. “All the rest of those guys were auditions. They were just dress rehearsals for your heart. You’ll know when it’s the real thing. He’ll be kind and sweet and think you’re the best thing since carne asada fries from Casa Grande. And then, nothing else will matter.”
Cooper blinked at her words, and her heart swelled.
Ashley leaned close. “She’s right, you know.”
“Of course I am. Now, let’s go eat. I mentioned fries, and now I’m starving.”
Cooper smiled. She didn’t know if Angela was right, but she wanted to believe her, and maybe, just for tonight, she would.



Chapter Eight
 
Cooper stood beside Quinton, peering into the quaint French restaurant at the Friday night crowd. She picked up a menu from the hostess desk and scanned the leatherette cover that protected the parchment paper menu. “Richmond French Bistro. Offering white tablecloth, modern-traditional cuisine,” she read aloud. “What does that even mean?”
“It means I will dine in style tonight. Good thing, because I’m starving.”
“How did you find out that Alice Mayberry is here?” Cooper asked.
“You said French bistro, so I called every French restaurant in the city limits and a few in the suburbs. At first, no one had heard of her. Then I described her. Voilà! I found Chef Mayberry. It turns out our friend Alice is using a different name.”
“Why would she do that?”
“Because it’s her real name.”
“I don’t follow,” Cooper said as her gaze followed a waiter carrying a tray filled with entrées. The scent of seafood had her mouth watering.
“Alice Mayberry Wilson.”
Cooper blinked. “Wilson? Like Dax Wilson?”
“One and the same. Isn’t that a coincidence?”
“Coincidence?” Cooper said. “It’s more than a coincidence. Do we know if Alice is still married to Dax?”
“I don’t know anything, except that she’s in the kitchen tonight.”
“It seems awfully convenient that her last name is the same as his and, according to my conversation with Mindy, she recommended that the inn hire Dax. All pretty unusual, isn’t it?”
The hostess led them to a quiet table and poured water into their glasses from a carafe. Once she left the table, Cooper leaned closer to Quinton. “How do you know Alice will even talk to us?” she asked quietly.
“I thought we’d order and then ask to speak to the chef. I picked the last seating, so hopefully she won’t have an excuse to say no once the kitchen closes.”
“Brilliant.” Cooper looked at the menu, and her eyes rounded. She took a peek around the busy bistro. This was the sort of place Ashley and Lincoln would come for dinner and think nothing of the cost. She wasn’t sure she could afford anything but an appetizer. Cooper sighed.
“Pricey menu,” she murmured.
“Cooper, this is on me. I can afford it, and it’s nice to have dinner with a friend.”
“Thank you, Quinton. I’m not usually so busted, but canceling a wedding wasn’t cheap.”
“Didn’t Nathan help you?”
“I’m not going to ask him. It’s not his fault that things got out of control. I should have slowed down the train when my sister got on board.”
“Ask your sister to help.”
“No. I can’t do that either.”
“Pride, Cooper. You have to let people help you.”
“I’m letting you buy me an overpriced hamburger tonight.” She grinned.
“A hamburger?” Quinton chuckled. “This isn’t the golden arches.” He grabbed the wine list. “How about a nice glass of wine with dinner?”
She held up a hand. “No. But thanks. I’m a lightweight.”
“What looks good to you?” Quinton asked as he perused the menu again.
“I don’t know what half of this stuff is,” she said. “You’ll have to help me out here.”
“We’ll start with the soupe à l'oignon,” he told their server minutes later. “And the fromage platter.”
“Very good, sir. Your entrée?”
“The lady will have scallops in puff pastry and beurre blanc sauce, and I’ll take the filet and jumbo shrimp.”
“Are you going to translate?” Cooper asked when they were alone again. “Fromage is cheese. I remember that from our group’s French cooking class. What else did you say?”
“French onion soup with our cheese platter. Beurre blanc is a fancy way to say white butter sauce.”
“Why don’t they just say that?”
Quinton laughed and picked up his water. “Because it’s a French restaurant, silly.”
A few minutes later, their server returned with a freshly baked baguette and whipped butter. The scent of nutty yeast teased Cooper as Quinton sliced the warm loaf.
“Oh, my goodness,” Cooper said around a bite of crisp yet chewy bread.
“My thoughts exactly,” Quinton murmured. He wiped a bit of butter from his chin and grinned. “This has been the tastiest case we’ve ever investigated.”
At the conclusion of their meal, Quinton followed his prepared script and asked their server for an audience with Chef Wilson.
“Monsieur, my apologies if there is a problem with your meal,” the server said. Her face was concern-filled as she looked back and forth between them.
“Not at all. C’est délicieux,” Quinton replied.
“Very well, I shall let Chef Wilson know you wish to see her.”
Cooper leaned forward. “You really do speak French.”
“I had a crush on my high school French teacher. Miss Bogan. I was convinced that if I got straight A’s she might notice me. Didn’t happen, but I passed my French AP exam with flying colors.” He grinned. “What did you take?”
“Field hockey. I should have taken French. If I had, I’d have two matching eyes, and I’d be able to order at fancy restaurants.”
Quinton laughed. “Coop, you’re great just the way you are. You have character.”
“Yes. That’s what my grandmother says too. I’m not convinced that’s a good thing.”
Both Quinton and Cooper turned when the kitchen doors swung open and Alice Mayberry appeared. Her eyes widened and she paled when she saw them. Yet she didn’t turn away, and approached their table.
“Delicious meal, Chef,” Quinton said. “I don’t suppose you have a few minutes to chat?”
“What about?” She grimaced and glanced around.
“Atwood Inn. Five minutes. That’s all,” he said.
“Fine,” Alice said, arms crossed over her ample chest. “Make it quick. I’ve already talked to that detective, and I can’t afford to lose this job.”
“We’re sorry for your loss,” Cooper said. She meant it. No matter how difficult Loretta Atwood was, it still couldn’t be easy for Alice. Beneath her gruff exterior, she was still a child of God, as Savannah would have pointed out.
Alice simply nodded at Cooper’s words. Her face remained an impassive mask.
“Do you mind if I ask why you were so angry when we were guests at Atwood Inn?” Quinton began.
“Sure, I was angry. But it’s not what you think. My mother forced me to work at the inn. Her plan was to oust Chef Eason and get Mindy to sell. Making a fortune by selling to a developer was always her bottom line. It was the only way she could get any money out of the inn. She wasn’t going to wait for the inn to be profitable. Fact was, she never believed it could be.”
“What was it she held over you?” Cooper asked.
Alice blinked and her head jerked back slightly, as if surprised by the question. “What makes you think she held something over me? She was just a miserable woman.” Once again she eyed them. “I thought you were a Bible study. Are you amateur detectives too?”
“No. We just like Mindy and we like you. We’re trying to figure this out.”
“Look, I like Mindy too. She got a raw deal. Sometimes life stinks.”
“What about you and Dax?” Quinton asked.
“Dax Wilson and I were married for a whirlwind thirty days. Then he moved on to the next flavor. He uses women and then throws them away.”
Quinton and Cooper left the bistro shaking their heads, still discussing Alice.
“I was sure that Alice was our perpetrator, but it turns out that she’s a victim too,” Cooper said.
“Sad, isn’t it? Except I have a gut feeling there’s a little more to her story than she let on,” Quinton said.
“Really? Why?”
“I interview people all day at the bank. For loans. There’s a ‘tell’ when they’re hiding something or outright lying, and I can say that Alice ticked all the boxes.”
“Like what?”
“Notice how she had a hard time looking us in the eye, and she kept licking her lips? She’s hiding something.”
“That doesn’t mean she’s a murderer.”
“No. If I were to make a guess, I’d say that most of what she told us was true. I’m sure that Detective Olson verified her alibi. She probably was home watching The Great British Baking Show, however, I think she purposely omitted information. I’d like to know what.”
“How do we find out?”
“Let’s have a chat with her last employer. Maybe they can shed some light on things.”
“I bet Jon knows who it was. He mentioned something about her last place of employment when we chatted at the inn.”
“Great. I’ll talk to him,” Quinton said. “He needs to be interviewed too.”
“What about Starsky and Hutch?”
“I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to interview Eason. He likes you. You’d have a hard time telling if he was lying, and you’d have a bias, because you like the guy.”
Cooper opened her mouth to protest, but Quinton was faster.
He held up his palms. “I like the guy too. The difference is I don’t want to date him. I can be objective.”
Cooper hated that he was right. But he was. She was such a ninny. Her thoughts couldn’t help but linger on the police investigator who charmed her, all the while hiding that he was a very bad guy. When would she learn?
“You’re right, Quinton,” she said.
“Don’t worry, Cooper. I don’t think Chef Eason was involved, but we want to be able to clear him unequivocally. Right?”
“Of course,” she agreed. She wanted nothing more than to find out that Jon was everything he seemed to be, and that for once her romance radar was working.
 
• • •
 
Cooper thought about her parents’ modest home and grimaced. She should never have invited Jon over. He was a friend of Ashley and Mindy, and that meant he was accustomed to much more than what the Lees could offer.
A moment later and she immediately regretted her thoughts.
Her parents were kind, generous, honest, God-fearing people. If that wasn’t enough for the likes of Chef Jon Eason, well, too bad. Then she remembered that her grandmother would be home and groaned. Leave it to Grammy to embarrass her in front of Jon. She could only pray that she didn’t take out her dentures and put them on the kitchen table or ask Jon what his intentions were.
Cooper assessed herself in the full-length mirror. Weekend faded blue jeans and a vintage Abbey Road T-shirt that was older than she was. The shirt was a find from the local thrift shop. It would be good for Jon to see the authentic Cooper, in her indigenous setting. She’d obliged the dress code for the Atwood Inn two weekends ago. Now she was dressed for the Lee Bed & Breakfast.
Behind her, Moses and Miriam both meowed loudly.
“Don’t you two start sassing me. I am not going to get all gussied up. It’s Saturday morning. Our guest can take it or leave it.”
Miriam stared at her with displeasure.
“I got a pedicure yesterday,” Cooper said. She glanced down at her neatly polished toes. “Doesn’t that count?”
Appeased, the cat jumped to the windowsill.
Minutes later, the sound of a car pulling into the drive startled Cooper, and she dropped the hairbrush in her hand. “He’s early.” She slipped her feet into sandals, raced out of the apartment, down the steps and across the flagstones, until she stood in front of the two-car garage.
Jon stepped out of a dark sedan. He pulled off aviator sunglasses and grinned when his gaze met hers. “Good morning, Cooper Lee.”
“Good morning.”
She stood dumbstruck as she realized that they could be twins. Jon wore jeans and a crisp white T-shirt that read A Hard Days Night across the chest. She recognized the image from the 1964 feature film by the Fab Four.
Okay, he was the neat twin. His T-shirt had been ironed. Thankfully, his caramel hair was tousled as usual. Boy, he sure looked good.
Her heart hammered when he turned and smiled. “Nice shirt,” she said, feigning nonchalance. Jon Eason was in a league she’d never played in, and she wasn’t sure if she could or should.
“Thanks. I like yours too. Beatles fan?” he asked.
“Obsessively.”
“I thought there was something special about you.” He reached into the backseat and pulled out a bouquet of daisies and a foil-covered casserole pan.
Cooper’s eyes rounded. “Flowers?”
“For your mother.”
She couldn’t help grinning. “You’re good.”
“What can I say?” Jon offered a nonapologetic shrug. “I’m a Southern boy. My mama taught me well.”
“I guess so,” Cooper said. She peered at the container in his hands. “What’s in there?”
“No peeking.” Jon switched the casserole to the other hand so she couldn’t inspect the contents. “I can’t give away all my secrets.” He glanced around. “Take me to your leader.”
Cooper laughed and led him to the back door of the house. “Mama, Chef Eason is here.”
“Oh, Cooper, bring him in.”
Her mama stood next to her stove in a frilly apron, and she even wore lipstick. Cooper was beginning to feel like the slacker in the group. Maggie wiped her hands on her apron and offered them a welcoming grin as they stepped into the cozy kitchen that smelled wonderfully like yeast and spices.
“Jon Eason, this is my mama, Magnolia Lee.”
“Maggie,” her mother said. “Everyone calls me Maggie.”
“These are for you, Maggie.” He handed her the flowers and slid the casserole dish onto the kitchen table.
Cooper had never seen her mother blush before, but now she realized where she got the annoying response. Her mother’s face and neck were pink as she took the bouquet and the container. “What’s in here?” Maggie asked.
“This is my special lasagna. I’m not Italian, but I do know my way around ricotta and tomato sauce. I thought maybe you’d enjoy this for lunch.”
“Oh, my goodness. That is so sweet of you,” she gushed. “Imagine that. I have lasagna from a famous chef.”
“I’m not famous yet. Though not for lack of trying.” He offered a crooked smile. “But I will admit that it’s an excellent lasagna.”
Maggie put the casserole in the refrigerator before she opened the cupboard and pulled out a vase. She dusted off the crystal cylinder. “I can’t remember the last time someone brought me flowers.”
Cooper glanced around. “Where is everyone?”
“I sent your father into town with Grammy to find me clothespins. Do you know how hard it is to find them anymore? Why, it’s nearly impossible. They may be gone a good while.”
When she winked at Cooper, she mouthed her mother a thank-you.
“Chef Eason being here reminds me. Cooper, did I mention that I talked to that nice Detective Olson again?”
“No, Mama, you didn’t. I hope he didn’t upset you with all that talk about nuts in Magnolia’s Marvels.”
“Just the opposite.” Maggie waved a hand. “He assured me that it’s all going to be cleared up very soon.”
“Really?” Cooper stared at her mother, confused by the detective’s words.
“Oh, yes. Detective Olson said they expect the report on my treats next week, along with the autopsy report.” She shivered. “I don’t even want to think about that.”
“Did Detective Olson call you, Mama?”
“No, he stopped by, and we had a nice chat. He likes my iced lemon cookies.”
Cooper stared at her mother. “Did he say anything else?”
Maggie cocked her head, thinking. “Yes, he did mention that he’s fond of my soft ginger molasses cookies too. I sent him home with a plateful.”
“That’s all he wanted?”
“Like I said, we had a chat. Mostly about Mindy and you and the inn, though I really couldn’t help much. I’ve only been to the inn once or twice, and I’ve never met Loretta Atwood. Still, it was a very nice chat.”
Very nice. The man was flattering her mother, pumping her for information, and taking advantage of the Lee hospitality. The whole thing galled her.
“Mrs. Lee, I’m so sorry you’ve had to deal with this,” Jon said. “Mindy asked me to invite you and Mr. Lee to the inn for dinner soon.”
“Oh, it might take more than asking to convince Mr. Lee to get out of the house once he’s home.”
“Perhaps I can make dinner here.” Jon glanced around the small but tidy kitchen.
“In my little kitchen? Could you? I’ll admit, I’d love to see a real chef in action.”
“This kitchen is perfect,” he said. “Tell you what? You talk to Mr. Lee, and we’ll figure out a date for your dinner.”
“It must be Christmas, with all these presents, Chef Eason.” Maggie clapped her hands together. “I’m delighted.”
“Now, I have a question for you,” Jon said. “I’ve been trying to replicate your chocolate spice ball recipe, but I keep failing.” He paused. “I’ll admit that I’ve had more than my share of chocolate spice balls available at Atwood Inn. I’m enjoying them, but I can’t pinpoint all the flavors.”
Maggie smiled like the cat who swallowed the canary. “Tell me what spices you’re adding.”
Jon began to list everything in his recipe in detail. He stopped and looked expectantly at Cooper’s mama.
Maggie giggled like a schoolgirl. “You forgot two.”
“I did?”
“Orange juice and black pepper.”
“Pepper?” He frowned. “And orange juice?”
“They’re my secret ingredients. That recipe is now four generations old. You can’t tell anyone.”
“Never!” Jon mimicked zipping his lips.
“I’ll print you off a copy of the recipe.” She smiled. “I’m honored anyone would even try to replicate my cookies.”
“No, ma’am, I’m the one who’s honored.”
Cooper stared between her mother and Jon, surprised at the instant camaraderie. They kept talking as though she wasn’t in the room, and Cooper wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not, though it was nice to see her mother in her element, chatting with another baker. She couldn’t help but notice how right at home Jon looked in her family kitchen, leaning against the refrigerator and smiling as her mother explained how she had tweaked the family chocolate spice ball recipe. The whole situation had Cooper speechless.
“Sweetie, weren’t you going to show Chef Eason your greenhouse?” Mama asked.
“What?” Cooper blinked.
“The greenhouse?”
“Oh, yes. Yes.”
“By the time you’re done, I’ll have a batch of warm scones ready, and we can have a snack.”
“Thank you, Mama.” She turned to Jon. “This way.”
“I like your parents’ home,” he said as he followed her back along the path to the yard.
“You do?”
“Yeah, it reminds me of my folks.”
“It does?”
“Why do you sound so surprised? My folks are down-home people like yours.”
“I am surprised. My sister tells me that your brother is an attorney.” She glanced at him over her shoulder as she led the way. “And you’re a chef.”
“That’s because they taught us to go after our dreams, and we did. My parents always made us feel like we could do anything.” He paused. “I suspect your parents are the same.”
Cooper thought about his words. Both her mama and her daddy supported her, no matter what her dreams were. Even when she made mistakes, they never judged her. The thing was, she didn’t have any idea what her dreams were.
She frowned as she gnawed on that realization. Surely she wouldn’t spend her entire life at Make It Work! That was Mr. Farmer’s dream, not hers. She’d found that job through the temp agency. Their business kept the office equipment for hundreds of different companies in the area operating smoothly. Cooper was proud of the work she did, but it wasn’t a dream or even a career. It was simply a job. A job she did well, though it wasn’t even challenging anymore. Sure, she loved her coworkers, but did she want to spend the next thirty years fixing copiers or managing others who did?
When she stopped suddenly, Jon nearly ran into her.
“Oh, sorry. I should have signaled.” She pointed across the green lawn. “Back along that fence that separates our property from the woods, we have honeysuckle and sunflowers growing. By the end of summer, the sunflowers will be taller than me.”
“What’s beyond those woods?” Jon asked.
“Gum Creek.”
Jon nodded with appreciation. “What are those stakes for?” he asked.
“That’s for the tent. We’re going to have a wedding here in a few weeks. My friend Angela from work.” She sighed. “But I’ve got work to do in this yard first. It’s on my schedule for the three-day Fourth of July weekend.”
“This yard looks great. What do you need to do?”
“Oh, I’ll put a fresh coat of paint on the trellis that leads to the flower garden, and I’m going to tidy up the flagstone path. Plant more flowers. A few upgrades to make Angela’s day perfect.”
“Where is the flower garden?” Jon asked.
Cooper pointed to the back of the house. “It starts by that cherry tree. And that bed of coneflowers separates the flower garden from Daddy’s vegetable garden. Mama’s herb garden is to the left.”
As she kept moving in the direction of the greenhouse, a butterfly fluttered in a circle around her head and then behind her to flirt with Jon. Cooper laughed. “Pretty little thing, isn’t it? I used to be able to name them all, but I’m out of practice.”
“I’m familiar with the monarch and the eastern tiger swallowtail.”
“Very good. The swallowtail is the state insect,” Cooper said.
He nodded. “And your honeysuckle is their favorite.”
“I’m impressed,” Cooper admitted. “I took a class on how to attract butterflies over at the Lewis Ginter Botanical Garden. We’ve planted salvia and zinnia on the side of the house to keep them happy.”
Jon ducked as he entered the greenhouse. He was easily six feet tall and barely missed hitting his head on the doorframe on the way in.
The loamy scent of soil and plantings greeted them as they entered the humid space. Across the length of the left side the potting table was covered with stacks of terra-cotta planters. They would hold seeds when the winter garden was planted in August. The center table held mature plantings that were further along, including peppers, eggplant, and tomatoes, all very happy in the moist environment of the greenhouse.
“I’ve moved most of the vegetables outside now,” she said.
“I’m really jealous of this space,” Jon said. He stopped to examine a stack of gardening books.
“These are my birdhouses,” she announced as they reached the back of the greenhouse.
Strung across the wall were Cooper’s collection of birdhouses, all of them in various stages of completion. Several had already been painted with milk washes in rustic shades of blue, yellow, and red. “It’s pretty warm in the greenhouse during the day now, so I don’t work on them much in the summer unless I have a problem weighing on my mind. Then I might move one of my daddy’s worktables outside and work out here.
“These are amazing. So rustic.”
“Thank you,” she said, trying to see the birdhouses from his eyes. “They’re made with reclaimed lumber and thrift shop finds.”
“They’re unique, one of a kind. Have you sold many?”
“Oh, I mostly give them away. Every year I donate one to the Hope Street Winter Bazaar. They raise money for different youth mission trips.”
“That’s great, but you could be doing so much more.”
“What do you mean?”
“Cooper, you’re a talented artisan.” He shook his head. “Sometime I’ll take you down to the crafters festival. You should be attending a few and consigning these in local shops.”
“My birdhouses?”
“Sure. I’ve been telling Mindy forever that she should open a little gift shop at Atwood Inn. Those with the repurposed spoons and forks for perches would be perfect for the clientele she’s going to attract.”
“Do you think so?”
“Yes. Guests eat that stuff up.” He paused. “Your friend Savannah. She said she’s a folk artist. I bet she attends the craft shows and festivals in the area. Ask her.”
“Okay, I will.” She stared at the birdhouses. One of her favorites was a church birdhouse with a little cross on the steeple made from costume jewelry. “But I’m having a hard time believing that my birdhouses are good enough to sell in Atwood Inn.”
“Cooper, they are. You’re underestimating your talent. You’re an artist.”
“Me? I just play around with leftover stuff.”
“You repurpose. Not only are you a talented artist, but repurposing is very popular now.”
She stared at him for a moment, contemplating his words. There was a time when she thought maybe she’d try to sell her birdhouses. It didn’t take long for her to dismiss the idea as preposterous. “You really think so?”
“I know so.”
The idea burgeoned in her mind. Imagine making a little extra money from her birdhouses. Maybe she could even afford to pay off the rest of her credit card debt and start paying her parents rent for the apartment above the garage. That might mean that Daddy could finally stop putting off retirement. It would certainly go a long way toward their cruise or even helping Mama launch her business. Once Detective Olson crossed Magnolia’s Marvels off the suspect list, that is.
“Will you at least think about it?” he asked.
She nodded. “I will.”
In the distance, Columbus made his presence known. The hawk didn’t take kindly to being ignored when there was family out in the yard.
“What was that? It sounded close by.”
“That’s because it is close by. It’s Columbus, my grandmother’s hawk. He was rescued after someone shot him.”
“A hawk? Really? May I see him?”
“Sure. Follow me.”
Cooper led Jon to the aviary, where the red-tailed hawk was perched, his talons curled around the branch that stretched across his space. He gazed at them with his piercing yellow eyes.
“This is amazing,” Jon said. “Does he stay in the cage all the time?”
“Oh, no. Columbus takes short flights, but his wing is permanently damaged, so he’s happy to return home. Grammy or I let him out for a spin once or twice a day.” Cooper stuck her finger into the cage and stroked the feathers on top of Columbus’s head.
“We better head back to the house, Mama’s scones will be done by now,” Cooper said. At least she hoped they would be, because she wasn’t sure how she felt about spending so much time with Jon.
“Thank you for the tour of your yard and your greenhouse,” Jon said as he fell in step beside her on the flagstone path.
“And thank you for being so nice to my mama.”
“I wasn’t being nice. I like your mother.” He paused. “I like you too.”
Cooper inhaled sharply, willing herself not to blush. “I should tell you right up front, I’ve got a history of bad relationships.”
“I don’t believe that for a minute.”
“My first beau left me for another. The second left me for California.”
“That only means you haven’t met the right man. Besides, you’re getting ahead of yourself. I’m only suggesting we combine our love of gardening. You have an excellent history with dirt and plants. I trust that the rest will work itself out.”
Work itself out. She liked that idea. No stress, no pressure. Cooper couldn’t help but smile.
“One last thing, Cooper.”
“Yes?”
“Mindy wants to make it up to the group too. You didn’t get to finish your weekend at the inn. She has extended an open invitation for all of you to return to the inn. Maybe for an overnight stay or for lunch after church sometime.”
Cooper looked at him, daring to ask the question. “Do you go to church, Jon?”
“My mama would be appalled that you had to ask. Of course I do.” His eyes rounded in faux outrage.
Once again, he made her smile. “I’ll talk to the group, but as I recall, Atwood Inn doesn’t do lunch service.”
“This is a special circumstance, and I understand that famous chef Jon Eason will be preparing the meal.”
As they reached the back door, Cooper stopped and turned to Jon.
“I’m glad you came today.”
“Why, Cooper Lee, I do believe that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.” He reached around her for the door handle and held open the screen. “Now, let’s go eat scones. I’m so excited to have Magnolia’s Marvels fresh from the oven that I can hardly stand it.
Cooper chuckled as she led the way.



Chapter Nine
 
“I’ve been thinking about this salad all week,” Trish said.
Cooper looked at the green goddess salad that Trish had nearly finished, and then down at her bowl of macaroni and cheese. Healthy would have been a better choice, but it was too late now. Chasing the last noodle around her bowl before popping it into her mouth, Cooper did the math. She’d have to run an extra two times around the high school track to make up for all the cheese and butter in her lunch.
When Savannah sat down with a snickerdoodle cookie, Cooper noticed her paint-stained fingers. Then she remembered Jon’s comment.
“Savannah, do you attend many arts and craft events in the area?”
She turned to Cooper. “I sure do. As many as I can get to. Are you interested in attending?”
“I actually do a little crafting of my own, on the side. I thought I’d maybe check a few events out.”
Savannah’s eyes lit up. “Oh, Cooper, that’s wonderful. I had no idea you were a crafter, but I’m not surprised. You’re a detail person. What’s your area of specialty?”
“Um, well, I make birdhouses from reclaimed materials.”
“I’d like to see them sometime,” Savannah said.
Trish leaned close. “Me too. Maybe you can bring one to Bible study.”
“I guess maybe I could.” Was she ready for the group to see her birdhouses? When she donated them, she just dropped off the box and walked away.
“In the meantime, I’ll get you a list of local events. Most are juried, but that’s easy enough.”
“Juried?” Cooper asked.
“They ask you to send in a photo of your craft to determine if your product aligns with the craft event and to make sure there’s a variety of products.”
“That makes sense,” Cooper said.
“Everyone ready to get started?” Quinton asked as he wiped his mouth.
“Yes, let’s,” Savannah said. She looked around the circle of friends as she pulled a notebook out of her bag and placed in on the table they occupied in the corner of Panera. “Jake and I found some interesting information.”
“What’s that?” Trish asked.
“Dax Wilson was married to Alice Mayberry.”
“What?” Cooper looked up at Savannah’s words and then turned to Quinton. “They found out without any calories.”
“I’m okay with that,” Quinton said. “Because I’m still savoring that crème brulée with Madagascar vanilla beans.”
“What are you two talking about?” Bryant asked. He smacked his lips with satisfaction and pushed aside his empty soup bowl.
“Friday night, Cooper and I had dinner at the Richmond French Bistro, where Alice is now working. She goes by Wilson at her new kitchen. Alice admitted to us that Dax was her ex.”
“Crème brulée.” Bryant turned to Cooper with his brows raised. “Is that what you had too?”
“I had a vanilla-raspberry soufflé. Quinton had to roll me out of there at the end of the night.”
“So how did you two dig up that information on Alice and Dax?” Quinton asked.
“Mindy gave us the name of Dax’s last employer from his employment application,” Jake said. “That part was easy.”
“Wait, I’m confused. How did that connect you to Alice?” Cooper asked.
“It didn’t at first. We went to his address on file first. Nothing. The landlord said he took off with a woman two weeks ago, but he couldn’t describe her. Cleared out all of his stuff, as well,” Jake said. “Then we paid a visit to Dax’s old boss. He wasn’t very helpful until we mentioned we wanted to chat with Dax about a painting.”
Cooper’s mouth dropped open. “You mentioned the painting?”
“I thought it would stir the pot,” Jake explained.
“And it did.” Savannah leaned forward. “All of a sudden he was eager to talk and asked if we had reached out to his ex-wife, Alice. He also mentioned that Dax has a penchant for poker. Unfortunately, he’s not very good at poker, so we’re not the only ones looking for him.”
“A gambling debt. Now that’s interesting. It certainly provides motive. Any luck tracking him down?” Quinton asked.
“No. That’s where the trail ends,” Savannah said.
“Do you think Dax left town?” Trish asked. “Detective Olson was adamant that we should not leave the area.”
Savannah’s expression was thoughtful. “I’m guessing that wouldn’t stand in Dax’s way if he’s involved in Loretta’s murder or stealing the painting.”
Cooper frowned. “Out of curiosity, what was his last place of employment?”
“A pawn shop,” Jake said.
“The perfect place to fence a painting,” Cooper said.
“A Deveraux?” Bryant frowned. “Probably too high-brow for a pawn shop. But then again, I haven’t fenced any paintings lately, so what would I know?”
“What about Alice?” Savannah asked. “Find out anything useful? Could she be who Dax is with right now?”
“Maybe,” Quinton said. “Though she didn’t have a kind word to spare for him.”
“Alice did admit that she was working at the inn under duress,” Cooper added. “She didn’t want to be there or take over the kitchen. Her mother insisted. All indications point to Loretta somehow blackmailing her own daughter. Alice denied that notion. Except, a conversation that Quinton and I overheard at the inn contradicts that.”
Quinton nodded. “I agree. What we heard made it sound like Loretta had something on her daughter that was making Alice do her bidding.”
“We’re going to have to dig deeper if we want to find out what it is,” Cooper said.
“What about Chef Eason?” Trish asked.
“I spoke with him last evening. We had coffee and tiramisu at La Grotta Ristorante,” Quinton said. He looked at Cooper and winked. “The man had a lot to say about someone in our group.”
Cooper felt her face flush. Boy, would she have liked to be a fly on the wall for that meeting.
“You guys are killing me,” Bryant interjected. “All this talk of dessert.” He eyed the pastry case. “I’m going to need a chocolate croissant real soon.”
Quinton laughed. “I hear you.”
Trish gave Cooper a friendly elbow nudge. “We’re on the edge of our seats. What did you find out about our handsome chef friend, Quinton?”
“The guy is a boy scout. The only thing hiding in his closet is a trust fund. He has zero motive.”
“A trust fund?” Cooper said the words aloud, instantly annoyed. Public university type, he had claimed. In a pig’s eye. She felt like she’d been deceived and didn’t like it one bit. The information Quinton shared only made her realize that once again, she’d failed to be discerning when it came to men.
“Not a big trust fund,” Quinton continued. “But enough to clear him of any crime for financial gain.”
“Who’s left?” Savannah asked the question as she jotted down a few more notes.
“Tony Mancuso,” Trish said. “And he isn’t just the gardener. His daughter married Mindy’s mother’s cousin’s son.”
“I don’t even want to try to figure out the proper genealogy there,” Jake said.
“Second cousins,” Trish said. “Mindy and her mother’s cousin’s son share a set of grandparents.”
“If you say so,” Jake said. He emptied his coffee cup and set it aside.
“A bit of trivia, Tony’s daughter was married at the Atwood Inn. In the gardens. He’s been kept on as part of the original estate of Mindy’s mother when she passed five years ago. It was her family who owned the inn,” Trish said. “He has an annual salary and a nice pension.”
Cooper nodded. “Which he clearly deserves. The grounds are amazing.”
“Yes, but here’s the kicker,” Bryant said. “Loretta wanted him gone. She didn’t like anything associated with her deceased husband’s first wife. If she was successful in either getting him fired or making him leave, Tony would lose his pension. The man is a few years from retirement.”
“No love lost for Loretta there,” Quinton observed. “Did Tony say anything about the roses in Loretta’s car?”
“Tony admitted to putting them there, knowing it would annoy her,” Bryant said. “He was aware they would only cause irritation, not a deadly reaction. Detective Olson gave him a stern warning and a speech about being charged with malicious mischief.”
“Really, he could have been arrested for that?”
“Absolutely, with fines up to a thousand bucks. Olson declined to charge him.”
“I guess that keeps him on the suspect list until we find out more,” Quinton said to Bryant.
Savannah looked up from her notebook once more. “What about Helen Everett, the receptionist?”
Trish shook her head. “We haven’t found her yet. Her roommate said she moved out two weeks ago.”
“Two weeks?” Savannah asked. “Just like Dax.”
“Yeah,” Jake said. “Exactly two weeks ago, our vacation was interrupted. We were at the inn being interviewed by Detective Olson.”
“What are the odds that Helen and Dax both move out of their places about the same time? That’s way too big a coincidence,” Quinton said.
Trish glanced at her phone and her eyes rounded. “Oh, my. I have to get going. I’m supposed to pick up my daughter from ballet.”
“I have to be on my way as well,” Bryant said. His gaze scanned the table. “Looks like we all need to dig deeper if we want to find the real culprit and be able to cross Mindy Atwood and Maggie Lee off the list.”
Cooper nodded. She planned to dig deeper, and that included questions that needed answers from Jon Eason. She followed the group out the door. Savannah’s cane clicked on the asphalt as headed to Jake’s Mr. Faucet work van parked right in front of Panera. The Mr. Faucet van was hard to miss. It was painted sky blue with a shiny silver water faucet on each side. The slogan splashed across the side of the van read Get the drips outta your life.
“Jake, you have a flat tire,” Trish said.
“Well, that stinks.”
“Savannah, why don’t you wait in the restaurant while I change the tire? Nice and air-conditioned in there.”
“Nonsense, I’m not a fragile flower. I can hand you tools.”
He grinned. “That’s my gal!”
“Can we help?” Bryant asked.
“Nah, no big deal.” Jake flexed his biceps. “I’ve got this.”
Cooper crossed the pavement, and as she approached her own Jeep, she could see that she too had a flat tire. Hadn’t they just mentioned coincidences?
She called over to Quinton, a few car spots down. “Is your car okay?”
Quinton peered at his cream-colored vintage Caddy and sighed. “Flat tire. Looks like it’s a puncture.”
“My Audi, too,” Bryant called out. He glanced up at the parking lot lights. “Look, there are cameras. We need to find out who did this.”
“Trish, are you okay?” Cooper asked Trish, who had parked close by.
“Yes. But my Mercedes was hit as well.” She shook her head. “Whoever did this doesn’t know what they’ve unleashed. You do not mess with the mama of a bunhead.”
A shiver raced over Cooper, and she quickly assessed the cars and the few people in the parking lot. Was whoever did this watching them? And did they have enough bravado to deflate tires in broad daylight?
The group quickly congregated in a shady spot at the outdoor tables in front of Panera to confer.
“Who arrived first?” Quinton asked.
“I did,” Cooper said, raising a hand. “I dashed out of church as soon as the last song ended, so I could save a table for all of us.”
“That’s how the culprit found all of our vehicles. He . . . or she, had eyes on you in the restaurant, and we all showed up.”
“Someone followed me?” Cooper squeaked.
“That’s my guess,” Quinton said.
“Someone who recognizes all of us from the Atwood Inn,” Trish added.
“That someone is sending us a message,” Bryant said.
“I’d say it’s a cowardly message,” Savannah replied. There was a fierce expression on her face. “To do evil is like sport to a fool.” She looked at them. “Our study this morning. Remember? Proverbs 10:23. Whoever did this finds pleasure in wicked schemes.”
Cooper gasped. “Jon told me that Dax was a practical jokester.”
“If this was him, he’s crossed the line. This isn’t funny,” Trish said.
“We all need to be very careful from this point on,” Quinton said. “I have no doubt this was simply a malicious prank to get us all nervous. But it worked.”
“Should we call the police?”
“Yes. Let’s give Detective Olson a call. Maybe they can identify the perpetrator from the parking lot security cameras.”
“I’m going to call Triple-A,” Trish said.
Jake turned to her. “I’ll change your tire, Trish.”
“Nonsense, there are too many tires here to change. That’s why my dear husband invested in a top-of-the-line road service. Which reminds me, I better call Phil and tell him he has ballet duty.” She stepped away with her phone to her ear.
Cooper frowned as she considered the implications of today’s attack on the group. Quinton was right. Now they’d have to look over their shoulders and be very careful. But what about her mother? Had she inadvertently put Maggie in danger as well? Cooper grimaced, praying that she was wrong.
 
• • •
 
“Frank will be here any minute,” Grammy announced. She zipped up her purple jogging suit as she entered the kitchen.
“Don’t you look nice, Grammy,” Cooper commented. Her grandmother’s Sunday jogging suit was always purple, but this one was a bit fancier than her usual outfits.
“Thank you, Granddaughter. This was a Christmas present from Earl and Maggie, if you recall. This shade is called cabernet.” She did a little twirl to show off the pretty embroidery on the sleeves before she opened the refrigerator and pulled out a plastic container of fried chicken.
Cooper stared in disbelief as her grandmother put the entire container of chicken in a wicker picnic basket, along with a container of potato salad and half the apple pie left over from dessert last night.
“I guess Frank is a big eater,” Cooper finally said.
“Naw, most of that is for me.” She grinned and pulled the ice packs from the freezer. “We’ve got a long day planned. I need my sustenance.”
“Are you going to watch the fireworks, Grammy?” Maggie asked as she removed warm gingersnaps from a cookie sheet.
“You betcha. Car show, concert in the park, and then fireworks.”
“You and Frank certainly are getting along very well, aren’t you?” Cooper asked.
Grammy turned slowly and pointed a bottle of orange soda at Cooper. “Don’t be getting any ideas.”
“I’m just saying.”
“It’s not what you’re saying,” she said. “It’s what you ain’t.”
“You two have been dating, what? A year now?” Cooper asked. She flipped the pages of the gardening catalog slowly, stopping to examine glossy pictures of hanging flower baskets.
From across the table Earl lowered his newspaper and watched the exchange, his lips twitching.
“Why is it you young ’uns need to put a label on everything? We’re just two people going to do the same thing at the same time. Date!” Grammy practically spat the word. “You’d do better with your relationships if you stopped worrying about tomorrow and focused on today.”
Cooper laughed, but she could see the simple wisdom in her grandmother’s statement, though she wasn’t ready to admit that. After all the times Grammy had given her grief about her love life, she figured today was as good as any for a little good-natured chiding.
“So it’s not a date,” Cooper said.
“Oh, my stars. People my age don’t date. They’re too busy taking another breath. I’m grateful to the good Lord each day to find my name isn’t in the Richmond Times-Dispatch obituaries.”
“Why don’t you bring Frank over for dinner sometime, Grammy?” Cooper asked.
“Because my nosy granddaughter might scare him away, that’s why.”
“Cooper, what are you doing, getting Grammy all stirred up?” Maggie asked. Her eyes sparkled as she observed the mischief.
“I’m simply trying to find out Frank’s intentions with my dearly beloved grandmother.”
Grammy started laughing. “Now that is the funniest thing I ever heard.”
“Cooper, your father and I are headed to the car show too,” her mother said. She untied her apron. “Are you sure you don’t mind being alone on the holiday?”
“No way. I have half a dozen flats of flowers in the back of my Jeep ready to plant, and a dozen chores to do to get ready for Angela’s wedding.”
“That reminds me. We got our invitation to the wedding. I’m so excited. Imagine a wedding in our yard.” Maggie smiled. “Is the reception still going to be at Atwood Inn?”
“Yes. They have a lovely banquet room. Ashley reserved it weeks ago, before we even knew we’d be right in the middle of an investigation.”
“It’s not going to be a problem?”
“Not according to Ashley and Mindy.”
“I’ll be excited to see the inn then. I only dropped off Magnolia’s Marvels at the delivery door. Maybe I can see the gardens.”
“I’ll show you around, Mama.”
An hour later, Cooper went outside to wave goodbye to her parents as they took off for the afternoon. Cooper sat on a wooden glider in the side yard and enjoyed the warm sunshine on her face as she planned her afternoon. The air was warm with a slight breeze that moved the wind chimes hanging from the oak tree, creating a tinkling accompaniment to the sounds of Mother Nature all around her. The hummingbirds were out this morning, sipping nectar from the bright red salvia before darting away. Days like this made her reluctant to leave home. Everything she needed and wanted was here.
For a moment, her thoughts drifted to the awful prank at Panera yesterday. She’d been so upset by the whole thing that she’d driven in circles before heading home, hoping to lose whoever might be following her. She had vowed that she’d get to the bottom of the situation, if only so she could sleep at night.
A few minutes later, Frank pulled up in his Caprice with the top down and gave a musical toot of the horn for Grammy. Today he looked even more dapper than usual in a straw Fedora and sunglasses. With his white beard and mustache, she had to admit that Grammy’s beau was a very handsome gentleman.
When Frank spotted Cooper, he offered a tip of his hat. “Hello, Miss Cooper. Any big plans for the holiday?”
“If dead-heading marigolds is big plans, I’ll be knee-deep in the fun,” she said.
Frank offered a deep and full laugh. A moment later, Grammy came out the door lugging the picnic basket in her skinny arms.
Cooper jumped up from the swing. “Grammy, let me help you with that.” She took the basket and nearly stumbled. “Goodness, do you have Little Boy in here too?”
“Very funny, Granddaughter. It’s a little snack for us old folks.”
Frank opened the trunk of the Caprice and took the basket easily. “Thank you, Miss Cooper.”
“Are you sure you two aren’t taking a road trip?” Cooper asked. “That basket has enough food for a week.”
“For a little thing, your grandmother can pack it away,” Frank murmured for her ears only. “It’s not good for her to go too long without eating. Low blood sugar breeds contrariness.”
Cooper nearly laughed out loud. Frank sure knew her grandmother well.
“Let’s get this show on the road,” Grammy called from the passenger seat. She tied a purple scarf around her hair and slipped on her oversized tortoiseshell sunglasses. “Tootle-loo, Granddaughter. Don’t wait up for me.”
Cooper waved as the car pulled away. A minute or two after they disappeared from sight, a familiar dark sedan pulled into the Lee driveway. Jon Eason.
When he got out of the car and smiled, Cooper resisted the urge to give in and smile back. Instead, she crossed her arms, watching as he approached.
“Should I have called first?” he asked with a frown. “You said you’d be working on the yard today, and I thought I could help.”
“Is that so?” The man could have helped a long time ago if he’d been honest with her. He was a blue blood, like Lincoln Love, and while she often envied her sister’s charmed, upper-crust life in her castle, she was happy with her life among the peasants.
“I am definitely sensing a problem.” Jon reached into the car, pulled out a container and placed it on the roof of the sedan. When he straightened and faced her, a lock of caramel hair fell over his forehead, nearly distracting her. “I brought cookies,” he said.
“That won’t help you out of this fix,” Cooper said.
“Maybe you should tell me what I did,” he countered.
“Do you, or do you not, have a trust fund?”
“Oh, that. I guess you’ve been comparing notes with Quinton.”
“I thought you said you were a regular guy.”
“I am a regular guy.”
“I don’t know any regular guys with trust funds.” She didn’t know any guys like him period. But that was another matter.
“Now you do. My grandmother left me a small amount of money, and I created an organization that provides scholarships for high school students who want to become professional chefs.”
Rich and altruistic. Cooper sighed. Quinton was right. Jon was a boy scout, which made him nearly irresistible.
He leaned against the sedan and crossed his arms as well. “Are you telling me you’re only my friend because you thought I was penniless?”
“No, but that would be helpful,” she admitted.
He laughed. “Would it help if I gave away my extensive collection of Beatles memorabilia?”
“What? No! You never said you were a Beatles fan.”
“Excuse me. The last time I was here, my shirt said it all.”
Jon was a collector? She recalled that her former fiancé, Nathan, had a Star Wars collection. Two guys in her life with collections. Maybe it was a guy thing. She sure hoped that was the case instead of having some deep-seated psychological meaning about her that would require years of therapy.
Did her daddy collect things? Earl did have all those vintage license plates from the fifty states tacked to the wall in the garage. Immediately, she felt better. It was them, not her.
“You okay, Coop? You seem to be thinking hard. Do you want me to leave?”
“Leave? I’m not even sure why you’re here.”
“You said you were doing wedding prep today. I’m here to assist. Point me in the right direction, and I’ll get to work.”
“On the Fourth of July, you came out to the Lee house to help me with chores?”
“I had high hopes that it meant digging in the dirt.”
Cooper stared at him, and this time didn’t hold back her smile. She weighed her options. Handsome chef who has been cleared from the suspect list brings cookies and asks to help with her chores. What was she waiting for?
“The back of the Jeep. Flats of petunias. They go along the side of the house. But first, you’ll have to paint the trellis.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He handed her the container of cookies. “Where’s your paintbrushes and paint?”
Cooper led the way to the garage. She placed the container on the ground before she grabbed the handle and yanked up the door. It slid open smoothly on its tracks. Inside the space was her father’s tool shed and mechanics bay.
“Nice license plates.” Awe laced Jon’s voice as he examined the walls covered with license plates. Some were pristine, some rusty and aged. Together, they provided a pictorial history of America’s fifty states.
“That’s my father’s collection.”
“He’s got a little bit of everything in this garage, doesn’t he?” Jon pointed to a wrapped-up cord on the wall with what her father referred to as carabiners. “Does your father rappel?”
“Earl? No way. He uses those for climbing up in trees for pruning. Some of our trees near the back of the property are huge.” She looked at him. “Do you rappel?”
“Yeah. I taught classes in college for a little side income.” Jon nodded toward the covered vehicle on the left side of the double garage.
“Satin tarp. Must be something special under there.”
“Take a look.”
He lifted the material and inhaled sharply when the blue metallic muscle car with white SS stripes was revealed. “That’s a ’71 Chevy Malibu.”
“Sure is. My daddy’s pride and joy.”
“Does it run?”
“Depends on the day of the week. I’d show you under the hood, but Earl takes so much pride in the engine, I don’t want to steal his thunder. You’ll have to ask him about his baby. But be prepared, he’ll talk your ear off.”
“I’d like that,” Jon said.
Yes, she could see Jon and Earl getting along, the same way he got along with her mother. Then she pushed the idea away. No sense getting silly thoughts about the guy. He was here to dig in the dirt, that’s all, and she’d let him.
As he headed out to her Jeep, Cooper brought the cookies inside. She nearly tripped over Popeye on her way into the kitchen.
“Sorry, baby. These definitely aren’t for you.”
She pulled back the lid to peek inside and found giant M&M cookies, lightly browned with generous amounts of candy. No doubt, chewy and delicious. Cooper hid them on top of the refrigerator for safekeeping.
Back outside, she grabbed her gardening gloves. Time for weed pulling.
When Jon passed her with a flat of flowers as she knelt in the flower beds, he nodded toward the driveway. “Mind if I ask what happened to your tire? I noticed you have a donut on your vehicle.”
“Oh, my spare. Yes, we had some trouble yesterday at Panera. Today’s a holiday, so I figured I’d get my tire repaired tomorrow after work.”
“Wait a minute.” He shifted the flat of flowers to his other hand. “Who had trouble at Panera?”
“The Sunrise Bible Study.” She explained what happened in condensed form.
“That’s serious stuff. Have you heard back from Detective Olson yet?”
“No, and I don’t expect to right away. It’s a holiday weekend.”
“I don’t like the sound of this at all. It all adds up to the type of scheme that Dax would pull.”
“Dax,” she repeated the name. It did occur to her that the prankster could have been him.
“Once, during a safety training session for the staff at Atwood Inn, one of the male housekeepers made a joking comment to Dax that challenged his virility. The next day, the guy found a snake waiting for him in his car. It wasn’t lethal or anything, but it gave Dax a good laugh when the fella screamed for help.”
“That’s so rude.”
“I agree. But if you were checking into my background and Alice’s, then I take it you checked into his. It probably got back to him. I’m guessing that set him off.”
“Why? I mean, if he doesn’t have anything to hide.”
“You tell me. The thing is, someone stole that painting and somehow orchestrated Loretta’s allergic reaction. Dax has to be leading the pack of suspects for Detective Olson right now.”
“Those are my thoughts too, but who knows. A week ago, I would have bet that Alice took that title, now I’m not convinced she’s guilty of anything but a sour personality and bad life choices.”
“Promise me one thing, Cooper,” Jon said.
“What’s that?”
“Be careful. Neither of us knows Dax Wilson well enough to know what he’ll do if he’s pushed against the wall, and I don’t want you to risk yourself finding out.”
“I’ll be careful.” Cooper was touched by his concern for her well-being.
“Thank you,” he said. “Now, I better get to work. My boss is a tough taskmaster.”
“Not that tough. I happen to know that she’s very appreciative of your help, and has ham, butter beans, and cornbread muffins in the house for break time.”
“I like the sound of that.”
Cooper smiled. She did too, and that was worrisome, because she didn’t want to get too accustomed to having Jon Eason around.



Chapter Ten
 
“Miss Lee.”
Cooper looked up, nearly knocking her empty coffee cup off the outdoor table at Lamplighter when she recognized Detective Olson.
Making the save, he caught the cup and placed it upright on the table. “Careful there.”
“How did you know I was here?” Cooper asked.
“I’m a detective. I detect.” He gestured to the chair across from her. “May I sit down?”
Still slightly stunned, Cooper nodded. She hadn’t told anyone she was going to Lamplighter for her lunch break today. Had Detective Olson followed her? Had he followed her because he thought the person who followed her to Panera on Sunday was following her? Was she bait?
More than likely, her imagination had gotten away from her.
Cooper quickly scanned the outdoor seating area and the parking lot. She’d parked where she could keep an eye on her Jeep. Repairing the Cherokee’s tire was an unexpected hit to her budget that she couldn’t afford to repeat. She was going to have to start being much more attentive to what was going on around her, or she might end up like Loretta Atwood.
“How may I help you, Detective?” Cooper finally asked. She looked at the redheaded law enforcement officer, who despite the warm and humid summer day wore a suit jacket and tie.
“Obviously, you can help me by keeping your nose out of the Atwood investigation. But after reading over past case files and notes from Inspector McNamara, I am resigned to that not happening.”
Cooper didn’t know what to say to that. She was a terrible liar, so she didn’t dare try to deny that they were investigating. If she did, her face would probably turn red, a certain tell, as Quinton said.
“I’m sorry, Detective. I’m not sure I understand.”
“Ms. Lee, your mother has been cleared of all involvement in the Loretta Atwood case.”
“That’s the best news I’ve heard since this whole mess started.” Relief washed over Cooper. Magnolia’s Marvels was saved, and she wouldn’t have to bake a cake with a file in it to get Mama out of jail. “Does she know?”
“Yes. I called a short time ago when the autopsy results came back.”
“You have the results of the autopsy? That was fast. I thought it usually takes at least thirty days. What did the medical examiner determine?”
“Mindy Atwood’s ex-husband is a deputy city attorney for the City of Richmond and requested that the autopsy be expedited.”
“Why would Mindy’s ex do that?”
“I’m sure he wants this case closed as soon as possible, to keep himself distanced from Mindy Atwood. It wouldn’t look good to have his ex-wife accused of murder when Mr. Eason hopes to move up the political chain of command.”
“What about the autopsy results? Can’t you even give me a hint?”
“Ma’am, I’m a law enforcement officer. I don’t give hints. Those results are not public information, and they are only available to next of kin upon request.”
“Detective, can’t we bypass the middleman? Mindy will certainly request the results.”
He stared at her for a moment and then shook his head slowly. “Mrs. Atwood lost control of her vehicle due to anaphylactic shock, which agrees with the preliminary medical examiner’s report. That’s really all we have right now.”
“But I thought you said Mama was cleared.”
“She was. I can unequivocally state that Magnolia’s Marvels were not involved in the death of Loretta Atwood.”
“I’m not following, Detective. I thought she had an allergic reaction.”
“That’s correct.” He put his arms on the table and eyed her. “The allergen was in the lipstick on the deceased’s lips at the time of death.”
Considering he didn’t give hints, this information sure packed a wallop. Cooper leaned back in her chair, surprised, and trying to wrap her head around it.
“How did that happen?” she finally asked.
“Do you watch television, Ms. Lee? I imagine you follow some of those detective shows. I’m told one that recently aired featured a bad guy who ground up nuts into a fine powder and put them in lipstick.” He paused. “Might have given someone an idea. Don’t you think?”
Cooper nodded. He was right. She did watch those detective shows, and now that he mentioned it, she recalled that particular episode. She also remembered the expensive lipstick that Loretta favored. The one in the black tube with a gold logo. The same one that both Ashley and Mindy used. Cooper let that sink in for a moment and met the detective’s gaze once again.
“Didn’t Loretta Atwood carry an EpiPen?” Cooper asked.
“Both her daughter and stepdaughter agree that she did, however, it has not been recovered.”
“So . . . on this television show, how did they prove the nuts were in the lipstick?”
“The lipstick canister and its contents were analyzed and then processed for DNA and fingerprints by the clever and handsome detective.”
Her lips twitched. “In the real world, how long would that take?”
He shrugged. “It always depends on the caseload at the medical examiner’s office at any given time, but given the encouragement of Deputy City Attorney Eason, I feel confident the results will be processed with due haste.”
Cooper nodded her head, still thinking. How many at the inn had access to Loretta’s lipstick on the night she died? Not many. Then there was the nasty fact that grinding up nuts and switching out canisters showed premeditation. Premeditation to do what, though? Loretta losing control of a vehicle wasn’t something the person responsible could have planned.
She was sure Detective Olson came to the same conclusions.
“Oh, and Ms. Lee, I do have other news. The security footage from the parking lot where your Bible study members’ cars were vandalized has been reviewed.”
She looked up, excited at his words. “Sir?”
“It was a woman. That’s all we’re certain of. She wore a hoodie. Nothing unusual about her mannerisms or her gait. Approximately five feet four to five inches tall. Petite build.”
A woman? Not Dax Wilson. And that description ruled out Alice, but not Helen.
“The woman carried what appears to be consistent with an ice pick in her left hand.”
“An ice pick!” Cooper couldn’t hold back her surprise.
An ice pick in the hands of a lefty. She couldn’t recall if Helen was left-handed, but the image of the timid receptionist wielding an ice pick seemed preposterous.
Detective Olson looked at her. He opened his mouth to speak and hesitated. “Be very careful, Ms. Lee. Someone who would wield an ice pick in daylight is a very confident individual and a very dangerous one as well.”
“Yes, sir.”
He pulled a card from his pocket. “I don’t believe I gave you this. My cell phone is on there. Call me anytime. Since I can’t convince you and your group to leave the investigating to me, I’d appreciate it if you’d let me know if you stumble onto anything I should know.”
Cooper nodded numbly as the detective left.
Why had he taken the time to track her down to share information on the case? A case he wanted her to keep her nose out of, in his words. When she called Quinton, she asked him just that.
“I think it’s exactly why. He figures we aren’t going to stay out of it, as evidenced by the last five cases we happened to be involved in. Through no fault of our own, I might add. So he may as well keep us in the loop. It’s definitely a different approach than McNamara’s, that’s for sure.”
“I’ll say,” Cooper said.
“You have to admit, Coop, our track record is pretty good. We’ve stayed within the law and used logic, common sense, and determination to solve these cases.”
“You’re right, Quinton. Though I have to believe there was a little more than that going for us, like divine inspiration.”
He chuckled. “We could use a little divine inspiration on this case.”
“Quinton, my mother and Magnolia’s Marvels have been cleared. Do you think we should drop the case? I don’t want to put the Sunrise Bible Study at risk unnecessarily.”
“We’re in this together, Coop, and we made a commitment to Mindy. No one will want to walk away. We want the case solved, and Atwood Inn to open on schedule. Think what this means to Magnolia’s Marvels. I might be able to buy them at my grocery store instead of begging you to bring them to Bible study.”
Cooper laughed. “I’d like that too. Thanks for that, Quinton.”
“Following up on Alice might pop things wide open. Let’s find out what a normal day looks like for her when she’s not on the clock.”
“Are you talking about a stakeout?” Visions of an old movie her parents owned on VHS came to mind. The Lees were the only family she knew who still watched movies on a VCR. Earl always said if it ain’t broke, why buy a new gadget? He claimed that it took him ten years to figure out the remote for that machine, and he didn’t have ten years to learn something new. Besides, they preferred old movies.
“Yes, a stakeout. Sometimes it’s plain old-fashioned gumshoeing that gets the job done.”
“I’m all in. When?”
“Saturday. I called the Richmond French Bistro and told them I wanted to be sure to make reservations when Chef Wilson was in the kitchen. They told me that she’s off on Saturdays and they’re closed on Mondays. The bank likes me at my desk on Mondays, so what about this Saturday? I’m going to check out Steak Haven tonight after work.”
“Steak Haven. That was her last kitchen?”
“Yes, not exactly gourmet cooking.”
“Interesting.”
“Even more so since Helen worked there when Alice did.”
“How did you find that out?” Cooper asked.
“I took a page from Savannah and Jake and had Mindy fax me Dax, Mindy and Helen’s job applications. Then I cross-referenced them, looking for any overlaps.”
“Brilliant, Quinton.” Cooper mentally went through the information they had. “Dax was married to Alice, and Alice and Helen worked together. I don’t get it. We have the facts, but not enough of them to determine what it all means.”
“And how does Loretta figure into the middle of these clues?” Quinton added.
“This is like putting together a jigsaw puzzle when the dog ate a few pieces,” Cooper said.
“Excellent analogy. We’ll have plenty of time on our stakeout to try to figure out what’s going on.”
“Your car or mine?” she asked.
“Neither. A red Jeep Cherokee and a cream-colored Caddy aren’t exactly vehicles that blend in. “Let me borrow a sedan from my uncle’s used car lot.”
“Your uncle sells used cars?”
“Marty’s Used Cars.”
“Marty Silvester is your uncle? The guy with those outlandish television commercials? I’ve been watching his commercials since I was in elementary school. I love that guy. Some evenings, his commercials are the best thing on TV.”
“That’s Uncle Marty. Eighty-six years old, and he still runs the showroom.” Quinton chuckled. “I’ll pick you up on Saturday morning.”
“Should we bring snacks?” Cooper asked. “Stakeout food?”
“I’ll handle that. You’re in charge of coffee.”
“Got it, and I better make a few phone calls and update the rest of the group.” Cooper kept thinking about that ice pick. “This is serious stuff, and everyone needs to be very careful.”
 
• • •
 
After lunch, Cooper pulled open the glass door at Make It Work! still thinking about her odd meeting with Detective Olson. At the reception desk, Angela was nearly hidden behind an enormous bouquet of salmon-colored roses. The shade of their petals ranged from palest coral to almost orange. The bride-to-be was on the phone, yet waved at Cooper to come closer.
A moment later, she yanked off her headset with a dramatic sigh. “Oh, my goodness. I thought I’d never get off the phone. That was the beast. Beatrice, Mr. Farmer’s sister. I’m married to her brother, and she still tries to micromanage our life.”
Cooper recalled how Beatrice had done everything she could to keep the lovers apart. True love, however, ran its course despite her machinations. “What now?”
“What not, you mean. She’s given me a hard time about everything from the date of the wedding to the food at the reception.”
“Direct her to your wedding planner. Ashley can handle Mrs. Farmer.”
“Oh, no. I could never do that to your sister. She doesn’t deserve that. Mona will be here soon. She’ll take care of Beatrice.” Angela giggled. “Mona is a little dynamo. She’s always been like my personal bodyguard.”
“I can’t wait to meet her.”
“Oh, you’ll like Mona. She’s the exact opposite of me.”
“What does that mean?”
“Mona is tall, slim, confident, tailored and classy. I’m short, round, frilly and campy.”
“Angela, you’re a confident and classy woman too.”
Angela smiled. “Oh, Coop, you’re so sweet. I am what I am, and I’m nothing like Mona. You wait and see.”
“How do you know Mona?”
“She and I went to the same schools growing up. Mona sort of took me under her wing. I was the odd girl out growing up and got bullied a lot back then. But never when Mona was around. One look from Mona and the bullies scurried like mice. We have a lifelong friendship forged in steel.”
Cooper cocked her head and looked at Angela. She was sad to hear that such a sweet person was bullied growing up.
“What does Mona do for a living?” Cooper asked.
“Mona works for a museum. She’s an assistant curator at an art museum in Charlotte.”
“I don’t even know what that means.”
Angela shrugged. “Neither do I. But it must be important. She flies all over the world for her job.” She looked up at the clock. “I’d better run. Her plane arrives in an hour.”
“If you’re busy, I’d be happy to pick Mona up for you. Part of the maid of honor special.”
“You’ve done enough already. Besides, I have to pick up Betty Boop at the groomers on the way.”
“How is Betty?”
“As sweet as can be. I bought her a little white tulle dress for the wedding. The groomer will paint her nails too. Organic paint, of course. She’s so excited.”
“Betty is coming to the wedding?” Cooper tried to imagine the Yorkshire terrier in tulle with a tiara on her head and nearly burst out laughing.
“Of course. She’s my baby girl. What mama leaves her daughter home on her wedding day?”
Cooper thought about Loretta and Alice. Some mamas did just that.
Angela put away her headset and locked up her desk. “I heard about all the work you’ve done preparing your yard and painting trellises and all. I have to say, Coop, you’ve been the best maid of honor ever.”
“It was all Ashley. She loves planning, and in her first trimester of pregnancy she’s always full of energy. I only hope they don’t put her on bedrest her last trimester. That nearly did her in last time. It’s like trying to tame a tornado.”
“That certainly describes your sister. You, too, for that matter. The Lee girls are both dynamos!” She pulled out a compact mirror, generously reapplied her lipstick, and smacked her lips.
“Angela, the reservations are all set for our spa day, but are you sure that’s where you want your bachelorette party?”
“Absolutely. I may be a bride on the outside, but inside I’m an old married woman. I don’t want to go clubbing. I’ve got my man, and I’m happy. A spa day with the girls sounds heavenly.”
“Okay. Then spa day it is. I invited Mr. Farmer’s sister, though she hasn’t RSVP’d.”
“I’ll fall over in a faint if she shows up, but now she can’t say she wasn’t included.”
The front door opened as one of Ben’s Document Security employees returned from lunch. The air movement sent a waft of delightful rose scent to Cooper’s nose.
“Wow, those roses smell wonderful.”
“Don’t they? They’re a gift from Mr. Farmer. Today’s the anniversary of the day we met. When I first came to work for him.”
“Really?”
“Uh-huh.” She paused from closing down her computer and smiled. “I remember it like it was yesterday. Mr. Farmer took the entire staff—although, then there were only three of us—to lunch to celebrate signing a big client. We went to Casa Grande. My gaze connected with his across the table, and I knew. I didn’t know it would take seven years for him to figure it out, but they say men are slower in that department than women.”
“Still, that is so romantic.”
“How are things coming along with that yummy chef? I hear he has the hots for you.”
Cooper blinked with surprise at her words. “How did you know about Jon?”
“Oh, I think Ashley might have mentioned it because your mama told her about him coming by and then coming by a second time, only to be put to work in the yard. That’s a sign of a real man. Willing to get his hands dirty for a woman.”
“I . . . Jon and I are friends.”
Angela laughed. “Oh, Cooper, you’re so cute.” She scooped her purse up from the floor and grabbed her car keys from the desk. “See you later.”
The moment Angela sashayed out the front door, her four-inch heels clicking on the linoleum, Mr. Farmer stepped out of his office. He glanced around. “Is she gone?”
“Angela?”
He nodded.
“Yes, she’s off to pick up Betty Boop and Mona Lister in that order.”
“I need your help, Cooper.” Mr. Farmer swiped a hand across his forward, pushing back his salt-and-pepper hair onto his balding head.
“Yes, sir. How can I help?”
“We’ve got to find the perfect wedding present for Angela.”
“We?” Cooper grimaced. Angela’s ring finger sported two platinum bands—one plain and the other a three-carat diamond. Wasn’t that present enough?
“Yes. You know Angela better than anyone.”
“You’re her husband, sir.”
“Cooper, I still haven’t figured out how a guy like me landed a gal like Angela.” His eyes pleaded with her. “I need help.”
Cooper swallowed. Now she had the responsibility for her boss’s marriage in her hands. Maybe now would be a good time to ask for a raise.
“I’m not good at this, and I don’t want my Angela do be disappointed,” Mr. Farmer continued. “See if you can find out what she’d like.”
“Okay, Mr. Farmer. I’ll do my best.”
Mr. Farmer smiled, his pudgy features brightening at her words. “Thanks, Cooper. I knew I could count on you. Remember, we’re getting married again in two weeks.”
“Yes, sir.” She headed to her office, plopped into her chair, and reached for her cell phone. It only took one ring for Ashley to answer.
“I was just going to call you,” her sister said. “We have a serious problem.”
“No. I don’t need any more problems, Ashley. Don’t even tell me right now. I don’t want to know.”
“You’re going to have to deal with it eventually.”
Cooper picked up her coffee mug and downed the cold remains from this morning. “Fine, what is it?”
“Angela wants her dog in the wedding. Her dog. In a wedding.”
“Oh, that. She already told me. Betty Boop is very well behaved.”
“That doesn’t change the fact that Betty Boop is a dog, Cooper.”
“It’s her wedding, and Ashley, in the scheme of things, does a dog really matter?”
“Cooper, I don’t think you understand. I’ve invited Richmond Bride Magazine to the wedding. They’re bringing a photographer and billing this as a country wedding. My reputation is on the line.”
“Richmond Bride Magazine? Why would you do that? A country wedding? This is a small ceremony held in Mama and Daddy’s backyard.”
“Mama and Daddy live in the country. Therefore it’s a country wedding.” She sniffed loudly, a sure sign that Ashley was on a roll and her hackles were up. “You’re the one who said I was good at this. I thought this wedding might be good for my portfolio.”
“What portfolio?” Cooper sputtered. “You said you’d think about my idea, and you definitely deferred until after little junior was born.”
“I reconsidered.”
Cooper bit back a snarky retort. Why was it that eventually everything always boiled down to Ashley and her highfalutin lifestyle? This was Angela’s wedding, not Ashley’s career launch.
“Aren’t you going to say something, Cooper?”
“I’m trying to figure out who stole Mindy’s painting and murdered her stepmother. Trust me, a terrier in tulle is not as important as you might believe at this moment. Besides, you’re supposed to relax. Do you want your doctor to put you on bed rest again?”
“No. However, that doesn’t help my current situation. I don’t know if I should offer the wedding guests birdseed to toss at the happy couple or maybe put a dog waste station in the backyard.” She paused. “You don’t suppose guests will bring their dogs, do you?”
“Betty Boop is the only four-legged animal attending the wedding. Try to remember that this is Angela’s big day.”
“Fine.” She paused. “What did you need, Cooper?”
“Mr. Farmer wants me to find a wedding present for Angela. I don’t know what to suggest. Can you help me out?”
“What’s our budget?” Ashley asked.
“Mr. Farmer spares nothing for his Angela.”
“Oh! That’s what I like to hear. Let me get back to you. In the meantime, try to convince Angela that the pooch should stay home.”
“That’s not going to happen. Betty Boop is to Angela what your Hannah is to you.”
When Ashley sighed, remorse hit Cooper. Ashley was only being Ashley and she was doing all the planning on the wedding as a favor to her.
“How are you doing, Ash?” she inquired gently.
“Ugh. Don’t ask. Mindy asked me to go to her stepmother’s funeral with her Friday morning. How could I say no? I am not looking forward to this.”
“Does anyone look forward to a funeral?”
“No, but this is especially dreadful.”
Ashley was right, yet the mention of the funeral sparked an idea. “Could you do me a favor, and take notes on who attends the service?”
“Are you asking me to go undercover at a funeral? Cooper, that is so inappropriate.”
Cooper laughed. “Yes. I guess that is what I’m asking.”
“Why can’t you?”
“Ash, I have a full-time job, and I’m working on the wedding, along with looking into Mindy’s situation. Just keep your eye out. Use your phone and take a picture of the guest book.”
“All right. I’ll try, but this is very distasteful.”
“I agree.” She disconnected the call with Ashley in time to see another call come through.
Jon Eason. Not a good day to talk to the man whose mere presence confused her. Cooper let the call go to voice mail.
When she looked up, Josh and Bobby filled the doorway of her office. She glanced at the clock on her phone. “You’re just getting back from lunch?”
“Don’t we wish?” Bobby said. “Josh’s vehicle died. I had to pick him up, and we both went to his last appointment of the morning. That appointment went long, but we figured out the problem and left the customer satisfied.”
“Way to go. Are you two going to take a lunch break now?” she asked.
“We can’t. We both have afternoon jobs in about ten minutes.”
“You have to take a lunch break. That’s the law.” Cooper pulled up the repair schedule on her computer. “Josh, we can easily move the Copy Master appointment to next week. I’ll call and reschedule. It’s only routine maintenance.”
“What about that Busy Hands Daycare?” Bobby asked. “They sent an SOS this morning for their color copier.”
“I’ll take that. You two grab lunch. Josh, take the delivery van for the rest of today’s appointments. I’ll clear it with Ben. Be sure to get yourself a loaner vehicle for tomorrow.”
“Yes, boss. Thanks.”
Bobby gave her a thumbs-up. “I guess that’s why they pay you the big bucks, huh?”
Big bucks. Right. Mr. Farmer had given her a raise commensurate with her new position two years ago. Cooper shook her head. It was time to revisit her job description and salary.
Cooper called and rescheduled the appointment with Copy Master and then reached for her trusty toolbox, sitting in the corner of her office. She dusted off the red enamel lid and opened it up to be certain all her supplies were as she’d left them. Her spirits lifted as she recalled all the repairs she’d handled since she came to work for Mr. Farmer.
Things were out of control on all fronts of her life. But repairs, that was something she could control. This afternoon it would be back to basics. There was nothing like a drive in Richmond traffic with the Beatles playing loudly, and a repair appointment on the schedule, to clear her head. She printed a copy of the work order and headed out the door with a smile on her face.



Chapter Eleven
 
“Thanks for letting me come along,” Trish said from the backseat. She fastened her seat belt with a loud click. “You’ll probably think this is silly, but ever since you called me about that ice pick thing, I’ve been on edge. I’m the only one home this weekend, which kicked my paranoia into high gear.”
Cooper took a look back at Trish’s mansion. The place was huge. Who cleaned a house that big? was her first thought. How did you find the bathroom in the middle of the night? No, thank you. She was happy in her little studio apartment.
“Where’s your family?” Quinton asked as he guided the borrowed sedan down the other side of her horseshoe driveway. He signaled and pulled out into the perfectly landscaped neighborhood. Not a single weed in sight, anywhere.
“My kids are in Goochland, visiting Phil’s parents for the weekend, and Phil is out of town until Monday.”
“You don’t work on Saturday anymore?” Cooper asked from the front passenger seat.
“I hope I’ve learned something since my cancer diagnosis. I’ve slowed down to appreciate life. I let my junior associates handle Saturday and Sunday. Oh, occasionally I’ll go into the office on the weekend, if someone asks for me specifically or if it’s someone important.”
“Good for you, Trish,” Cooper said. “We’re glad to have you. The more, the merrier.”
“Yes. Good for you,” Quinton agreed.
“I brought disguises too.” From the backseat, Trish handed Cooper a shopping bag.
Cooper recognized the logo on the bag as being from one of the expensive boutiques where her sister shopped. “Disguises?” she asked.
“We’re undercover, aren’t we? I have more hats than you can imagine from my chemotherapy time. I thought we could put them to good use.”
“Trish, that’s absolutely brilliant.” She turned in her seat to see what Trish had on her head. “Oh, I like that.” The Realtor wore a large straw hat with a wide brim and with sunglasses. “You look like a movie star.”
Cooper dipped into the bag and pulled out an olive drab bucket hat. Then she dug in her purse for sunglasses. Next, she found Quinton a hat. “Here, put this on. You’re the wheelman, so you have to be well disguised.”
Quinton glanced down at the black wool slouchy beanie and grinned. “I’ve always wanted to be a hipster.” He donned the hat and pulled sunglasses from his pocket.
When he looked at Cooper, he started laughing. “Are those real sunglasses? Can they get any bigger? They swallow your face.”
“They’re my grandmother’s.”
“They look like it.”
They drove in silence for minutes until they reached Alice’s apartment complex. Quinton parked along the curb, close enough to be able to observe cars coming in and out of the parking area. “Now we wait,” Quinton said. He disconnected his seat belt and reached for a container of muffins at Cooper’s feet. “This will go nicely with our coffee.”
As soon as he removed the lid, the scent of lemon filled the car. “Lemon poppy seed muffins?” Quinton grinned and offered her the container.
“Yes, please.” Cooper carefully took one and handed the container to Trish.
“Oh, Quinton,” Trish said a moment later. “You outdid yourself.”
“I agree,” Cooper said around a mouthful.
“Thank you, ladies. You know, I got to thinking about Alice last night, when I was reheating my leftover boeuf bourguignon.”
“You made boeuf bourguignon?” Trish asked. “What are you, Mr. Julia Child?”
Quinton laughed. “As a matter of fact, our little rendezvous to Alice’s bistro inspired me. I ordered the double volume of Julia Child’s French Cookbook. It showed up this week, and my plan is to work my way through both volumes.”
“That’s just like that movie,” Cooper said. “Except the main character tried to do it in a year.”
“What movie?” Trish asked.
“Julie and Julia. You’ve never seen it?” Quinton asked Trish. “I love that movie, Cooper. I must have watched it a dozen times. When she finally learned how to debone a duck, I was giddy.”
“I’ve never seen it,” Trish said. “Perhaps the group should have a movie night sometime.”
“Good idea,” Cooper said. “Anyhow, you mentioned Alice, Quinton.”
“Yes, I got to thinking about Alice and then about Loretta. Coop, you said Mindy mentioned Loretta wasn’t exactly thrifty, and she was insistent that Mindy sell to a developer. So I reached out to some banking friends to do a little checking. I can’t mention numbers, but the bottom line is that Mindy was spot on. Turns out Loretta was busted. Flat broke. She’s two months behind on the rent for her fancy condo.”
“How is that possible?” Cooper asked. “She inherited Mr. Atwood’s estate.”
“I don’t know,” Quinton said. “Though I bet Alice does.”
“I’ve been thinking about that lipstick,” Trish said. She opened her purse and pulled out her own black tube, exactly like Ashley’s and Mindy’s and Loretta’s. “This brand is not cheap, and it’s only sold at a few select boutiques, which has made it not only popular but in short supply.”
“It makes me wonder who could afford to buy a tube just to grind nuts into it,” Cooper said.
“Did they buy a lipstick, or did they borrow someone’s tube?” Trish suggested.
“Good point,” Cooper said. Already she was creating scenarios in her mind.
“And if murder was the goal, why by nuts? They took her EpiPen, but she could have stopped at an emergency room on the way,” Trish said. “Why, she could have even had a backup device in the glove box. We do that for my daughter’s allergies.”
Quinton nodded vigorously. “My thoughts exactly. The whole setup seems like an elaborate plan to get Loretta out of the way rather than a plan to murder her.”
“Get her out of the way? Why?” Cooper asked.
“To steal the paintings,” Quinton said.
“I keep going back to the fact that only one painting was taken,” Trish said. “Cooper, you don’t want to hear this, but I’m convinced that when you stepped into that great room and closed those French doors, you were in the middle of a burglary.”
“I think so too, and my insomnia would agree. What I can’t resolve is why they didn’t go through the front door.”
“Way ahead of you on that,” Quinton said. “It turns out that Mindy has cameras on all first-floor doors. The front door, the first-floor patio doors, and the delivery door. They connect to an app on her phone. There are no cameras on balcony French doors.”
“How do you know this, Quinton?” Cooper asked.
“Jake looked into it. He reviewed footage of all the door alerts from the week of the theft. The only bit of footage that was at all interesting was one of Dax having the audacity to stand in the doorway of the kitchen, a no-smoking zone, puffing on a cigarette while he talked on his phone. The man sure has testicular fortitude.”
Both Cooper and Trish blinked at the statement, then turned to each other and laughed. “That’s a new one on me,” Cooper said.
“Why didn’t Mindy fire him?” Trish asked. “That might have been the only thing that Loretta and Mindy agreed on.”
Quinton shrugged. “According to their applications, both Helen and Dax used Loretta as their references. Loretta wanted them there. Maybe to push forward her agenda to create chaos, and nudge Mindy closer to selling to a developer.”
“That, my friends, reminds me,” Trish said. “Jake and Savannah stopped by Helen’s old apartment and talked to her roommate.”
“They did?” Cooper was encouraged by this news.
“Yes, they told her they were old family friends of Helen’s. The roomie practically shoved a box of things that Helen left behind at Jake. He assured her that he’d get the box to Helen. I have it now.”
“How did you end up with it?” Cooper asked.
“Savannah called me about something else and mentioned the box. I told her about our stakeout, and she thought we might have time to examine the contents. I couldn’t wait until today.” Trish held up a high school yearbook triumphantly. “Ta-da.”
“A yearbook. Did you look inside?” Cooper asked.
She handed the book to Cooper. “Of course I did. It turns out that Helen and Alice graduated together. The note Alice wrote in the front of Helen’s book indicated that they’ve been friends since they were kids.”
Cooper thumbed through the yearbook, contemplating friendship. She didn’t have a friend like that, and she envied them. Helen and Alice had each other. Lifelong friendships were very valuable.
“You know,” she said, “Angela at my office mentioned something today, and I wonder if it applies to Helen and Alice. Maybe Alice has been looking out for Helen all these years. Helen is sort of a timid little thing.”
“It could be. That would create loyalty. The question is, how far would Alice or Helen go to protect a friend guilty of murder or theft?”
“Look at this,” Cooper said. “The drama club. Helen was the president of the drama club. That’s odd.”
“Lots of people join clubs and organizations to give them self-confidence,” Quinton said. “I joined the French club at school for that very reason. Maybe Helen had the same idea.”
“Hey, look,” Trish said. “Isn’t that Alice getting into that Honda Accord?”
“Yes, that’s her,” Cooper said.
“We are rolling, Starsky.”
Quinton followed the Honda at a discreet distance to a seedy part of town. When the driver signaled left, he pulled off the road, engine idling. “She’s turned into that same pawnshop where Dax used to work.”
“What would she be doing there?” Trish asked as she locked the back doors of the sedan.
“Looking for Dax?” After a few minutes, Quinton turned into the pawnshop parking lot. “That’s her car. She must have gone inside.”
“How long do we wait out here?” Trish asked after a while. “I may have finished off my coffee too quickly. Right now, a nice clean restroom sounds inviting.”
Cooper checked her phone. “It’s been twenty minutes. Quinton, I vote you go inside.”
Minutes later, Quinton returned. “According to the guy at the counter, she walked through the shop, called an Uber, and left.”
“She made us,” Cooper said.
“No, she made a dark sedan with three people in goofy hats. There’s no way she actually knows who was following her. Let’s go back to her apartment building and sit for a little while and maybe Helen or Dax will show,” Quinton said.
“First, a nice clean restroom,” Trish said.
After two hours of surveillance passed, Cooper changed positions and glanced over at the apartment complex. “I think we should abort. My legs are twitching, and I’ve definitely had too much caffeine.”
Quinton closed the notebook he’d been studying. “You’re right. I’m not making any sense of the information the group has collected so far.”
As he pulled on his seat belt, a tap on the window had everyone jumping.
A baby-faced police officer gestured for Quinton to roll down the window.
“Uh-oh, I think our cover has been blown. Again,” Cooper said.
“Where did he come from?” Quinton asked. “I didn’t see any lights or sirens or anything.” Quinton turned the key in the ignition enough to roll down the electric windows. “Yes, Officer?” he asked.
“License and registration, please?”
Quinton’s chubby fingers fumbled nervously, scattering the papers. “Sorry,” he mumbled, once he finally passed the paperwork through the window.
“Sir, this car is registered to Marty Silvester,” the policeman said.
“That’s my uncle.” Quinton wiped his forehead with a napkin.
“Folks, I’ve had a complaint that a vehicle matching your description has been loitering in this neighborhood all morning. A neighbor says you look like someone who broke into one of the apartments last week.”
“Officer, could you call Detective Olson, he’ll vouch for us,” Cooper said.
“Yes, ma’am. Let’s take a little ride down to the station to do that.”
“Are we going to need a lawyer?” Trish asked the policeman.
“Do you think you’re going to need a lawyer?” the policeman responded. As he spoke, another police car pulled up, lights flashing.
“Phil is not going to be happy,” Trish murmured.
“I’d like you all to step out of the vehicle,” the officer said. “One at a time. Slowly. Hands on top of your head.”
As they complied, a vehicle drove slowly past. The driver stared at them, grinning. It was Dax Wilson.
“Well, we did find out that Dax Wilson hasn’t left town,” Quinton said once they were settled in the backseat of the patrol car. “Do you think he recognized us?”
Trish laughed. “Not in these get-ups. We look ridiculous.”
“I sure hope we don’t need bail money,” Cooper murmured.
“We’re voluntarily going downtown for questioning,” he reminded her.
“Somehow, that doesn’t make me feel better,” she said.
 
• • •
 
“We’re finally caught up,” Savannah said as they closed their workbooks. She glanced at the oversized watch on her wrist. “We have about fifteen minutes before church. Anyone have any news on the Atwood case?”
“You mean aside from getting our first ride in the back of a patrol car?” Trish asked.
“Those officers were very apologetic,” Quinton said.
“As they should be. I was never so humiliated. I threw my clothes in the trash. They reeked of whatever scent was in the back of the patrol car.”
Quinton chuckled. “Eau de criminal. It was rank.”
“I still can’t get over the fact that you three were arrested,” Bryant said.
“We weren’t arrested,” Quinton said. “We voluntarily went down to the station, and they gave us a ride back to our vehicle. I even gave Officer Mason muffins as a gesture of goodwill. I thought they were very nice about the whole incident.”
“Leave it to our Quinton to make friends when he’s being interrogated,” Bryant said with a laugh.
“I can tell you this,” Trish said. “Try to avoid being arrested. The back of that patrol car was nothing but hard plastic.”
“That’s so they can hose them down after a messy criminal,” Jake said. “Not that I have any firsthand experience.”
“Ugh.” Trish shuddered.
“Thankfully, Detective Olson vouched for us,” Cooper said.
“Did you talk to him?” Jake asked.
“No, they called him at home while we waited in an interview room. As soon as they reached him, they released us.”
“There is some good news that came out of our stakeout,” Quinton said. “We found out that Dax has not left town, though we lost track of Helen.”
“Oh, and Mindy called me this morning,” Cooper said. “The painting in the library was authenticated. It’s definitely a Deveraux.”
“That’s a relief,” Bryant said. “Though that doesn’t put us any closer to figuring out what happened to Loretta.”
“I think we’re somehow looking at all of this wrong,” Cooper said. “We have two crimes. Are they related? should be our first question. I think that if we answer that, we’ll have the key to the entire situation.”
“What is the root of all evil?” Quinton asked.
“You mean the seven deadly sins?” Savannah paused. “A side note. Those are not in the Bible.”
“They aren’t?” His brows rose in surprise.
“No. But the seven deadly sins are worth examining. Who knows, it might help us with this case.” Savannah reached for her white cane and went up to the chalkboard and wrote in big block letters.
“Lust, gluttony, greed, sloth, wrath, envy and pride,” she said. Then she glanced at the list and chuckled. “Why, there’s at least one Proverbs verse for all of those.”
“Wrath. That implies not only anger but vengeance and retribution.” Quinton shook his head. “Cooper, you said that Alice might be a sort of bodyguard, protecting her little friend, Helen. Maybe the lipstick filled with ground nuts was an act of retribution.”
“What about pride?” Bryant asked. “Tony Mancuso might be under that category. His pride in a flower garden that Loretta dismissed. Then there’s her desire to fire him and steal his pension.”
“I’d be plenty mad if I were Tony,” Trish agreed. “Mad enough to harm Loretta? I don’t think so. The man doesn’t even have it in him to harm the wild rabbits in the inn’s garden.”
“Let’s go back to Alice,” Cooper said. “Is she a victim of her mother’s mean, vindictive character?”
“Probably,” Bryant said. “Though more and more, I’m going with the greed angle. I’m convinced that Loretta planned that painting heist.”
“Quinton found out Loretta is broke,” Trish said. “That supports Bryant’s theory too.”
“I think I know someone who might be able to help with this case,” Cooper said. “Mona Lister. You’ve heard me talk about Angela at Make It Work! Well, her friend flew in for the wedding. I’m meeting her and Angela today for lunch at Casa Grande. She’s an art curator.”
“That could be very helpful,” Trish said.
“Anyone want to come along?” Cooper asked.
“I’m there,” said Trish. “This is very interesting.”
“Count me in,” Savannah said. “Of course, I’ll need a ride home afterward.”
“No problem, we can go together,” Trish said.
“So it’s a girls’ event?” Cooper asked.
“Sorry,” Jake said as he closed his workbook. “A plumber’s work is never done. I’ve got a job this afternoon.”
“I’d love nothing more than Mexican for lunch. However, I’m committed to nine holes of golf with my boss. And I hate golf,” Quinton said.
“Sorry, ladies,” Bryant said. “I’ve got a birthday party at Jane’s house for her daughter.”
 
• • •
 
After the church service, Cooper bypassed the donut table in the church lobby and fast-walked to the parking lot and her Jeep. She pulled up short when she saw who was leaning against the front of her car with a Bible in his hand.
Jon Eason.
“You’re at my church,” Cooper sputtered.
“I attended today, hoping to run into you.” He met her gaze. “Have you been avoiding me?”
“I’ve been unbelievably busy.”
“You know what they say about busy people, don’t you?”
Cooper held up a hand. “No, and I don’t want to know.” She could be honest and tell him that she had been avoiding him, but she wasn’t ready for that discussion. Nor was she ready to explain to Jon why he terrified her.
“Do you have time for lunch?” he asked.
“I’m on my way to lunch. Savannah and Trish and I are meeting with an art curator to discuss the Deveraux painting.”
“May I join you?”
She hesitated just long enough to make Jon frown.
“I don’t want to put you on the spot.”
“No, Jon, it’s not that. I’d like your thoughts on the Atwood Inn situation.”
“But?”
“If we show up together, you may be in for speculation.” Cooper’s face and neck warmed as she made the admission.
“Speculation?” Jon looked at her for a moment, and then his eyes widened as understanding dawned. He laughed. “Ah, speculation. I can handle it if you can.”
“We’re headed to Casa Grande.” There was no need for further comment, though she suspected she was going to regret the decision. Give Angela an inch, and she’d have Cooper walking down the aisle like her.
“Great. I’ll meet you there, Cooper. But before we leave, I need to tell you something,” Jon said. “I’ve talked to a friend of mine who owns a gift shop in downtown Richmond. She raises funds all year round for the Audubon Society, and she’d like to consign your birdhouses. She keeps a small percentage, which would go to the birds.”
“Yes.”
Jon laughed. “I only wanted you to think about it.”
“I don’t have to. My birdhouses would be happy to support the Audubon Society.”
“You and I need to discuss your price point.”
“What price point? I don’t care what we tag the birdhouses. I’ve always given them away.”
“Customers who frequent my friend’s shop can afford the markup, and it’s for a good cause. Birds and Cooper Lee.”
She laughed. “I’m open to discussion, but let’s get going. I don’t want to be late. I’ve been thinking about chile relleno smothered in cheese all morning.”
Savannah and Trish waited for them outside Casa Grande. When Jon walked up to the restaurant with Cooper, Trish elbowed Savannah and whispered something to her.
“Cooper, I was going to ask if you got lost,” Trish murmured. She grinned. “Hello, Chef Eason.”
“Ladies. Good to see you both.” Jon held the door as they entered the air-conditioned restaurant, where the strains of a mariachi band greeted them from the sound system.
“Yoo-hoo. Here we are,” Angela trilled. Cooper followed the sound of Angela’s voice to a corner table where she sat with a tall, statuesque woman. Mona Lister looked exactly as Angela had described her. Tall, slim, with flawless dark skin, she looked like a consummate professional in a very classy and demure navy dress. Mona was a contrast to Angela’s platinum hair, white frilly peasant blouse, and colorful broom skirt.
“Cooper, this is my bestie, Mona.” Angela hugged her friend, and when she did, the colorful bangles at her wrist jangled.
“Mona, I’m so happy to finally meet you,” Cooper said. “These are my friends from the Sunrise Bible Study, Savannah Knapp and Trish Tyler. And this is Chef Jon Eason from Atwood Inn.”
Cooper turned to her friends. “I work with Angela and this is Mona.”
“You’re the bride,” Jon said. “Congratulations.”
“Aren’t you sweet?” Angela said. She patted the empty chair next to her. “You sit right here. I want to know more about the man who helped Cooper with my wedding.”
“Angela, I hope you don’t mind if we pick Mona’s brain during lunch,” Cooper said. “We have quite a few questions.”
“Not at all. If it will help truth and justice, then I’m all for it. Just keep those chips and salsa coming.” Angela picked up the menu and whispered something to Jon. He grinned, glanced at Cooper and whispered back.
Cooper regretted sitting on the other side of the table. She returned her attention to her menu and reminded herself that she was here for the investigation. No doubt, Angela would give her an earful about what she and Jon were talking about on Monday.
As soon as they’d ordered, Cooper wasted no time. She turned to Mona and told her about the paintings at Atwood Inn. “Are you familiar with Austin Deveraux’s work?”
“Very much so. The museum has a few Deveraux in our collection.” She smiled. “Can you tell me about these particular paintings?”
Savannah and Trish described the paintings for Mona, who nodded as they spoke.
“Oh, yes. That was called his Somerset period. He was living in New York City and painted several in a series. They aren’t as valuable as his later works. Not quite the threshold to be in the FBI Database of Stolen Artwork. That’s good for the thieves. Not so good for Mindy Atwood.”
“There’s a database?” Cooper asked.
“Yes. If the value of one of the paintings is fifty thousand dollars or more, the Federal Bureau of Investigation is always notified.”
“I didn’t know that,” Cooper said. “What do you think they’re worth?”
“I’d say those paintings are probably worth about thirty to forty apiece, depending on the condition.”
“That’s enough to make them worth stealing,” Cooper said.
“Yes,” Mona said. “The problem with stealing a high-profile painting is you have to find a buyer, and no one with any experience is going to touch a hot painting.”
“So what do they do with it?” Jon asked.
“Sometimes the paintings go to ground for years until the climate is less risky. Often times, they find an art collector who will take it for his personal collection.”
Jon chuckled. “Dax doesn’t have those kinds of connections.”
“Loretta traveled in different circles than Dax. She may have had a buyer for the painting,” Trish said.
“Are you saying Loretta stole the painting?” Jon asked.
“It’s an angle we’ve been looking at,” Trish said. “She could have hired someone at the inn to do the job. It would make sense, wouldn’t it?”
“Sure. An inside job,” Jon said.
“Especially if Loretta was broke, as we have confirmed,” Cooper said
Jon looked around the table at Trish, Savannah, and Cooper. “Has your Bible study ever thought about hanging a private eye shingle?”
“Don’t give Cooper any ideas,” Trish said.
The conversation halted as two gaily dressed servers delivered their meals.
“This looks amazing,” Mona said.
“Do you mind if I say a quick prayer?” Savannah asked.
“Oh, honey, you go right ahead,” Angela said. She grabbed Jon’s hand and grinned.
“Lord, thank you for this meal and guide us in our endeavors. Amen.”
A chorus of ‘amen’ sounded around the table.
“So how do we sniff out an art thief?” Cooper asked as she placed her napkin on her lap.
“By offering him a deal too good to be true,” Mona said. “I’d be interested in helping in any way that I can. Do you think your friend Mindy would allow me to look at the painting?”
“It’s been authenticated.”
“Oh, yes, I understand. I’d like to see it to satisfy my curiosity. These are very early Deveraux works, and I’d like to be able to tell my colleagues I saw one. They’ll be very envious.” She shook her head. “I certainly hope the other painting is recovered. Maybe we can come up with a plan to do that.”
“Mona, those words are music to my ear. I’ll call Mindy when I get home and arrange a time.”
Cooper dug into her chile relleno with gusto. Finally, they were making some progress on the case.



Chapter Twelve
 
“Have you had enough to eat, Cooper?” Maggie asked. “There’s plenty of biscuits.” Her mother wiped her hands on a dish towel and headed into the laundry room.
“No, thanks, Mama. I’ve already had two. I’m going to finish this bacon and head to work. I’ve got to get there early. Mondays are always busy.”
Across the table, Earl studied the newspaper cryptogram. “Daddy, you’re good at puzzles.”
“I try. What’s up?”
“This situation with Atwood Inn. This is probably the simplest case we’ve ever looked into. There are so few people involved, yet I can’t get a handle on things. Who killed Loretta Atwood? Who stole the painting? What am I missing?”
“Cooper, I’m going to guess that you’re overthinking things. Take a break. Let your mind work on something else, and it will figure the puzzle out for you when you aren’t looking.”
“Maybe you’re right.” When Popeye marched up to the breakfast table, his nails clicking on the floor, Cooper offered a small piece of bacon to the pug.
“I saw that.” Maggie sailed into the room with a basketful of dry towels. “You know you aren’t supposed to table-feed that dog.”
“Grammy does it all the time,” Cooper said.
Maggie raised her brows as she put the basket on a kitchen chair. “Do not use your grandmother as your yardstick.”
Cooper laughed. “Where is our favorite rule-breaker?”
“She left early with Frank,” her mother said. “There’s some special fundraiser going on at the rescue this week.”
Cooper reached over to the basket of towels and started folding them alongside her mother. “That reminds me. Jon has gotten my birdhouses into a gift shop in downtown Richmond. It’s a consignment shop, and the owner donates her percentage to the Audubon Society.”
“Why, Cooper. That’s a wonderful place for your birdhouses.” Maggie put a red gingham hand towel on the kitchen table and then placed its twin on top of it.
“I do believe that young man is courting you, Cooper Lee,” Earl said.
“No. Do not say that, Daddy. The last thing I need is to be courted.” She looked at him. “Courted. Who says that nowadays?”
Earl folded the newspaper and carefully removed his reading glasses. “Would you prefer I say that fellow is wooing you?”
Cooper cringed. “Wooing? I’m not sure what that means.”
“It means that you aren’t dating, but he’s doing his best to get your attention and keep you thinking about him,” Maggie interjected.
“Like those peacocks in Mrs. Dover’s yard when they set out to impress the peahens,” Earl said. “The peacock spreads their iridescent blue tail feathers, fanning them out as they strut back and forth, shaking the feathers until they rattle.”
“I cannot believe I am hearing this.” Cooper looked back and forth between her parents, appalled. “Jon is neither wooing nor courting nor anything else.”
“If you say so,” Earl said with a laugh.
Cooper stood and grabbed another piece of bacon. She rounded the table and planted a kiss on each of her parent’s cheeks. “I have to go, or I’ll be late for work.”
 
• • •
 
When she got to the office, Angela had her weekly fresh roses on the counter and a smile on her face as she dealt with the morning phone calls. She waved to Cooper, and Cooper waved back, but she kept going to her office, where she closed the door. After the discussion with Maggie and Earl this morning, she was not looking forward to Angela’s thoughts on Jon. That conversation, she realized, was inevitable, but she’d do her best to delay it.
A knock at her door had Cooper groaning. “Come in.”
The door opened, and Ben peeked inside and looked around. “You okay?”
“Fine, why?”
“You never close your door.” He came in and dropped into the chair in front of her desk.
“I’m fine,” she repeated. “What’s up?”
“Have you thought about what you’re getting Mr. Farmer and Angela? I mean, a wedding present?”
“Angela is registered at half a dozen shops in Richmond. Look at the back of the invitation, and you’ll see the link.”
“Whew, okay, that’s a relief. I haven’t been to a wedding in a long time. Guess I’m out of the loop.” He glanced at the clock above Cooper’s bookshelf. “We have an executive staff meeting in five minutes.”
“Oh, thank goodness.” Cooper scooped up the files on her desk. A staff meeting would keep her out of Angela’s crosshairs for at least an hour.
“That’s the first time I’ve seen anyone happy about one of Mr. Farmer’s meetings.”
She nodded toward the door. “Nine a.m. and it’s already been one of those days. Let’s go, and don’t let anyone stop me until we get to the conference room.”
“Cooper,” Angela called out as they passed the front desk.
“Important meeting,” Ben said, shielding Cooper with his bulky body.
By the end of the hour, Cooper was pinching herself to stay awake as Mr. Farmer droned on about profitability margins, earning estimates, and the third quarter fiscal forecast. When he dismissed them, she raced into the hallway, smack dab into Angela’s bosom.
“Oomph. Oh, sorry, Angela.”
“We need to talk,” Angela said. She crooked a finger with a long, fire-red enameled fingernail. “Follow me to my office.”
“You don’t have an office.”
“I do now.” Angela circled the desk and opened the door to the company’s tiny supply room and grinned. “I told Mr. Farmer that I need a place where I can talk to vendors uninterrupted. Then I demanded that he stop talking about hiring me an assistant and just do it. I told him I need someone on the phones in the afternoon if he wants me to continue to handle scheduling for both departments along with the vehicle fleet.”
Cooper looked at the transformed space. Sure, it was small, but it had a desk with a computer set up and two chairs across from the desk. More important was that the décor seemed unusually restrained for a woman channeling Marilyn Monroe.
“When did you do this?” she asked.
“Not me. Mona and I did it over the weekend.”
Mona. That explained the distinct lack of hot pink, faux diamonds, and leopard print.
“We painted the walls and went shopping for the desk and chairs on Saturday. Don’t you love it?” She nodded to the corner behind her desk. “There’s even a little doggie bed for Betty Boop when she comes in for the day.”
“I’m so impressed. This is very professional,” Cooper said. “Where are the supplies?”
“Mr. Farmer ordered a freestanding closet for the conference room. It will arrive later today.”
“Congratulations on your new office. When does your assistant start?”
“Tomorrow. I want to train her so she can take over when Mr. Farmer and I leave on our honeymoon.”
“You’re taking a honeymoon? That’s great.”
“Uh-huh. We’re going to the most romantic city on earth for an entire week. We’ve got the honeymoon suite booked.”
“Paris?” Cooper wasn’t much of a traveler, but she vowed someday she would eat her way through France.
“No, Niagara Falls, silly. I’ve wanted to go there all my life. We’re going to ride the Maid of the Mist, and stay in that fancy new hotel on the Canadian side. Oh, and I got tickets to the Movieland Wax Museum special tour. Plus, there’s an Elvis impersonator dinner show too. We have reservations for the front row.”
“That sounds wonderful.”
Angela grinned. Then she leaned close to Cooper. “When are we going to talk about your boyfriend?”
“My what?” Cooper clutched the files in her hands to her chest.
“You know—that adorable chef. I like him a lot, and he’s so into you. What a sweetheart he is.”
When Cooper’s cell phone began to ring, she offered up a silent prayer of thanks. “It’s Mindy Atwood. I better take the call. It might be about your wedding reception.”
“Of course, yes. I’ll chat with you later.”
Cooper answered the phone as she headed to her office.
“Cooper?”
“Hi, Mindy. What a coincidence. I was just going to call you. An art curator friend of mine wanted to know if you’d allow her to see the remaining Deveraux.”
“Of course. Any friend of yours. The thing is, I got a call from Officer Olson this morning. Someone tried to sell the painting.”
“What?” Cooper closed the door to her office. “Tell me the details.”
“I don’t have them yet. He’s coming by to talk to me in about an hour.”
“Are you okay?” Cooper asked.
“Yes. Maybe even better than okay. This means the painting is still in Richmond.”
“Why don’t I bring Mona, that’s her name, by right after work? Is that convenient?”
“Anything is convenient. I’m sitting here in an empty bed-and-breakfast with no guests. I’m thrilled to have visitors.”
“If it’s company you’d like, I can bring that too. I’ll see which members of the Bible study are free to join us tonight. I know we’ve got a few questions anyhow.”
“Okay, Cooper. See you then.”
The moment Cooper disconnected, her phone lit up with an incoming call from Ashley.
“Ash, how was the funeral?”
“Let this be a lesson to all of us. Mean people don’t have friends. The only guests at the remembrance, that’s what they call it when you don’t have a church service, were Mindy and me, of course. Then there was Alice, Alice’s friend, and a man who delivered a short generic eulogy.”
“Alice didn’t speak?”
“No.” Ashley sighed. “Don’t get me wrong, poor Alice was very upset, but no one could muster up a kind word for Loretta.”
“That’s so sad.” Cooper paused. “Ashley, who was the friend?”
“She didn’t sign the guest book, and I could not bring myself to take her picture at a funeral, Cooper.”
“Describe Alice’s friend for me.”
“That I can do. Very nondescript. Petite, with mousy brown hair. She was even dressed in brown. I don’t think she wore a lick of makeup. I’d say she was around thirty-one or -two.”
“Helen Everett.”
“Okay, now you have the details. I’d like to discuss Angela’s present from Mr. Farmer. I have a list.”
“Could you email it to me and I’ll get back to you?”
“Sure.” Cooper heard papers rustling. “Just remember that we’re running out of time. We have a wedding in ten days.”
“I know. I heard the ticking bomb.”
“No need to be so dramatic. Weddings are a beautiful thing. Oh, and do not forget to pick up your dress at the bridal shop this week, please.”
“I will.” She’d pick up the dress and peek in at the gift shop that wanted to sell her birdhouses. There was nothing like killing two birds with one stone. Cooper leaned back in her chair and smiled.
 
• • •
 
Trish stepped up to the front desk and looked around. “This is sort of weird being back here.”
“Why?” Jake asked. “Nothing happened at the inn . . . except the painting going missing. I have nothing but good thoughts about this place. Especially the food.”
“Yes, but I agree with Trish. Now that we know all the dynamics, it is weird,” Savannah said.
“Where’s Mindy?” Cooper asked. She and Mona took off their damp raincoats and hung them on the coatrack in the front hall.
“Mindy was here when Jake and I arrived. She went to grab her cell phone,” Savannah said.
A moment later, Mindy appeared, just as the reception desk phone rang. She reached for the receiver. “Yes, ma’am, we’ll be opening soon. Why don’t you check back in a week? Thank you so much.”
“That must be frustrating,” Cooper said.
“Very. I have old friends of both my father and my mother, people whose families grew up in this inn, anxious to book a room. Summer should be our busiest time.”
Behind the group at the desk, the front doors opened, and Bryant came in, shaking rain off himself. He closed an enormous Channel Six News umbrella and left it in the umbrella stand. “It’s pouring out there. That meteorologist missed the mark today.” He chuckled. “Kidding, folks. Forecasting is an inexact science, but I predicted this storm to the minute. It should pass on through in about an hour.”
“I guess we’re all here.” Cooper assessed the group that consisted of Mona, Bryant, Trish, Savannah, Jake, and Mindy. “Quinton had a stockholder’s meeting.”
“I’m here too if you’re doing a head count.”
Cooper turned at the sound of Jon’s voice. He approached from the kitchen area and offered a smile. “Mindy mentioned that my favorite Bible study would be stopping by.”
Trish nudged her and whispered, “He means you.”
Cooper ignored her and stepped forward. “I don’t think all of you have met Mona Lister. She’s a new friend. We’re both standing up for a wedding together. Anyhow, Mona is an art curator—”
“Assistant art curator,” Mona said with a smile.
“Still, she knows more about art than most of us.” Cooper completed the introductions and turned to Mindy.
“Shall we go upstairs to see the painting?” Mindy asked. “Jon, would you lock the front door, please?”
As they headed to the library, Jake took Savannah’s arm and assisted her up the stairs.
Cooper was nearly to the landing when lightning flashed at the windows and a loud boom echoed, rocking the inn. When she stumbled, Jon took her arm. “Careful, there,” he said quietly.
“This is quite a dramatic setting, isn’t it?” Savannah said. “Shades of ‘it was a dark and stormy night.’”
Nervous laughter tittered through the group. Though Cooper chuckled, she was feeling far more unsettled than amused by the storm raging outside.
Thankfully, the library was lit up and the old schoolhouse hanging fixtures filled the room with a rosy glow. The scene reminded Cooper of the setting of a gothic novel.
Mona stepped forward and slipped on her glasses. “Ms. Atwood, this painting is stellar. Very representative of Deveraux’s Somerset period, as I mentioned to the folks at our meeting on Sunday.” She pointed to a tiny dot of paint in the lower left corner. “This is number three of the series.”
“It’s numbered? The gentleman who authenticated the painting didn’t mention that.”
“Only a Deveraux fan would appreciate such details. Your missing painting is number four.”
“Where are one and two?” Savannah asked.
“Those paintings are also privately owned,” Mona said
“Mindy, do you mind sharing what Detective Olson told you?” Cooper asked.
Mindy gestured to the two circular study tables in the library, and the group sat down. “As I told Cooper, Detective Olson called this morning to say someone had attempted to sell the painting. The odd thing was, when he came to see me later he spoke to me as though I was the person who tried to sell the painting. The conversation was unnerving.”
“You?” Jon looked at her. “Why would he think it was you?”
“He showed me surveillance video on his phone. It was a woman, and she entered the shop and spoke to the owner. She was very careful to keep her face away from the cameras, as though she knew where they were positioned, and she wore a hooded raincoat. If you remember, it was sprinkling on and off this morning.”
“Was the man able to describe her?”
“Not in detail. ‘Ordinary’ was all he said.”
“Ms. Ordinary brazenly walked in there to sell a painting?”
“Not quite that bold,” Mindy said. “According to the dealer, who is a little shady himself, she suggested that she knew someone with a Deveraux. She left a contact number, which leads to a burner phone that has been turned off.”
“Why would he show you that video?” Bryant asked. “Isn’t it counterintuitive to reveal aspects of the case that only the guilty party should know?”
“No doubt trying to gauge her reaction,” Jake said. “Or let her know that he’s on to her.”
“I agree with Jake,” Mindy said. “Olson really has nothing to go on, and I sensed his frustration. I think he hoped I’d make his life easier and simply confess.” She gave a weak laugh.
Jon reached out and took her hand. “Don’t be disheartened, Mindy. You’ve got lots of friends rooting for you. Before you know it, this will all be behind us. Soon we’ll be moaning about cranky guests who want the kitchen opened in the middle of the night.”
Cooper smiled. Jon had such a good heart.
“What did you mean when you said the dealer was shady?” Bryant asked. “What kind of shop was this? Why did he report this to the police?”
“Mindy told me what happened today, and I looked into those questions,” Jon said. “The store is tagged as an import and export shop. I spoke with my brother, who’s a deputy city attorney, and he checked into the business for me. The manager is apparently in a ‘three strikes you’re out’ situation for dealing in stolen goods, and he’s trying to avoid jail time.”
“Where does that leave us?” Cooper said.
The room was silent except for the constant drumming of rain on the roof and an occasional wind gust that rattled the windows.
“There is a way to flush out your thief,” Mona said quietly. All heads turned to her.
“Now you have our attention,” Bryant said.
“Greed is the common denominator in most painting heists,” she said. “Occasionally, it’s about the theft. The trophy hunter who steals for the excitement of the hunt. Less common is the true art collector.”
“I vote for greed,” Bryant said. “That’s been my song since day one.”
“I agree with you,” Mona said. “Since the pool of suspects is small, I’m going to wager the thief or thieves are not selling to a buyer in a foreign market, nor will they hide it away for a future opportunity. I’d say this thief’s knowledge base is limited to Google.”
“What does that mean?” Cooper asked.
“It means that he’s checking eBay and the like, to see how much he can get for the painting, without much success. That’s why he or she has resorted to one-on-one meetings with shady dealers. A very risky endeavor. That would indicate they’re desperate to get rid of the painting and pocket some cash.”
“How can we capitalize on that greed?” Bryant asked.
“We call the dealer to work with us. He may need to be incentivized. The dealer reaches out to our thieves and tells them he has a connection, but his buyer wants both paintings.”
“Isn’t that entrapment?” Savannah asked.
“Naw,” Jake said. “Entrapment is when you’re coerced to commit a crime that you normally wouldn’t have committed. We’d be baiting a thief. Going fishing is all.”
“How would that play out?” Cooper asked. As she spoke, a yellow streak of lightning flashed across the sky, visible through the tall library windows. A moment later, thunder once again rolled over the inn, this time plunging the room into darkness.
Gasps echoed in the room.
“Looks like this party is over,” Jake said. He stood at the window and looked out. “The entire area is dark.”
The group carefully headed down the stairs, guided by cell phone flashlights.
“What about Mona’s idea?” Cooper asked.
“I think it has merit. We should discuss this further when we’re in a well-lit room,” Bryant said with a laugh. “Not that I’m superstitious or anything, but this storm has got me on edge. I suggest we go two by two to our vehicles. The buddy system.”
“Wait for me.” Trish put her purse on the front desk and searched inside for her car keys. She pushed her hair back from her face with a hand and tangled her hair in her earring. “Oh, goodness.” The heavy gold earring fell to the ground with an audible ping.
“I’ll get it,” Jake said. He searched the floor with a flashlight, moving the beam to the space between the reception desk and the wall. “Whoa. What do we have here?”
“What is it, Jake?” Savannah asked.
“Your earring and one of those fancy lipstick containers like Loretta Atwood had.”
Cooper dropped to the floor to see what he was talking about. The flashlight beam bounced off a black cylinder with a familiar gold logo. Jake grabbed the earring and then reached for the container. Cooper stopped him.
“No. Don’t touch it. This is evidence. Call Detective Olson, Mindy.”
“Okay, but why?”
“Because this may be Loretta’s missing tube of lipstick.”
“Could you see the printing on the bottom?” Mindy asked.
“No, it’s turned the other way.”
“I don’t get it,” Jake asked. “Do you mind reading me in?” He stood and helped Cooper from the ground.
“Someone replaced Loretta’s lipstick with one with finely ground nuts,” Cooper said. “Maybe they dropped Loretta’s lipstick on the floor when they made the switch. It’s nearly impossible to see anything in that tiny space. Whoever it was didn’t realize it had rolled back there.”
“So you think this may have the murderer’s fingerprints on it?” Jake asked.
“I’m counting on it,” Cooper said.
Forty-five minutes later, the ginger detective arrived. Jon checked the front door and let him in.
“Electricity is out?” Detective Olson glanced around at the room, lit only by cell phone screens. “How may I be of assistance to the Sunshine Bible Study?”
“Thank you for coming, Detective Olson,” Cooper said. “Trish lost her earring, so Jake searched under the reception desk. He spotted a lipstick canister, like the one Loretta Atwood used, wedged between the baseboard and the reception desk.”
“Has anyone touched it?”
Cooper shook her head. “No, sir. We followed proper protocol.”
“I see those detective shows are paying off.” Olson looked at her. “Thank you for preserving the chain of custody.” He knelt down and removed an evidence bag from his pocket. Then he pulled out a pocket knife and carefully freed the canister and slid it into the bag. When he stood, his gaze scanned the group, stopping at Mona. “Detective Olson, RPD. Have we met?”
“No, sir, Mona Lister. I’m visiting for a wedding.”
“Are you with law enforcement?”
“Art. I’m an assistant art curator at the Charlotte Museum of Fine Art.”
“Ah, the expert in the group.” He nodded. “Well done, ladies and gentlemen. I’ll get this to the lab.”
“Will it break the case?” Trish asked.
“Not likely, but it may provide some clues.” Without another word, Detective Olson turned and left.
“That was a bit surreal,” Trish said as the front door closed.
Overhead the lights blinked once and then came on.
“Perfect timing,” Jon said to Mindy. “I didn’t want to leave you in a dark house.”
“Thank you all for coming,” Mindy said.
“We’ll be in touch,” Bryant said. “We need to have some serious discussion about our next steps.”
“I’m available until after the wedding. I’d like to help too,” Mona said.
“Mona, I appreciate your coming out tonight,” Mindy said.
Cooper took a deep breath and glanced at her friends. “I’d hoped that we’d be done with this case much sooner, but it seems we’re going farther and farther down the rabbit hole, with no end in sight.”
“That sums things up very nicely,” Bryant said. He reached for his umbrella. “Let’s hope that good-looking meteorologist predicts sunshine tomorrow.”



Chapter Thirteen
 
“Where are we on that wedding present for Mr. Farmer, Ashley?” Cooper asked. She held her cell phone under her chin as she gathered files on her desk.
“I emailed that to you this morning.”
“Thank you! I’ll send it on to Mr. Farmer.” She downed the cold remains of her coffee cup. “Anything you need me to do?”
“Actually, there is. The weather says chance of rain on Angela’s wedding day. Can you get your friend Bryant to fix that?”
“You’re kidding, right? He said sunshine today and was wrong. I don’t want to quote him for a week from Saturday.”
“Relax. That was a joke. You seem a little on edge. Everything okay?” Ashley asked.
“I haven’t been okay in weeks, and I’m pretty sure we studied a Proverbs verse that covers this situation.”
“Proverbs 12:25: Anxiety in a man’s heart weighs him down, but a good word makes him glad.”
“Very good,” Cooper said.
Ashley chuckled. “Here’s your good word. Tomorrow is spa day.” She paused. “Did you pick up your dress?”
Cooper gasped. “I knew there was something I forgot.” This was a huge Freudian slip, and she only hoped her sister didn’t point that out.
“Coop! The wedding is a week from Saturday. What if there’s something wrong? The shoes are the wrong hue or the wrong size, or they didn’t hem the dress short enough?”
“Sorry, Ashley. I’ll head over there right now.”
Cooper snuck past the reception desk, where Angela was training her new assistant. Aston or Mercedes. Something to do with expensive automobiles.
“Cooper, do you have a minute?” Angela called.
“Could I check in with you later? I have an appointment. I’ll be back soon.” There was no point upsetting Angela. Forgetting to pick up a dress for a wedding wasn’t a big deal. She’d go to the shop, in and out, and no one would ever know.
“Sure thing. Let Bentley know when you have time.”
Bentley. That was it. Cooper waved as she pushed open the office door and headed into the damp afternoon. The air was thick with humidity and gray clouds hovered overhead, reflecting her current mood. The roads remained slick from last night’s storm and a drizzle that seemed to come in spurts all day. She drove with care to downtown Richmond, finally pulling into the parking lot of Monique’s Bridal.
Just as she was about to climb out of her Jeep her phone lit up. Cooper recognized the number as Jon’s. If she didn’t answer, he’d think she was avoiding him. And she sort of was. She hit Accept.
“Hi, Jon.”
“Hi, Cooper. I hoped we could schedule a time to visit the gift shop. The owner is really anxious to chat with you.”
“As a matter of fact, I’m downtown right now. I forgot to pick up my bridesmaid dress for Angela’s wedding.”
“What’s the address?”
Cooper rattled off the Main Street address.
“You’re right around the corner from that gift shop. Can you meet me there in about thirty minutes?”
“Okay, sure.” Cooper climbed out of the Jeep with her phone in one hand and a tote bag in the other. She did a quick surveillance of the area, part of her new routine since the ice pick incident. With nothing amiss, she strode to the corner and turned onto Main Street. When the bridal shop sign came into view, she stopped in her tracks.
“I forgot to send the list to Mr. Farmer.”
She quickly scrolled through her phone to find the email from Ashley with the gift ideas for Mr. Farmer and blinked. Was Ashley serious? A 1956 Ford T-Bird convertible topped the list. In quotes it said The same model Marilyn Monroe drove. Ashley had provided links to the used cars that fit the bill. After the car, she’d listed other gift options. Diamond tennis bracelet, pearl necklace, diamond earrings, and a red Louis Vuitton handbag. All overpriced, but well within Mr. Farmer’s budget. No doubt, Mr. F. would go for the diamond earrings.
Cooper did a copy and paste and hit Send, delighted to be able to scratch that off her to-do list. With her thoughts still on last night’s meeting at Atwood Inn, she took a deep breath and said a small prayer before she opened the door to the boutique. “Lord, help us to figure out what’s going on with this case, and keep Mindy and Jon, and the Sunrise Bible Study, safe. Amen.”
Inside, Monique Bridal was a flurry of activity, with consultants racing back and forth across the showroom floor with white dresses draped over their arms. “We’ll be right with you,” the receptionist said. “Do you have an appointment?”
“No, I’m picking up a dress.”
“Could you come back in an hour?” She leaned closer to Cooper. “A VIP stopped by to look at dresses, and everyone is running right now. Things should slow down shortly.”
“Sure. Of course.”
Cooper strolled down the street peeking in store windows until she turned the corner and reached the shop Jon had told her about. Bells chimed as she pushed open the door and stood on the threshold. Cooper smiled and instantly relaxed as she inhaled the scent of vanilla and lavender. She would never have guessed from the outside that this was inside the space. Large oak and cherry armoires were tucked against the walls and displayed unique pieces such as tea sets, vintage typewriters, milk glass, jadeite, and Mason jars filled with old silverware. It was sort of an antique store, but also held quirky modern stationery, and amusing quotes in distressed wood frames. Maggie and Grammy would love this shop.
A tall woman who seemed familiar approached her with an open smile. “Hello. You must be Cooper. Jon’s told me so much about you.”
Cooper cocked her head. “How did you know who I am?”
“He described you perfectly.” She offered a hand. “I’m Sara Eason.”
“You’re related to Jon?”
Behind her, the door opened, sending the chimes in motion again. “Aunt Sara, I hope you aren’t giving away any of my secrets,” Jon called out.
“Go walk around the block. You didn’t give me enough time.” When Jon reached them, Sara Eason gave him a loving hug. “Let me get us some sweet tea,” she said. “I’ll be right back. I have a little table in the corner where you may sit, or feel free to look around.”
“That was fast,” Cooper said. “You said thirty minutes.” She looked away, not willing to admit that it was good to see him again.
“The thought of meeting you must have bent the time continuum.”
“Very funny. You didn’t tell me that it was your aunt who wants to consign my birdhouses.”
“I know you, Cooper. You would have thought this was charity or that I twisted her arm to feign interest in your birdhouses. Not true. I took a few pictures of them on the Fourth of July and showed them to her. She asked me if I’d talk to you about working with her.”
“Really?”
“Yes.” He chuckled. “You’re so self-effacing that sometimes it takes me off guard. I’m used to women whose vanity is as large as their designer handbags.”
“That’s the thing, Jon. We’re from different worlds.” She gestured with a hand.
“What are you two talking about?” Sara asked as she returned with a tray of tall iced tea glasses dripping with chilled condensation.
“Birdhouses,” Jon said.
“Oh, yes. I have a cabinet where I’d like to display yours. Maybe hang a few from the ceiling.”
Cooper perked at the idea of her birdhouses hanging in this delightful space. They chatted for a long time, and Sara showed Cooper around the shop. When a cuckoo clock began to chime, Cooper jumped. “Oh, no. I have to get back to the bridal shop.” She turned to Sara. “I’ll get those birdhouses to you as soon as possible. Thank you so much.”
“My pleasure, dear. You’re doing me a favor.”
“Hang on, Cinderella,” Jon called. He followed her out of the shop. “You forgot your tote bag.
“Thanks.” Cooper kept moving down the sidewalk and stopped in front of the dark window filled with mannequins in white dresses. “They close early on Tuesday. I am in so much trouble.”
“You can come back. If not, I’ll do it for you.” He paused. “I stop by to see Aunt Sara a few times a week.”
“That’s very generous of you, but the idea is to be sure the dress fits and the shoes are correct.”
“It’s a wedding. Everyone has eyes on the bride.”
Cooper looked at him. “You’re right. I’m getting all worked up over nothing.”
“Finally, someone who takes my advice.” He smiled. “Have time for a bite to eat?”
“I’ll have to take a raincheck.” As she said the words, dime-sized drops began to fall around them. “I’ve got to get back to the office. I have a late meeting.”
“Then I’ll see you later.”
“Thanks for introducing me to your aunt.”
He nodded and pulled up the collar of his jacket. “My pleasure, Cooper.”
Cooper got back to the office just in time for her meeting. When she got out, Bentley was waiting for her. The woman couldn’t be more than eighteen. Or maybe it was that Cooper was getting older by the day and everyone seemed much younger.
“Ms. Lee, Angela is waiting for you in her office.”
“Thanks.”
Cooper peeked into Angela’s office. She had a new nameplate on her desk. “Mrs. Farmer. Office Manager. I like that.”
“Thank you. Mona bought it for me. She’s such a sweet friend. Having her here has been a kick. I’m going to miss her when she’s gone.”
“How can I help you, Angela?”
“Sit down, Cooper. I have a question for you.”
“Okay, but I really have to leave work on time. Mama asked me to stop and pick up a few things on the way home.” If she didn’t provide that disclosure, Angela would lose track of time.
“Mr. Farmer hasn’t said a word about my wedding present.”
Cooper relaxed, relieved that was all she wanted to talk about.
“Isn’t it supposed to be a surprise?”
“Yes.” Angela giggled. “But you’d have thought he’d drop a hint or two. Usually, he accidentally gives it away by now. I knew he was getting me a new bowling ball weeks before he surprised me. He left the receipt in his pants pocket, and I found it.”
“Sounds like Mr. Farmer is getting better at keeping secrets.”
Angela smiled. “If you hear anything, you’ll let me know, right?”
“Absolutely,” Cooper said while she crossed her fingers.
 
• • •
 
“This has been the best day ever,” Ashley said. She handed a bottle of Wedding Belle Blues nail polish to the nail technician before settling into a chair and dipping her toes into the warm foot bath. “Thank you, Angela.”
“My pleasure, sugar. It’s the least I could do for the woman who whipped up a beautiful wedding for me in so little time. You’re a little dynamo, like your sister.”
“I’m sorry Mr. Farmer’s sister didn’t join us, Angela,” Ashley said.
Angela shrugged. “She’s a miserable person. I can’t fix that.”
Cooper glanced down at her own toes as they dried. The nails glistened with the same pale blue shade Ashley chose. It would go well with her bridesmaid dress—the one she hadn’t picked up yet.
“How about you, Cooper? Are you enjoying the day?” Mona asked.
“I’ve never had a spa day before,” Cooper admitted.
“Never?”
“I’m pretty low-maintenance. My sister got me hooked on pedicures. I blame Angela for this. I’ll never be the same again. How did I live thirty-five years without a sugar scrub? I’m not much into massages, but I really liked the seaweed facial. I’m going to have to hit Mr. Farmer up for a raise to keep me in the lifestyle that you gals have now made me accustomed to.”
Angela giggled. “Go ahead, ask away. I’ll nudge him along. A woman has certain needs. I’ll remind him how valuable you are.” She smiled blissfully as she sipped champagne and munched on fresh fruit in a fluffy white robe while her nails dried. “You know, they have couples spa sessions too.”
Cooper’s face warmed as she imagined short, round Mr. Farmer walking around in a fluffy white robe. “I’m going to pass.”
When the bridal party left the spa, Cooper headed to her car with Ashley. Their flip-flops slapped against the pavement as they crossed the parking lot.
“I’m so relaxed,” Cooper said. “I feel like a limp noodle. I’m going straight home to take a nap and pretend I’m a lady of leisure.”
Ashley pushed her wavy blonde locks over her shoulder and hiked her designer hobo bag higher. “Not me. Hannah is with Mama for the day. I’m going to get in some retail therapy. They’ve got a sale going on at my favorite boutique and you can never have too many whatever is on sale.” Ashley laughed.
Cooper only shook her head. Ashley’s disposable income was more than her salary at Make It Work! and she doubted birdhouse sales were going to narrow that margin.
Ashley’s remote chirped and Cooper glanced at the red Mercedes. “Is that a new car?”
“Lincoln brings me a new one every few months. The perks of having a husband who runs an auto dealership. He says it’s free advertising.”
“Tell him I’m happy to help. Anytime.”
“I’ll mention that.” She turned to Cooper. “You didn’t tell me how it went with the bridal shop. Is everything good with your dress and shoes?”
“Just fine.” She hadn’t fibbed. Everything was fine. The dress and shoes were safely tucked away at Monique’s Bridal, waiting for her. She’d have to find time to make yet another trip downtown before the wedding. Taking Jon up on his offer to pick the dress up for her was sounding better and better. Maybe she’d even let him drop off the birdhouses as well.
“That’s one more thing off the master list,” Ashley said. “I’ll give you a call tonight and we can discuss what’s left.”
“Sounds good,” Cooper said.
Careful not to smudge her nails, she got into the Jeep and looked for her phone. It had no doubt sunk to the very bottom of her tote bag. Cooper dumped the contents on the passenger seat and poked through her paraphernalia with a pen until she found the cell. Then she turned it on. Immediately, a call came through.
Quinton.
“Coop, where have you been? I’ve been calling you for hours,” Quinton’s frantic voice rang out.
“My phone was off. I was at Angela’s spa bachelorette party. What’s wrong?”
“Mindy Atwood has been arrested.”
“What?” Cooper tensed as her stomach dropped. “Quinton, why was she arrested?”
“The results came back from the canister in Loretta’s purse. Positive for nuts. Mindy’s fingerprints and DNA were on the outside.”
“But that could have happened by Loretta dropping it and Mindy retrieving it for her. Goodness, any of us could have our fingerprints on it, if she’d dropped the canister in front of us.”
“I know. It’s a reach. The good news is that the deputy city attorney agrees. So she’s out on bail. He says the charges are circumstantial at best and it will never make it to a trial.”
“Oh, poor Mindy. And to have her ex bail her out of jail. That’s humiliating.” Cooper’s mind raced. “This is terrible news for the inn. Who’s going to want to go to an inn a suspected murderer manages?”
“It gets worse. Dax Wilson is in the hospital. In a coma. It was a hit-and-run. It looks suspicious, and they think he was targeted.”
“Dax, who I was convinced was the perpetrator of all of these crimes? What a horrible person I am. Is he going to make it?”
“I don’t know more than that. Except that I’m going to have to repent for my thoughts about that man.”
“Quinton, how did you find out about Dax?”
“That nice Officer Mason. He and his wife stopped by for dinner. Turns out his wife is an amateur French cook, so we made dinner plans. They brought her sister, so it was sort of a blind date.”
“A blind date. That’s nice. When the dust settles, you’ll have to give me all the details.”
Quinton chuckled. “I’m not sure there are any details, except that it was a pleasant evening. Anyhow, after I served the gâteau à l’orange, we got to talking about the case, and, well, he called me to let me know about Dax. It happened last night.”
“This is terrible news. We need a plan and we need one fast,” Cooper said. “And later, you can explain gâteau à l’orange.”
“Orange sponge cake.”
“Sounds wonderful. I’m starving. Or I was. I think I just lost my appetite.”
“I’ll rally the troops and text you a message on when and where we’re meeting,” Quinton said. “And I’ll bring leftovers.”
“Sounds good.” Cooper worked to calm her racing heart. Things were rapidly coming to a head. They were down another suspect, and they still didn’t have any idea what was going on. She prayed it wasn’t going to get worse before it was over.



Chapter Fourteen
 
Cooper sat in Trish’s dining room staring at a painting on the wall. It was some sort of modern art that made no sense to her at all. At least the Deveraux paintings soothed the soul.
Ironic that a painting started this adventure. Now one woman was dead, and a man was fighting for his life. This had to end, soon.
“Has anyone talked to Mindy?” Trish asked.
“I called over there and she was resting. My sister, Ashley, went to spend the night with her.” Cooper shook her head. Grammy nearly had a fit that Ashley was going to the inn. It was all Maggie could do to calm her down and assure her that her great-grandbaby-to-be would be fine, and no one would be murdered in their sleep. Once Grammy got one of her ideas, she rode the train as far as she could.
“What exactly are the charges?” Trish asked.
“I’m not sure. Jon could probably tell us,” Cooper said. “Except I haven’t spoken to him.”
“Cooper, have you eaten anything?” Savannah asked. “Trish put out croissants and lunch meat, and Quinton brought some fancy orange sponge cake. Part of his Julia Child plan.”
“Oh, thanks, but I’m not hungry,” Cooper said. She kept thinking about poor Mindy, being booked at the police station and waiting in a holding cell, not knowing her fate.
“The suspect list certainly has narrowed,” Jake said. “I wonder who Dax crossed to get him run over.” He fisted his hands. “Hit-and-run. That is a heartless and cowardly act.”
“I feel awful,” Cooper said. “I decided Dax was guilty long ago. That was so wrong of me to judge him without evidence.”
Jake patted her shoulder. “I feel for the guy too, Coop, but I suspect he’s no saint. You’ve heard of the saying no honor among thieves? I think Dax was right in the middle of things like Loretta was. Somehow everything went south, and the mastermind, probably Alice, turned the tables on him.”
“So who put the ice pick to our tires?” Bryant asked. “Do you think Alice made Helen do that?”
“I’m not sure,” Jake said. “But we’re running out of suspects.”
“Three suspects left,” Cooper said. “Alice and Helen and Tony.”
“Oh, you don’t still think it could be Tony, do you?” Trish said. “That man wouldn’t run over someone, and I don’t see him as the one who harmed Loretta.”
“We haven’t eliminated him, and he did have a motive. But you’re right. I get sick thinking that a nice family guy like Tony, a guy who’s worked hard and is ready to retire, could even be considered as a suspect. It’s as bad as pointing the finger at Mindy,” Cooper said.
“I’m still betting on Alice,” Bryant said. “She had the most to gain, and the biggest ax to grind.”
“I think we know what we have to do,” Jake said. “It’s time to consider Mona’s plan.”
“How do we provide the opportunity for them to take the second painting without endangering Mindy?” Savannah asked.
“A reenactment.” Cooper nodded as the idea came to her. “And a nanny cam.”
Quinton sat down in the chair across from her. “Reenactment?”
“Sure. Mindy puts out the word that the staff can make extra money, because the Sunrise Bible Study is returning to complete the soft launch in anticipation of the inn’s reopening. She invites all the players back. Kitchen staff, including Jon and Alice. A housekeeper or two. The housekeeping staff and kitchen staff leave after the evening meal, and Helen leaves at nine. Exactly like before.”
“Then what?” Bryant asked.
“Once Mindy has that in place, Mona will contact the dealer and tell him that an interested buyer wants both paintings.”
“That’s too much for any thief to resist,” Bryant said. “Where will the camera be positioned?”
“Second-floor balcony. It’s the only way out after nine p.m. The other doors are alarmed.”
“Mindy will be monitoring the camera feed, I take it?” Quinton said.
Cooper nodded.
“This could work,” Quinton said. “Do we tell Detective Olson?”
“How about if we keep him on speed dial,” Cooper suggested. “This is only going to work if the thief believes they can pluck a Deveraux off the wall again.”
“But how can we tie the thief to Loretta?” Trish asked.
“I don’t know that yet,” Cooper said. “So we’re going to have to be alert. The answer is out there. We just have to find it, or someone is going to get away with murder.”
“This could be dangerous,” Savannah said.
Cooper turned to her friend. “You’re right, Savannah. So if anyone wants to take a pass, now is the time to say so.”
The members looked around the table at each other.
“I’m in,” Trish said. “I’m doing this to clear Tony.”
“Count me in, too,” Bryant added. “I’m not going to let this coward get away with it.”
“What he said,” Jake put in. He looked at Savannah. “What do you think?”
“I’m not letting my friends do this alone. Maybe my finely tuned sniffer can be of some assistance.”
“You know I’m in,” Quinton said. “This inn should be open and I want to see Chef Eason in the kitchen.”
“It’s going to be important that none of us is ever alone when we’re at the inn, except when we’re in our rooms with the door locked,” Cooper said.
“We might be getting all worked up for nothing,” Quinton said. “Loretta’s death was caused by an allergic reaction. We don’t even know if they meant to kill her. Maybe they just wanted her out of the way so they could steal the paintings.”
“Still, desperate people do desperate things,” Jake said. “And Dax is in the hospital.”
“We absolutely should be alert and vigilant,” Trish said. “I’m bringing my pepper spray.”
“You have pepper spray?” Bryant asked. “Is that legal?”
“Using pepper spray for the purposes of self-defense is perfectly legal in the State of Virginia. I’m alone with clients in empty houses all the time. I have to be prepared for anything.”
“Smart woman,” Jake said.
“Okay,” Cooper said. “I’ll call Mindy and get the ball rolling for Saturday to Sunday and then, I’ll reach out to Mona, too.”
“Do you think this is going to work?” Savannah asked.
Cooper nodded. “We can only hope that whoever the thief is, they’ll see the opportunity this holds and fall for our little plan.”
 
• • •
 
Trish wheeled her expensive overnight bag across the foyer of Atwood Inn. Everyone else was already lined up at the reception desk. It was showtime. “It’s nice to be back here,” Trish said to Cooper. Her smile couldn’t be any brighter.
“Hi, Helen,” Cooper chirped. “Good to see you again.”
What have you been up to? Stolen any paintings or murdered anyone lately?
Helen offered a weak nod of acknowledgment as she glanced at the members of the Bible study. Her brows were knit together as she counted heads. “I have you all checked in.” She handed out room keys. “I’ll be at your service at the front desk until nine. Then you may reach Ms. Atwood on your room phone. We hope your stay is memorable.”
“Where’s Quinton?” Bryant asked.
“He went to Whole Foods to shop for snacks,” Cooper said.
“Welcome, friends.” Mindy Atwood came down the hall to greet them with a smile on her face. Though she was smiling, Cooper detected dark circles beneath her eyes that weren’t there before.
“Mindy, thank you for that warm welcome,” Savannah said.
“We’re thrilled you’re giving us another chance to make your stay memorable. Chef Mayberry is in the kitchen tonight, and Chef Eason has morning service.”
Cooper’s lips twitched at the words. Oh, it had been memorable last time.
“I’m so sorry about the painting,” Cooper said. “I read about it in the paper. I assume you’ve beefed up your security system to protect the other painting?”
“No need. The other painting is in the library. It would be quite a trick to get the painting out the sealed library windows.”
Cooper feigned interest in the wall sconce and snuck a peek at Helen, who listened raptly.
Behind them, the front door opened and Quinton came in carrying bags of groceries. “Look who I found at the store?” Trailing behind was Jon Eason.
“Chef Eason?” Cooper smiled. She admitted to some relief to have another person the group could trust on hand.
“We ran into each other in the organic fruits aisle,” Jon said. “What do you think about strawberries and French crêpes for breakfast tomorrow?”
“That sounds like a wonderful way to end our stay here,” Cooper said.
“Well, I don’t know about you folks, but I’m going to help Jon get these groceries into the kitchen,” Quinton said. “Then it’s nap time. I was on the golf course with my boss again, at zero-dawn-thirty. A fluffy duvet is calling me. I already called ahead and scheduled the masseuse right before dinner.”
“Splendid plan,” Trish said. “I’m going to unpack and then stroll through the rose garden and visit my favorite gardener.” She turned to Bryant. “Will you accompany me?”
“Absolutely, I’m always ready to smell the roses.”
“I’d like a cup of tea and some relaxation,” Savannah said.
“That’s on my list too,” Cooper said.
The inn was remarkably quiet, which failed to soothe Cooper as she sat in the great room with Jake and Savannah and read another book Jake had offered. She couldn’t focus, and her gaze kept flicking to the mantel clock. Sunset was at eight thirty, and Helen was off duty at nine. It was four now. This was worse than waking early on a Saturday and waiting for Mama’s famous cinnamon rolls to rise.
By the time she changed for dinner and sat down with the rest of the group, she could hardly stand the unspoken tension in the room.
“How’s everyone doing?” Cooper asked.
“Not well,” Savannah said. “I keep jumping at any shadow in my periphery.” She leaned forward. “Do we know if Mona was successful in the delivery of her portion of our arrangement?” Her voice was a hushed whisper.
“Everything is in place,” Cooper assured her.
“The Sunrise Bible Study,” a familiar voice called.
Cooper looked up to see Chef Mayberry, or was it Wilson, approaching their table with a smile that made her plain features almost pretty.
“Chef, good to see you. Shall we expect French cuisine this evening?” Quinton asked.
“Alas, no. The usual Atwood Inn menu. This was short notice. However, I have prepared my special braised short ribs for the occasion. Chef Eason is my pâtissier this evening, and I am sure he will delight your taste buds.”
“That sounds like things are going well in the kitchen,” Cooper observed.
“Chef Eason recommended me for the position at the Richmond French Bistro. I am indebted to him. I might have been at Steak Haven forever without his kind words.”
“Gosh, that really was generous of him,” Trish said.
“Indeed. Your server will return momentarily to take your order. Bon appetit.”
“That was a surprise,” Savannah said.
“A pleasant one too. What a stark difference from the last time we were here. Do you think she’s putting on a show for our benefit?” Bryant asked.
“Who knows,” Cooper said. “But remember, we still have three suspects,” she whispered. “Until the evidence proves otherwise.”
“Do you see those rosebuds at our place settings?” Trish said, her lips trembling. “Tony Mancuso did that. He’s a fine man, with three kids and twelve grandchildren. He loves this inn. He would never harm anyone here.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes.
“There, there, Trish. I’m sure you’re right.” Bryant put an arm around her and looked at the group. “We visited Tony today, and he was quite apologetic once again for putting the roses in the car.”
“Is there anything I can help with?” Helen stood at their table, alarm on her face. “I don’t mean to intrude, but I couldn’t help but notice Mrs. Tyler’s distress.”
“Oh, Helen, you are so sweet to ask. Poor Trish has a sick aunt. Perhaps a cup of herbal tea?” Savannah asked.
“Yes, of course. I’ll notify the kitchen.
Cooper blinked. “Good save, Savannah.”
Savannah offered a serene smile and a nod of her head. “Shall we enjoy our meal and not discuss these matters where we might be overheard?”
Cooper was grateful that the rest of their dinner was unremarkable, except for Chef Eason’s dessert. He’d pulled off a masterpiece, serving what Quinton deemed the perfect flan.
After coffee and conversation, the group moved to the great room. Quinton filled several bowls with popcorn, and the scent of freshly popped kettle corn filled the air as they prepared for Scrabble.
Before she stepped through the French doors to the balcony, Cooper glanced at the empty wall where the Deveraux once hung. The naked space reminded her of all the losses suffered by Mindy Atwood.
Outside, the overcast sky reflected her mood as the sun began a slow descent behind a thick wall of clouds. The weather had been unfriendly of late, reminding her that it couldn’t hurt to start praying for sunshine for Angela’s wedding.
“My aunt says you haven’t been by with the birdhouses. She’s concerned you’ve changed your mind.”
Cooper swung around to face Jon. “I’m so sorry. They’re loaded in my Jeep. I have to find the time.”
“I take it you haven’t picked up your dress and shoes either.” A smile touched his lips.
“No. Please, don’t tell my sister.”
“I was serious. I’ll pick up the wedding stuff and drop off your birdhouses.”
She hesitated. Relying on Jon to do favors for her was crossing a line that she wasn’t certain she was prepared to cross. “Tell you what. If I don’t get it done by Monday, I’ll call you.”
“Fair enough.”
“Are you staying this evening?” Cooper asked.
“I’ll be outside, keeping an eye on things. I’m supposed to leave in a few minutes. I’ll make noise so everyone is aware that I have departed.”
“Be careful out there,” she said.
“You be careful, yourself,” he said. “I’m not in favor of this plan. They’re only paintings. In the scheme of things, they really don’t matter.”
“Don’t you want to save Atwood Inn, and get Mindy off Detective Olson’s suspect list?”
“My brother says Olson is only following protocol, as urged by his superiors. It’s an election year and the powers that be like cases closed quickly. That’s not always wise.”
“That does make me feel a little better. I mean, I’m hearing you say that your brother doesn’t think Mindy is guilty.”
“Between you and me, no one thinks Mindy is guilty.” Jon shrugged. Then he put a hand on her arm. “I mean it, Cooper Lee. Be careful this evening. I’d like to see you again.”
She nodded wordlessly.
At eight thirty the sun retired, and long shadows filled the great room. Cooper got up from her chair and yawned. “I must be getting old. I’m ready for bed.”
“Don’t go alone, Coop. Five more minutes and I’ll have won this game,” Quinton said.
Jake laughed. “You’re not going to win, my friend. You may know banking and French cuisine, but my gal Savannah knows words. You’re looking at the next winners.”
Savannah laughed. “No pressure, right, Jake?”
When the clock chimed nine, Cooper stood again. “Seriously, you haven’t finished?”
“Bryant is still taking his turn. The man is slower than a herd of turtles stomping through molasses,” Quinton said. “This is the last round. I’m down to one letter.”
Finally, a whoop went up. Jake stood. “We won!”
“Thank goodness,” Cooper said. She went to the French doors to lock them, but Quinton stopped her.
“No,” he whispered. “Leave them.”
“Let’s clean up here and head to our rooms,” Trish said, her voice unusually loud.
“See you in the morning, Coop,” Jake said as he assisted Savannah.
Cooper grabbed her novel and returned the recliner to its original position before following Trish out of the great room. They stood in the hallway for a moment, looking around. Wall sconces lit up the area, but no one else was there.
“Keep your phone charged,” Trish said. “And be careful.”
“You too,” Cooper said. She slipped into her own room and turned on a small bedside lamp. She could call her parents, but they’d sense something was going on from her voice. Instead, she changed into sweatpants and a T-shirt and lay down on the bed, waiting, with her phone in her hand.
Dozing off, Cooper’s eyes flew open when her phone began to ring. She scrambled off the bed, knocking the phone off the duvet and across the room. In the distance, she heard sirens, getting closer by the second.
Then, banging started on her door. Without thinking, she pulled the door open.
“Are you okay?” Trish asked. She stood in the doorway in pajamas and no makeup, holding a can of pepper spray. Behind her, the rest of the Bible study group were huddled in the hall.
“Yes. I’m fine. What’s going on?”
“You didn’t answer your phone,” Trish said. “We were ready to knock down the door. Or make Jake do it.”
“I think I fell asleep. Listen, do you hear sirens?”
“Yes,” Quinton said. “Something is going on outside.”
“Let’s go downstairs,” Bryant said.
“Together,” Jake said. He took Savannah’s hand and led the way.
“Coop, are you coming?” Quinton asked.
“I need to grab my shoes and my phone.”
Quinton waited in the hall for her as she scooped up her phone from under the bed and slipped into her flip-flops.
“What time is it anyhow?”
“A little after ten. I’ve been pacing my room for an hour.”
“I feel pretty silly, falling asleep.”
“It’s not like you could do anything in your room. Jon told me he’s staking out the exterior of the house. He’d know if any foul play was going on.”
“Yes,” Cooper said. “He told me too. I’m still embarrassed.” She hurried to keep up with Quinton, who was already on his way to the great room.
“What’s going on,” he whispered loudly to the rest of the group gathered on the balcony, where flashing red and blue lights lit up the yard below.
“We’ve caught a thief,” Mindy said from the balcony, where she too looked down at the scene below. “I’m so relieved.”
“Did you see them on the nanny cam?” Cooper asked.
“No. Someone put a cloth over the camera. I heard the sirens from my room and came running. I went downstairs and Detective Olson yelled at me to stay inside.”
“Olson? How did he get here so fast?” Quinton asked.
“I don’t know,” Mindy said, “But I’m not going to complain. I mean, as long as he doesn’t arrest me again.”
Cooper reached the rail and looked down at the trio of police cars forming a semicircle on the grass. Their high beams were focused on a woman in a hoodie, standing on the ground with a painting.
“Who is that?” Cooper asked. As she said the words, Detective Olson appeared. He handed the painting to another officer and turned the woman around to handcuff her.
“What do you see?” Savannah said. “I can only see the flashing lights.”
“Helen Everett is being arrested.” Cooper sighed. “Last time I interrupted a heist. This time I slept through one.”
“It’s not Alice,” Bryant said. “I’m gobsmacked. Little Helen is a thief.”
“Why are they taking the painting?” Jake asked.
“Evidence,” Mindy said. “I better go down there and talk to Detective Olson before he leaves.”
Cooper stood at the rail until police radio chatter faded away and the last vehicle left. “Wow, that was anticlimactic,” she said.
“I thought it was pretty exciting,” Jon said.
She turned to see the group greet Jon Eason.
“Jon,” Quinton said with a grin. “Did you catch our thief?”
“Did you call Detective Olson?” Bryant asked.
“Guilty. I gave him a heads-up on what was going on tonight and asked him to stand by.”
“We should have done that,” Cooper said. “Thank you for being so wise.”
He shrugged. “I like the Sunrise Bible Study, and I didn’t want anything to happen to you.”
Trish nudged her and whispered, “He means you.”
“Where did you find Helen?”
“I had a hunch she’d be rappelling off the balcony, so I hid in the garden. Once I saw the rope go over, I knew I was right. I called Olson, and he nabbed her as she descended with the painting.”
“That’s fantastic. Have you heard anything about the first painting?”
“As a matter of fact, Detective Olson said he had a very reliable lead.”
Cooper frowned. “What about Alice?”
“There’s nothing to indicate that she was part of this burglary, but Olson will have her picked up tonight on conspiracy charges.”
Trish grinned. “Tony Mancuso is no longer a suspect.”
“You were right, Trish,” Cooper said.
“This sure was our strangest case to date,” Savannah said. “This one was about people and relationships more than anything else.”
“Yes,” Cooper said. “This case has given me pause more than once, thinking about how blessed I am.”
Jake nodded. “I’m grateful we’re closing this one out, though there are still lots of questions to answer.”
“I can’t share right now,” Jon said. “But trust me. You’ll have your answers very soon.”
“Thanks again, Jon,” Cooper said.
“It wasn’t me. It was all of us,” he said with a smile.
“This definitely took a village,” Mindy said from the great room. “All of you did this. Mona Lister, too. I am beyond grateful.” She smiled. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to go down to police headquarters to press charges. Chef Eason will be handling the inn until I return. Let him know if he can do anything to make your stay memorable.”



Chapter Fifteen
 
“Oh, Cooper, I’m so nervous.” Angela reached for her bottle of Petite Chérie, a gift from Mr. Farmer, and spritzed herself.
Cooper stepped back from the cloud of perfume and sneezed. “You look like a princess, Angela.” She smiled at Angela’s reflection in the full-length mirror, realizing that her friend did indeed look like royalty in the beaded gown, with a faux rhinestone belt and a full skirt that fell to her feet, allowing only a peek at her crystal heels.
“Does this tiara look right?”
“Perfect, and Betty Boop’s is perfect as well.” They both laughed at the little terrier who raced around the Lee guest room, trying to pull the pink satin ribbon off her tail.
“Angela, may I ask you one thing?”
“Sure, honey. Anything.”
“Why do you call Mr. Farmer, Mr. Farmer?”
The bride laughed. “He’s been my boss for so long, I guess it’s just a habit. Besides, Bernard is sort of stodgy, and Mr. Farmer is anything but stodgy.” She fanned her face with a hand and smiled mischievously. “That man is a tiger in the—”
“Stop.” Cooper held up a palm. “TMI, Angela. He’s my boss, too.”
Angela laughed again. “Oops. Sorry.” She glanced in the mirror and adjusted her décolletage.
“What do you call him at home?” Cooper asked, still intrigued by the topic.
“Mr. Farmer, sweetie pie.” Angela’s eyes, beneath their curtain of long fake lashes, twinkled as they always did when she mentioned the boss’s name.
Cooper laughed.
“Did I tell you about the wedding present he got me?”
“No. I hope it was something good.”
Angela reached for her purse and dug around inside. She pulled out a sterling silver key chain with the letter M dangling from a silver circle.
“He got you a key chain?” Oh, this wasn’t going to end well, and she’d probably get fired.
“No, silly. He got me a car. A vintage 1956 Ford T-bird convertible in red. Marilyn Monroe drove one just like that, except hers was black. Mr. Farmer knows I love red.” She grinned. “I’ll be retiring my Volkswagen bug soon.”
“He actually bought you a car?”
“Uh-huh. Only it’s in Jersey City, so it won’t be here until we get back from our honeymoon.”
“Oh, Angela. He must really love you to have gone to all that trouble.”
Angela sighed. “He’s the best man ever.”
They turned when Mona slipped into the room and twirled around to show off her bridesmaid dress. The dress was the exact replica of Cooper’s but in a darker shade of blue.
“Cooper,” Mona said. “Your sister has excellent taste. We look good.” Then she eyed her best friend and swiftly crossed the room to take Angela’s hands. “You always were the prettiest girl on the playground. I’m so glad I got to see this day.”
Angela hugged Mona. “Oh, sweetie. You’re more sister than friend. I’m so glad you’re in my life.” She sniffed.
Cooper grabbed the tissue box and handed it to Angela. “Five minutes and counting. No tears until after the ceremony, per Ashley’s instructions.”
Mona grabbed a tissue and carefully dabbed at Angela’s eye makeup. “All fixed.”
A knock at the door of the guest room had the women turning. Maggie peeked her head in. “Ladies, Ashley sent me to tell you that it’s time. I have your flowers on the kitchen table.”
Outside, the strains of the gentle harp music could be heard.
Cooper and Mona stepped out of the house toward the satin runner that led from the house to the wedding tent. As she left the house, Cooper raised her face toward the sky, where a bright blue canopy confirmed Bryant’s weather prediction for the day. Clear skies and nothing but sunshine.
After the week she’d had, Cooper was ready for nothing but sunshine.
“Ready?” she asked Ashley, who stood to the side, orchestrating everything.
Ashley nodded to the harpist, who began the notes of the wedding march.
“Mona, you’re first,” Ashley said.
“Cooper, thank you so much,” Ashley whispered as Cooper waited for her turn. “You saved the day for Mindy and Mama, and Angela too. I’m so proud of you.”
“Don’t make me cry, Ash. It took me forever to figure out how to get this mascara on correctly.”
“Your turn, Coop. Remember to smile, because Richmond Bride Magazine might take your picture, big sister.”
“I was fine until you said that.”
Cooper paced herself as she walked down the runner toward the front of the tent, where Mr. Farmer and his best man, Emilio, waited. Once she arrived and stood next to Mona, she allowed herself to peek at the guests.
Of course, her family was here. The event was in their yard. There was her daddy in his suit. The only one he owned. Ashley had bought it for him when she got married. Mama was tucked by his side. Even Grammy was smiling as she met Cooper’s eyes and offered a thumbs-up.
Mr. Farmer’s sister, Beatrice, had decided to show up. Short and pudgy, and unsmiling, she was seated between Emilio’s grandmother and Mr. Farmer’s Aunt Mildred.
Emilio’s date, a Jennifer Lopez look-alike, sat with Brandi and Josh, who came together. Bobby and his wife were next to Ben. Even the new girl, Bentley, came.
Cooper counted heads and realized that all of her Make It Work! family were in attendance. The entire Document Security and Leasing and Maintenance division had come to support two of the nicest people on earth.
Then Cooper’s gaze landed on Jon. Angela had invited him to thank him for all the work he’d done to ensure the yard was magazine beautiful. He looked even better than usual in a suit, with his unruly hair tamed.
When Cooper looked up, Angela appeared at the back of the tent. She held a jewel-encrusted leash and walked down the white runner with Betty Boop leading the way. A beatific smile lit up her face as she moved toward her groom.
Short and chubby, Mr. Farmer, with his receding hairline and his Danny DeVito good looks, seemed to get inches taller as he stood proudly watching his bride approach.
Cooper’s heart swelled at the love that flowed from his eyes to hers. That was exactly what she wanted someday.
Both Angela and Mr. Farmer recited their written vows, and by the time they’d completed them, there wasn’t a dry eye in the tent.
“I now pronounce you Mr. and Mrs. Farmer . . . again.”
The moment the words were said, Angela leaned over to give her groom a big kiss, leaving traces of red on Mr. Farmer’s lips.
After the wedding ceremony, guests began to trickle into Atwood Inn. Jon stood leaning against the reception desk when Cooper walked in. She glanced around, glad to turn the page on the story the inn would tell. The historic building would have its happily ever after now, thanks to the Sunshine Bible Study.
“Cooper Lee, just the person I’m waiting for.”
She turned to look at Jon. “Me?”
“Yes. I wanted to tell you that I lied.”
Her eyes rounded, and she dared to step closer. “You did? What about?”
“I said your dress and shoes didn’t matter because all eyes would be on the bride. I lied. My eyes were on you. You look amazing in that dress. It brings out the color in both of your eyes.”
Cooper’s neck and face began the familiar tingling warmth at the compliment, but she dared to step closer, meeting his gaze. “Look at you,” she said. “You’re such a Southern boy, standing there, wooing me so boldly.”
Jon chuckled, the blue eyes crinkling at the corners as he enjoyed their repartee. “Is it working?”
“I’m thinking about it. I’ll let you know what I decide later.”
Cooper swept past him and into the banquet room, where the dinner and dancing would soon begin. Mindy greeted her in the doorway.
“Jon’s a good guy, Cooper. I think you should give him a chance.”
“Have you been talking to my Bible study friends?” she asked, eyes narrowed.
“No. It’s clear as can be that he likes you.”
“Oh, Mindy, I’m thirty-five years old and I haven’t had the best judgment with guys. I’m not sure I can trust myself.”
“I completely get that, but it’s not about putting trust in yourself at all, and there is a way around that. Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not to your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him and he will direct your path.”
“Ah, Proverbs 3:5–6,” Cooper said. “You’re right about that.” Cooper didn’t miss the irony that the group had been studying Proverbs since they first found out about Atwood Inn. “I’ll keep that in mind, Mindy. And thank you.”
“No. Thank you. You and Ashley and your friends have turned things around. Today is just the start.”
Cooper’s glance spanned the room. Tony Mancuso had provided roses for every table. At the bride’s table, the bride and groom sat laughing and smiling with their guests. To the left of the table the beautiful cake Maggie had baked stood waiting to be cut. Swirled vanilla buttercream and piped pearls gave the three-tiered cake a simple elegance.
Today was a new beginning for everyone, and Cooper was proud to be part of it.
 
• • •
 
“How was your friend’s wedding, Cooper?” Trish asked. She poured a cup of coffee and grabbed one of Magnolia’s Marvels from the Sunday school refreshment table. This week, Cooper brought soft gingersnap cookies.
“Really, perfect,” Cooper said. “And my sister said that Angela’s Yorkshire terrier is going to be on the cover of Richmond Bride Magazine in her little doggie tutu and tiara.” She pulled out her phone and shared the pictures with the members of the group as they gathered around her.
“That is the sweetest thing ever,” Trish said. “You know, my niece is beginning her wedding planning. I’ll have to tell her about this cute dog in the wedding idea.”
Quinton took the phone from Trish and grinned. “Look at you in that dress,” he said. “You look like a model, Cooper.”
“Can you enlarge it so I can see it?” Savannah asked as she too moved closer.
“I’ll send the photos to your email so you can enlarge them on your computer.”
“Oh, bless you.”
“Is that Jon Eason?” Quinton asked as he touched the screen, revealing another photo. He raised his brows and shot Cooper a look of approval.
“It is. The bride invited him.”
“Don’t you two make a very nice-looking couple,” he continued.
“We weren’t a couple.”
“Sure looks like it to me. Aren’t you dancing with him in that picture?” He nodded. “Yes, indeed, you are. Look at that expression on your face. Cooper, you are feeling no pain.”
“I don’t even know where that picture came from. My sister must have taken it when I wasn’t looking.” Cooper peered at the screen of her phone in Quinton’s hand. He was right. It was a very nice picture. Dancing with Jon was the highlight of her day.
Next, the phone went to Bryant, who grinned as he looked through the pictures. “Who was the wedding planner?”
“My sister, Ashley.”
“I’ll need her number immediately, so I can book her for Jane and my wedding. We’re thinking about September.”
“That will be here before you know it,” Cooper said. “Wow, another wedding.”
Savannah returned to her seat and lightly clapped her hands. “We’d better begin.” She picked up her Bible. “It’s surely taking us much longer to get through Proverbs than I would have imaged.”
“This has been quite a wild ride,” Jake said. “We stop a burglary last Saturday night and are back into Proverbs today.”
Quinton sat down and looked at Jake. “When did we begin this study?”
“Early June, and now a good chunk of July has come and gone,” Jake said.
Cooper poured her coffee and added a generous amount of cream before heading to her seat. “Who would have imagined seven weeks ago that we’d have been in the thick of another murder?”
“I still can’t believe that Helen was the mastermind,” Bryant said. “That mousy little thing. Why, I never.”
“Detective Olson came by to see Mindy and to wrap up the case yesterday,” Cooper said. “I’m sorry I didn’t notify everyone when she called me, but I’ve done nothing but sleep since we left Atwood Inn.”
“What did the good detective have to say?” Quinton asked.
“According to Helen’s statement, the lipstick was supposed to cause Loretta to have a reaction that would keep her away from the inn so that they could remove the paintings. The plan was never to kill her.”
“She admitted she’s guilty?” Bryant asked.
“Actually, Dax admitted he was guilty first. Once he came out of the coma, he asked to see the police and made a full confession. He was terrified of Helen after she tried to run him over.” Cooper nodded. “And Bryant was right. Originally, Loretta hired Dax and Helen to do the job, but they demanded a bigger cut. That’s why she wanted to fire them.”
“Aha,” Bryant said. “That makes sense. Helen decided they’d take matters into their own hands. They’d do the same plan. The soft launch weekend was the best time. All they had to do was get Loretta out of the way, and the paintings out the window. Except Cooper interrupted the plan.”
“And the lipstick? What happened there?” Trish asked.
“We were right on that score as well. Helen stole Mindy’s lipstick and replaced the lip color with Loretta’s shade, laced with nuts.”
“What’s Alice’s role in all this?” Bryant asked.
“Passive observer, I guess,” Cooper said. “Helen has protected her from a narcissist mother who bullied her all her life.
“Why did Alice agree to work at the inn?” Quinton asked. “It was clear she didn’t want to be there.”
“The whole thing is really sad,” Cooper said. “Alice came to Atwood Inn because Loretta promised to pay back all the money she’d borrowed. Mindy said that every time Alice got settled, her mother bilked her out of her savings. Loretta was addicted to expensive painkillers.”
“How did we miss that?” Quinton asked.
“Loretta was very good at hiding her addiction. She was married to Mindy’s father, and neither he nor Mindy ever figured it out,” Cooper said.
“What will happen to Helen?”
“She struck a deal, pleading guilty and leading them to the painting. Since the painting was recovered, Mindy has dropped those charges against all three of them.”
“The painting was found. That’s wonderful,” Savannah said.
“What about Alice?” Bryant asked. “She was an accessory.”
“Helen claims that Alice didn’t find out what she had done until after the car accident. Detective Olson believes that Alice has suffered enough. He’s not charging her.”
“That was quite a performance Helen gave at the inn on Sunday morning, when we found out that Loretta was dead,” Quinton said. “Trish did tell us that Helen was the president of the drama club. We overlooked her because the woman is a chameleon.”
“I’ll say,” Cooper added. “She deserves an Oscar. I would have never guessed that she was the mastermind. Friday night, she played the reticent and timid wallflower for the performance of a lifetime.”
Helen and Alice. Friendships forged in steel, Angela had said. Cooper thought about Angela and Mona. The two were a far cry from Helen and Alice.
“What about Dax Wilson?”
“He’s been moved from ICU to a regular room. He’s expected to make a full recovery.”
“That’s good,” Savannah said. “We’ll add an extra prayer for Dax today.”
“What do you say we celebrate another closed case with breakfast after church?” Cooper asked. “My treat. Mr. Farmer was so pleased with the wedding, and a certain wedding gift idea I gave him, that he surprised me with a bonus check before they left on their honeymoon. Breakfast is on me.”
“Breakfast it is,” Quinton said. “I’m all in for Belgian waffles, but you’re not paying. We’re going to treat you. You’re the one who invited us to Atwood Inn to start with. Thank you for allowing us to see, once again, how blessed we are to have good friends and the good Lord in our lives.”
Cooper smiled. He was so right.



Chapter Sixteen
 
“I can’t remember the last time we used this dining room that it wasn’t Christmas or Thanksgiving,” Maggie said.
“It’s a special occasion,” Earl said. “We have so much to be grateful for.”
“Plus, we have a full house. We’d never fit in the kitchen,” Cooper said, looking around the table. Ashley and Lincoln were at one end with Hannah and her high chair. Mama and Daddy were at the other end. Grammy and Frank sat on the left, and on the right she was with Jon Eason.
“You always get a full house when there’s a free meal,” Grammy observed. “You sure outdid yourself, daughter-in-law. This spread looks mighty fine.”
“Grammy, Chef Eason made dinner,” Mama said. She nodded toward the steaming bowl of spaghetti and another of meatballs with extra sauce. A basket on each end of the table held warm bread fresh from the oven. “Imagine that. A real chef in my kitchen.”
“Then why are we jabbering. Earl, say prayer, quick-like, so I can see what all the fuss is about.”
“Yes, Mama,” Earl said as he took his wife’s hand. “Dear Lord, thank you for the abundance of blessings you have given us. Family, faith, and good food. Bless each person here today, and thank you for keeping them safe. Amen.”
“Amen,” sounded around the table.
“What will happen to Atwood Inn?” Earl asked. “Mindy being arrested can’t have been good for business.”
“Business is booming,” Jon said. “So much so that I had to quit my job at the Italian restaurant to man the kitchen at the inn full-time. She’s booked now through the holidays.”
“That’s wonderful!” Maggie said.
“How did that happen?” Cooper asked. She took the serving dish of meatballs that Jon handed her and placed a generous amount of sauce and meatballs on her plate. For the first time in days, she was starving.
Jon looked toward Ashley. “Your sister. That’s how.”
“Ashley? What did you do?” Mama asked.
“What any friend would do. I called every gallery, art school, and museum in the tristate area and let them know about the Deveraux paintings. Oh, and I called the press as well. I let them know the only way they could see the paintings was to book a night at the inn.”
“And that did it?” Cooper asked.
“Then I told Mindy she needed a packaged deal. You know, like an art appreciation special. She now has the Art Connoisseur Weekend Package. It includes a Saturday chat about the history of Austin Deveraux, and an opportunity for art classes held in what used to be the storage room and is now the inn’s own classroom.”
“Ash, you’re a genius. Forget the wedding planning. You need to go wide. Event planning.” Cooper swept the air with one hand. “Love Event Planning.”
“Thank you. I got a good start with Richmond Bride Magazine, and I’m already working on Bryant and Jane’s nuptials and Trish’s niece’s wedding. I’ll put the rest on hold until after the birth of little Love number two.” She patted her abdomen.
“I have news as well,” Maggie said. She offered a wide grin, and her eyes twinkled with delight.
“Tell us, Mama,” Ashley said.
“Magnolia’s Marvels will now be available at Lamplighter.”
“Oh, Mama. My favorite coffee and my favorite treat, all in one place,” Cooper said. “I’ve died and gone to heaven.”
Ashley whooped with joy at the words. “I am so proud of you, Mama.” At her words, little Hannah laughed and banged her fork on the table of her high chair.
After a few minutes, Jon nudged Cooper. “What about your good news?”
“Oh, that’s no big deal.”
“Sure it is,” he persisted.
Cooper felt her neck and face warm as all eyes turned to her. “My birdhouses are being featured in Richmond Magazine. Plus, all of the birdhouses consigned to a shop downtown have sold out, and I’ve been commissioned to make a dozen more.”
“Cooper, that’s wonderful. Richmond Magazine. My goodness,” Maggie said.
“You’re a Lee,” Ashley said. “I’m not surprised.”
Well, Cooper was surprised. She didn’t have a single birdhouse left. She’d have to make more, and Jon promised to help her on his days off.
Grammy gave a nod of approval. “With all that money, maybe you’ll be able to get your own place and quit freeloading off your mama and daddy.”
“Grammy!” Maggie said.
“Aw, come on,” Grammy said as she stabbed a meatball. “She’s thirty-five years old. I had two kids in high school by then.”
Earl laughed. “That might be a slight exaggeration.”
Cooper waited for her grandmother 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 as well, but Grammy spared the group the remainder of her accomplishments.
“Cooper, I’m so proud of you,” her mama said. She filled her plate with spaghetti and reached for the meatballs.
“Thank you. I have to tell you that Jon is responsible.”
“You’re lucky to have a friend like Jon, Daughter,” Earl said with a smile and a quick wink.
Cooper reached for Jon’s hand beneath the table. “Yes, Daddy, I surely am.”
They’d closed the study on Proverbs, and the lesson they’d begun with and concluded with drifted to her mind: A man’s heart deviseth his way: but the Lord directeth his steps.



Magnolia’s Marvels
 
 
Chocolate Spice Balls
 
1¼ cups margarine
1¾ cups sugar
4 eggs
5 cups flour
1 teaspoon baking soda
4 teaspoons baking powder
½ teaspoon salt
1 teaspoon cinnamon
1 tablespoon orange rind
½ teaspoon allspice
½ teaspoon cloves
½ teaspoon nutmeg
½ teaspoon black pepper
1¼ cups cocoa
¾ cup buttermilk
1/3 cup orange juice
¼ cup raisins (optional)
1 cup nuts (optional)
 
 
Cream margarine and sugar. Add eggs and beat well. Sift flour, soda, salt, spices and cocoa together in a separate bowl. Add dry ingredients to the egg and sugar mixture, alternating with buttermilk. Blend in orange juice; fold in raisins and nuts, if using. Drop by rounded teaspoon onto greased baking sheets. Bake 8 minutes at 400 degrees. Do not overbake. Should be moist and not dry. Cool and frost. Makes two dozen.



Seven Layer Bars
 
¼ cup butter
1 cup graham cracker crumbs (regular or chocolate)
1 cup semi-sweet chocolate chips
1 cup chopped nuts (walnuts or pecans)
1 cup flaked coconut
1 (15-ounce) can sweetened condensed milk
 
Preheat oven to 350F. Melt butter in 9-inch square pan. Sprinkle in graham cracker crumbs evenly. Layer the chocolate chips, nuts, and coconut on top of the graham cracker mix. Pour the sweetened condensed milk evenly over the entire mixture. Bake for 30 minutes. Cool in pan before cutting.



Chewy Gingersnaps
 
¾ cup margarine
1 cup sugar
¼ cup molasses
1 egg
2¼ cups flour
2 teaspoons baking soda
½ teaspoon ground cloves
½ teaspoon ginger
½ teaspoon salt
 
Cream margarine and sugar. Add molasses and egg. Beat well. Add remaining ingredients; mix and chill. Form into 1-inch balls. Roll in sugar. Bake at 375 degrees for 10 minutes on ungreased cookie sheet. Makes 4 dozen.
Ellery Adams
 
New York Times bestselling author Ellery Adams grew up on a beach near the Long Island Sound. Having spent her adult life in a series of landlocked towns, she cherishes her memories of open water, violent storms, and the smell of the sea. Her series include the Supper Club Mysteries, the Antiques & Collectibles Mysteries, the Hope Street Church Mysteries, and the Book Retreat Mysteries, among others.
 
 
Tina Radcliffe
 
Originally from Western New York, Tina Radcliffe left home for a tour of duty with the Army Security Agency stationed in Augsburg, Germany, and ended up in Tulsa, Oklahoma. While living in Tulsa she spent ten years as a Certified Oncology R.N., followed by a move to Colorado, which led to a career as a library cataloger. A freelance writer for over twenty years, Tina is an RWA Honor Roll member, a two-time RWA Golden Heart finalist, four-time ACFW Carol Award finalist, and a 2014 ACFW Carol Award winner. She currently resides in Arizona, where she writes fun, heartwarming romance.
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