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“Nancy, do you see that girl in the white blouse and black pants? Sitting at a table about thirty feet from here?” Bev Bradley asked. “She always orders the chicken and rice soup when we have it?”

Nancy Glenn looked in the direction her sister was aiming her usual subtle point, her right hand flat on the cafeteria’s display case and out of sight of anyone but Nancy. “That’s, hmm...Bailey something. I think she works at Burton’s.”

“Right. Bailey. We’ll have to check her badge the next time she comes to the counter so we can get her last name. You know who would be perfect for Bailey?”

Nancy sighed. “No, but I imagine you’re about to tell me.”

“That Spencer Gilbert from Siebert’s. Don’t you think they’d make an adorable couple?”

“If you say so.”

“Come on, you know they would. They both have that nice dark hair and they’re always so polite to us.”

“Just because they both have dark hair doesn’t mean...They don’t even know each other, Bev. And part of the reason is probably because they work for different companies.”

“I wish their name badges had bigger letters, don’t you? So they’d be easier for my old eyes to read. But no matter. Maybe we need to introduce them. Help them along a little.”

Nancy frowned at her sister. “Maybe we do not need to introduce them.”

“And you know who else would make a cute couple?”

Nancy wanted to roll her eyes but stopped herself, knowing nothing was going to stop Bev from finishing with her “cute couple” ideas. “Go ahead. I’m all ears.”

“That little Mallory, with her pretty auburn red hair, and that Dillon Kent. They both work at Lang’s. Don’t you think they’d be cute together?” Bev knew Nancy would never admit to being interested in wanting to pair off their customers, but she also knew Nancy would be as pleased as she if they could somehow change the lives of some of their regulars for the better. Who didn’t hope for a happy ever after, for themselves and others? The fact that Bev and Nancy had both been happily married for over 40 years before their husbands had passed was proof that happy ever afters did exist, and Bev had been keeping her eye on a select few customers who never seemed to have lunch with members of the opposite sex, which was clearly a cry for help. “And also that cute Tara Vernon, who I see has colored her hair a lovely shade of green this week. Last week it was purple, which was lovely, but I think I might prefer the green. How about you?”

“Either one. At her age and with that sweet face she can wear any color she wants. And who would you match Tara with?”

Bev was pleased Nancy was getting into the spirit of things. “That Aaron. They both work at Lang’s, too. They both come in here for lunch every day, and he always looks a little lost when he sits by himself and puts those things in his ears.”

“Ear buds. But only when he doesn’t eat with that other young man.”

“Right. Ear buds. It’s like he doesn’t want anyone to talk to him if he’s alone.”

“Maybe someone tried to play matchmaker with him once and he’s making sure it doesn’t happen again.” She gave Bev a pointed look.

Laughing, Bev said, “That’s actually quite funny, Nancy.”

“Thank you. Have you finished your matchmaking yet? It looks as if we’re getting low on the American Chop Suey and the tomato and cucumber salad.”

“One more for now. And these two look made for each other. They’re both older than the other kids. I’d say they’re in their late 40s.”

Nancy’s eyes scanned the busy café, wondering if she could guess who Bev had her eyes on this time, but there was such a range of ages at the tables and in line, probably as young as late teens all the way up through the 70s, she couldn’t even make a guess. “Who are they?”

“Rachel Nelson and Kirk. Brennon, or Brennis is his last name. They both have lovely silver hair and they’re always so friendly to us.”

“What’s your plan? Are you going to write love notes to them and slip them onto their lunch trays using the others’ names?” As soon as she said it and saw the gleam in her sister’s eyes she wished she’d kept the joke to herself. “I was kidding and you aren’t doing that or I’m firing you.”

“You can’t fire me. I own half of the 925, the same as you.”

“If you make these nice people uncomfortable, they won’t come here anymore. You realize that, don’t you?”

“I’m not going to do anything about it. But it’s fun to think about. And I bet they’d all like each other. I’m not wrong about these things.”

“Since when?”

“Didn’t I tell you Ernie would be perfect for you?”

“Yes, but that was 45 years ago. And anyway, we’ll never know if they’re perfect for each other unless they come together naturally. There’s probably an excellent reason all your so-called cute couples aren’t together now. If they see each other in here every day and still haven’t gone to the trouble of introducing themselves, it’s because they aren’t feeling that spark.”

Bev sighed as she surveyed the customers. “It’s such a shame. Teddy and I had that spark. So did you and Ernie.”

“Yes, we did. We were lucky.”

“Blessed. We were blessed. But now I’m going to get more of that salad, if you’ll get the chop suey. We don’t want our customers to go hungry since they need energy if they’re going to work another five hours, the poor things.”

“At least they don’t have to go home and tear their house apart looking for hidden treasure the way we’ve been doing.”

“Great Uncle Stanley certainly has a lot to answer for.”

“He’s probably looking down at us right now and laughing, the old goat.”

“I was sure the metal detector would find it.”

“Maybe it isn’t coins we’re looking for.”

“The man could have put some kind of hint in his will, couldn’t he?”

“The man could have done a lot of things,” Nancy said. “Like use a safety deposit box instead of hiding whatever it is in a ten-bedroom mansion. When I think of all the hours we’ve spent looking for his ‘buried treasure’ I want to scream.”

“Save your screams for later, after you fill the chop suey. And now the steak teriyaki is getting low, too. There’s no rest for the weary, is there?”

“There surely isn’t.”
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“Loving the hair, Tara,” Bailey Mitchell said, taking a spoonful of soup.

“Thanks. I bought a new top and wanted to match it but I like the color so much I’m keeping it for a week. Maybe even longer. You should do yours this weekend so we can match.”

Bailey grinned. “I think I’ll stick with my mousey brown. Anyway, people would look from you to me and wonder why you’re so gorgeous and I’m so not.”

“Would you stop that?” She returned the grin. “You’re no less gorgeous than I am. And your hair is not mousey, it’s also gorgeous. So what are you doing this weekend instead of coloring your hair?”

“I might try paddleboarding.”

Tara’s eyes widened. “That sounds really fun. Who are you going with?”

“I thought I’d go with my invisible boyfriend.”

“What a coincidence. I’m seeing my imaginary boyfriend this weekend.”

“Do you want to try paddleboarding with me?”

“Why not? What’s the worst thing that could happen?”

“We could drown or be eaten by a shark or an alligator.”

“Are you going to Lake Eden?”

“That’s probably safest. And easier than driving two hours to the ocean.”

“True. And it minimizes the chances of being eaten by a shark. And alligators haven’t made it as far north as Massachusetts yet, as far as I know.”

“Also true. And if we wear life vests we should be fine.”

“Have you ever done this before? Or is it going to be like the time we rented the canoe?”

“Well, there’s a slight chance it could be like the canoe incident, but I think it’s much easier to climb back on a board than it was with the canoe.”

“And we probably won’t skin our knees, like when we rented the bikes.”

“See? All kinds of reasons to try paddleboarding.” 

“I’m getting really excited about this, Bailey. I’m so glad you thought of it.”

“I am, too. How is your pasta?”

Tara looked down at her plate. “I prefer to think of it with its fancier name of American Chop Suey, and it’s delicious. Those nice ladies make the best food. And you can’t beat the prices here.”

“I know. The few times I tried other restaurants just for some variety, I always ended up returning here the next day. And we don’t even have to go outdoors to get here. The only thing I would change if I had my way would be to maybe section off parts of it because it’s so huge. It can get so loud in here.”

“Because everybody knows it’s the best place for lunch.” Looking around, Tara said, “I can picture it quartered off, maybe with some archways as dividers. Maybe stuccoed walls, painted a nice earth tone.”

“Yes. Or each quarter could be painted a different earth tone. One day we could eat in the gold room, and another day the russet room.”

“We should have been interior designers instead of admins. Maybe in our next careers we can try our hands at it. We can take some on line courses or something.”

“That could work. But I also have a backup plan to work right here if I get fired from Burton’s. Bev and Nancy seem like they’d be great bosses and I bet it’s a nice place to work. Everybody’s always smiling, from the bosses on down.”

“Bev and Nancy seem to get along really well, just like my sister and me. But I think I’m glad I don’t have to work with my sister. It would be too easy to revert to our childhood personalities.”

“Right. Before you know it, one of you would be ripping the head off the other one’s favorite Barbie.”

“Exactly.”

Bailey checked her watch, then looked at Tara. “I must be off, but it’s been lovely, as always.”

“Ta-ta, my friend. See you tomorrow?”

“Unless I get eaten by a shark or an alligator before then.”

––––––––
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SPENCER WAS IN LINE for lunch when he heard a familiar voice behind him. 

“How did the system update go over the weekend?”

He turned to see Kirk Brennis. “Hey, Kirk. Why, has it crashed since I left my desk?”

Kirk laughed. “No. You guys get overtime when you work weekends to do that?”

“Course. I’m expecting the check to be in the mail any day now.” Once Spencer had his tray he looked around the crowded café before heading for an open table and was soon joined by Kirk. “How’s the Engineering department going?”

“Same stuff, different day.” Kirk took a bite of his sandwich. “Any weekend plans?”

“Family cookout.”

“Nice. You still have parents around?”

Spencer wondered if Kirk’s parents had passed. The guy was probably 15 years older than he was, and he knew it was a possibility. “Yeah, there are a couple of them around. Cookout’s at their place with the whole family.”

Kirk nodded. “My advice is to encourage your folks to throw out their crap, the stuff they don’t use anymore, the stuff they say they’re saving for you in case you want it. If the subject comes up this weekend.” 

He eyed Kirk. “Sounds like you have some experience with this.”

“My siblings and I are cleaning out my parents’ house so they can move from a four bedroom to a one-bedroom senior apartment and the going is tough. So if your folks try to give you something, take it even if you don’t want it, then get rid of it. It’ll save you a lot of trouble someday. I’ve got a good twenty years on you, but time creeps up like you wouldn’t believe.”

“I’m seeing that already with my nieces.”

“No kids of your own?”

“Not married.”

“Not that being single precludes having kids...”

Spencer smiled. “True. But no kids yet. Haven’t found the right woman.”

“Thought I had once. Turns out she was only ‘right’ for about seven years. Ever date anyone from the company?”

“No. Have you?”

“No.” Kirk gazed around the café. “Plenty of opportunity in this room. A good mix of Siebert, Lang, and Burton people.”

It was a good mix. Women as far as the eye could see, and a few that stood out to Spencer, not that he’d pursued any of them. “All you have to do is determine which ones are available.”

Kirk laughed. “Too bad the IDs don’t indicate relationship status.” He stood. “See you back in the trenches.”

Spencer looked around after Kirk left, thinking about what the older man had said. Plenty of opportunity. All he needed to do was get up the courage to seize it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3



[image: ]


Mallory Warren finished chewing a bite of salad, her eyes moving along the line of people waiting to grab their lunch, then on to the café employees behind the counter. “You know, I wonder about Nancy and Bev.” Her eyes met Rachel’s across the lunch table.

Rachel smiled. It was something her daughter might say, with the same expression on her face, eyes narrowed, lips twisted. “What do you wonder, Mallory?”

“They work in this café and they drive some fancy Mercedes. I’ve seen them get into it a few times. They can’t make that much money working here, can they? If they can, maybe I need to work here instead of at Lang’s.”

“They own the 925.”

“Oh. That makes much more sense. And they’re always so happy.”

“They are.” Rachel looked across the café at the women, who were, as usual, smiling at the customers they were helping.

“And they seem to know everybody’s names. That’s amazing to me.”

“They’re smart to take the time to read them on our access cards and remember them.”

“Right. But, still. There are hundreds of people in here every day. They seem like amazing women. Like you, Rachel. Raising your daughter by yourself. That’s amazing, too. Teenagers are so challenging, and I speak from my own experience. My poor parents...”

“They survived, and you thrived.”

“True.” Mallory gazed across the restaurant and out the windows at the sunny day as she thought about the coming weekend. “Saturday and probably Sunday I have to work on my quilt for the county fair.”

“I didn’t know you quilted, Mallory. That’s quite impressive.”

“My mother taught me, and I haven’t really done anything with it, but this year I’m going to enter it and see if I can get a ribbon. I’d be thrilled to even get an honorable mention.”

“I’ll be working on my fair entry, too.”

“Do you quilt?”

“I do cross stitch.”

Mallory’s eyes widened. “Now that is truly impressive. How you can look at the pattern printed on that cloth and match up the colors...”

“I do counted cross stitch, so there’s no printing on the fabric.”

“Now my mind is completely blown. How do you even know where to start? No, don’t say it. I know you have to count the squares, but still. I can’t wait to see it when it’s done.”

“Neither can I. Maybe I’ll actually finish this one on time.”

“You can do it. I know you can. You still have a few weeks.”

Weeks which included Sofia’s countless softball practices and games, but Rachel was thankful Sofia had found something she really enjoyed, and didn’t begrudge the time she spent sitting on the metal bleachers, cheering on her daughter and the team. It still amazed her that Sofia had somehow turned 17 and was eagerly looking forward to college in another year. More great times ahead. “Yes. I can do it.” If I really make the effort.

––––––––
[image: ]


“YOU EVER GOING TO ASK her out, or just stare at her for another year?” Dillon asked Aaron.

Aaron Perry met his friend’s eyes. “When the time is right, I’ll ask her out.”

“How will you know when the time is right? You waiting for her to dye her hair a specific color before you go for it? Last week it was one color, this week it’s another. Wonder what next week will be? Bet you’re wondering, too.” Dillon grinned.

Last week was purple. Aaron had liked the purple. He liked the green, too. The reality was he’d liked every color she’d dyed her hair, and there had been quite a variety. She hadn’t done it white yet. Maybe she thought it might make her look old, but he suspected she’d look just as beautiful with that color. Or with no hair at all. She was a beautiful girl, period. “We’ll see on Monday.”

“Let’s make a bet. If I guess the right color, you ask her out.”

This from a guy who hadn’t asked out a girl in over a year? He stared at Dillon. “You think I’m going to take dating advice from a guy who spends all his free time playing video games?”

“Nothing wrong with gaming.”

“Nothing wrong with waiting until the time is right, either.”

Dillon shrugged. “Maybe she’d shoot hoops with you so you didn’t have to play alone.”

“Maybe if you could put down your laser beam or whatever you use and get out of the house you could get some exercise and shoot some with me.”

“Not into basketball.”

“Don’t they have any basketball video games?”

“Want me to go over there and ask her out for you? Tell her you’re a great guy even though you know nothing about gaming?”

Aaron stood. “You’re the reason the gene pool needs a lifeguard.” As he walked away he grinned when he heard Dillon’s laughter, still audible despite all the noise around him.
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When Bev heard the knocking, she met Nancy’s eyes. “That must be Tina. Right on time.”

“Unless you invited some other people without bothering to tell me, I’d say you’re right.”

“Well. Let’s go greet our guest.” Bev climbed off the couch with some difficulty. “I hate this old couch.”

Nancy walked with her sister to the front door. “I wanted to throw it out as soon as I saw it, but you weren’t ready.”

“Well, I’m ready now. We can go shopping for a new one tomorrow.”

Pulling open the door, which still creaked despite the copious amounts of WD-40 Bev had squirted on its hinges, she saw a smiling Tina on the front steps. 

“Hi, girls.”

“Come in, Tina. We’re so happy you could come,” Bev said, stepping aside.

“Hi, Tina,” Nancy said. “Dinner will be ready in just a few minutes.”

“It smells delicious.”

Once they were seated at the dining room table, Tina Verne gazed around the room. “This is such a gorgeous old place. Do you feel all settled in now?”

“We were just saying how we need to replace some of great Uncle Stanley’s old furniture,” Bev said. 

“To answer your question,” Nancy said, “Yes, we’re finally accepting the fact that this is our home now. It’s been a month, let me tell you.”

“Speaking of letting us tell you, you’re probably wondering why we invited you here tonight.”

Tina raised her eyebrows at Bev. “I thought it was for Chicken Marsala.”

“Well, yes, that, too. But there was something we didn’t mention to you,” Bev said, glancing at Nancy.

“You aren’t selling the 925, are you?” Tina asked, looking from Bev to Nancy. “Because if you are, I’m leaving. I know you have this mansion to take care of now, but-”

“No, Tina.” Nancy shook her head. “We aren’t selling the café.”

“But we do have a dilemma, and we wondered if you might be able to help us.” Bev picked up her fork. “But first, we need to eat before it gets cold.”

Tina looked from one sister to the other, then took a bite. “Mm. This is delicious. You should serve it more often at the café.”

“Maybe we will.” Bev smiled. “You know what? I can’t wait until we finish dinner to tell you. Tina, you keep eating your chicken and I’ll tell you what we need your help with.” After taking another bite and slowly chewing it with her eyes closed, she opened them and said, “It’s like this, Tina. Great Uncle Stanley-”

“Can’t you just call him Stanley, Bev? We all know he was our uncle, and we also know the only reason we call him ‘great’ is because he used to call himself ‘great Uncle Stanley’. Modest and unassuming he was not.”

“Fine.” She looked pointedly at Nancy before turning to face Tina. “Stanley mentioned something unusual in his will and we have racked our brains ever since we moved in and we’ve looked everywhere in this monstrosity of a house for it, but no matter how many places we look and no matter how many hours we’ve spent looking for it, we still haven’t found the hidden treasure.”

Tina’s eyes widened and she looked from Bev to Nancy again. “Hidden treasure? How exciting.”  

“Well, it would be if we could find it.” Bev sighed.

“We feel we’ve looked everywhere,” Nancy said. “In the attic, in all the bedrooms, in every room of this gigantic house. Even down cellar.”

Bev shuddered. “Where we found about a thousand hideous spiders.”

“But nothing that could be considered a treasure,” Nancy said.

“This is fascinating, girls. There was no hint in the will? Nothing your great uncle’s lawyer could tell you?”

Nancy shook her head. “Nothing. Stanley’s original lawyer has passed and his son has the practice now, but Owen, Junior had nothing to offer.”

“What do you need me to do?” Tina asked.

“After dinner, we’re all going to walk through the house, together, and we’re going to look at the rooms with fresh eyes. Your eyes.” Bev nodded. “You might see something we’ve overlooked.”

“I’d be delighted to take a look.”

“And if you find it, we’re sharing it with you. Whatever it is.” Nancy looked to Bev for confirmation.

“Absolutely. We’ll be like the three musketeers. All for one and one for all.”

––––––––
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TWO HOURS LATER, BEV said, “Girls, it’s time for a cup of tea and a piece of chocolate cake. It will help ease the disappointment of it all.”

Tina shook her head as they filed into the kitchen. “Your home is breathtaking and incredible and I’ve never been inside anything like it. But I’m not surprised you haven’t been able to find a hidden treasure. It could be in the walls, under the floorboards, maybe even in a ceiling somewhere. Or in one of those wooden portrait frames that look as if they weigh about 200 pounds. You don’t even know if this mystery treasure is bigger than a breadbox or as tiny as diamonds.”

“Diamonds...” Bev gripped Nancy’s arm. “You don’t think it could be diamonds or some kind of precious stones, do you?”

Nancy shook her head slowly. “Earth to Bev. How would Stanley ever get ahold of diamonds? It’s probably something much more dull, like an old book.”

“But we checked every single book in that library.”

“Did you really check every single one?” Tina asked. “There must be hundreds of books in there.”

“I think so.” Bev frowned at Nancy. “Didn’t we?”

Nancy shrugged. “I don’t know. We may have missed some. And I just threw out the book idea as an example. Don’t get side tracked by that. We don’t know what the so-called treasure could be.”

“And we’re out of ideas.” Bev opened the cabinet and pulled out three plates. “Everyone sit.”

Nancy put the kettle on and Tina opened drawers until she found the cake cutter, then got to work on the cake.

“Small, medium, or large pieces, girls?”

“Make that three larges, please, Tina. I think we all need it.”

“Hear, hear,” Nancy said.

As she chewed her last bite of cake, Bev said, “You know, there’s one thing we haven’t tried yet.”

“Whatever it is, I’m too tired to try it tonight,” Nancy said.

“It wouldn’t be tonight. And we wouldn’t be doing it.”

“What are you thinking, Bev?” Tina asked, gathering the plates to bring them to the dishwasher.

“You’re company, Tina. Leave the dishes, and listen to my idea.” Once Tina sat again, Bev took a slow breath. “We can ask a few of our favorite 925 customers to come and help us look. Isn’t that a great idea?”
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“Beverly Susan Greene Bradley, have you gone off your rocker?” 

Bev lifted her chin and returned her sister’s look, with interest. “I think it’s a perfect idea.” She looked at Tina. “Don’t you think it’s a perfect idea?”

“I’m going to stay out of this. For the moment.” Tina pressed her lips together and glanced between the sisters.

“First of all, do you really think people who don’t even know us would agree to come to this house? They don’t even know who we are.”

“Of course they know who we are. We’re Nancy and Bev. They see us five days a week at the café.”

Nancy rolled her eyes. “Second of all, do you really think inviting strangers into our house to look for this supposed treasure is a good idea? We know nothing about them. What if there’s a kleptomaniac among them?”

“We would accompany them,” Bev said. “And you know none of them is a kleptomaniac.”

“And how do I know that?”

“We would have heard something.”

“Do you know how many employees work for Lang’s, and Burton’s, and Siebert’s? Total employees?”

“No, and you don’t either.”

“The last I heard, there were almost 2,000. Are you going to invite all 2,000 of them over here? And do you expect to serve them tea and cookies for their trouble?”

“We can pick our favorite people to help us. The ones who are polite and call us by our names. And this is the perfect chance for me to do a little matchmaking.” Bev clapped her hands, her smile widening further.

Nancy looked from Bev to Tina. “Help me make her see sense, because clearly I’m not getting through to her.”

“You know, Russ is a retired private investigator,” Tina said, unable to remain silent any longer.

“Not you, too,” Nancy said. “And what does Russ’s former occupation have to do with this?”

“I know,” Bev said. “He could do background checks on the people we choose. Is that what you were thinking, Tina?”

“Exactly.”

“First of all-”

“You already said ‘first of all’,” Bev said. “It’s really a great idea to have Russ do some digging so we’ll know what we’re getting into. Because you’re right, you can’t be too careful and this way we’ll know exactly who these people are.”

“And second of all, or third, or next, or whatever, Russ isn’t going to look into the backgrounds of people for such a crazy thing.”

“He would do it for me,” Tina said. 

“We’d pay him,” Bev said, then watched as Nancy rolled her eyes. “What? Stanley left us plenty of money and we may as well put it toward finding the hidden treasure.”

“And do you really think these people are just going to come in here and magically find something we haven’t been able to find in, what, a couple of hours
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