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LAURIE LANTON DROVE through the shady neighborhood of gracious homes and larger-than-average yards, feeling envious. She thought of the house she had lived in before her divorce, but put it out of her mind as she pulled into Mary’s driveway.

“I’m running late,” Mary called out, stating the obvious as she pulled her front door shut behind her. She hopped in the car stuffing keys into her purse and digging for her sunglasses. “Want to stop at the Coffee Pot? I’ll buy you a latte.”

“You just said the magic words, girlfriend.” Laurie indicated the slight baby bump at Mary’s waist. “Click the seatbelt around that belly of yours, and let’s go.”

The Coffee Pot was across the square from the courthouse in the center of the town of Chinkapin, Georgia. Or what was the center, before the freeway was built a few miles to the west. Laurie turned her rusting Chevy Malibu onto Main Street and parked near the café.

New in town, Laurie had been in the Coffee Pot just once before. She paused again to admire the vintage décor and coffee-themed artwork. Formica-topped tables and chrome-and-vinyl chairs fit the 1940’s music wafting from the speakers. She closed her eyes, inhaling the aroma of freshly ground coffee beans.

After she and Mary placed their orders, Laurie noticed a small stage at the back of the café. “I hear you have an open mic on Friday nights,” she asked the cashier. “How does that work?”

The girl paused as she made change, and pointed to a poster near the door. “Just show up around 7 p.m. and put your name on the list. Musicians perform in the order they sign up.” She pushed the cash drawer closed with her hip and handed Mary her change. “Everyone does two numbers, and if they get enough applause they can do a third. Are you a singer or a musician?”

Laurie laughed. “Not much of either, actually. Someone I know told me about it.”

Mary looked questioningly at her. “Chase,” Laurie explained. “That new guy in the choir. He mentioned it when I met him Sunday.”

“Oh.” Mary raised her eyebrows. She accepted her coffee from the barista and moved toward the door. “Better grab a couple of napkins.”

Back in the car, Laurie got a whiff of Mary’s coffee concoction. “That smells interesting. What did you get?”

“This one is ... let’s see. Cocoanut, raspberry, and chocolate.”

“Is there any coffee in there?” Laurie teased. “Actually that sounds pretty good.” Overall her friend was eating well during her pregnancy. But Mary did indulge in a few strange food cravings once in a while.

“I’m keeping notes. Some of my combinations might end up becoming brownies one of these days.” Then Mary turned businesslike. “Have you submitted your application for the job I told you about?”

“Yes, ‘Mother.’ In fact, I already interviewed. I’ll know something by the end of the week.”

Mary always looked out for her. When Laurie sobbed to Mary over the phone, telling the story of her husband’s infidelities, Mary took charge, just as she had done when they were in college together. She said if Laurie was going to have to rebuild her life, she might as well do it in a warmer climate. As usual, Laurie didn’t argue. She moved to Georgia, where Mary and her husband Pete had relocated for Pete’s job.

“Just trying to help out,” Mary said, looking pleased with herself. “That job had your name written all over it.”

“My name? It’s mostly a clerical position,” Laurie said, turning onto Redding Road.

“Yes, but it’s with a newspaper. And you want to be a writer, remember? You’ll find a way to turn it into your dream job. I’ve got faith in you.”

“Thanks?” Laurie said doubtfully. She did think she had a good shot at the job, but didn’t expect it to be as wonderful as Mary thought. The good thing about it was it was part time. It would supplement Laurie’s savings while allowing her to pursue other freelance writing opportunities, and maybe even her dream of being a novelist.

As usual, Mary was still talking. “Keep your eyes on the prize. Success is the best revenge. It’s never too late, and all that reinvention stuff. You’ll show that dirtbag.”

“I’m not worried about DB,” Laurie said. But the thought of her ex dampened her mood. He was always so dismissive of her “little writing hobby” as he called it. A little revenge, a.k.a. success, would be pretty sweet. “By the way,” she said. “I mentioned during the job interview that I was a member of St. Mark’s, and the editor didn’t know where it was!”

Mary laughed. “Did you tell him?”

“Yes, I did!” she answered. They said it together: “across from the Tasty Chick!”

As soon as Laurie moved to Chinkapin she had joined St. Mark’s Episcopal Church, where Mary was a member. Mary had even convinced her to join the choir.

But it struck Laurie as odd when people around the small town didn’t know where the church was. It had been in the same spot for 60 years! She quickly took to calling it “St. Mark’s Across from the Tasty Chick.”

Everyone in town seemed to know where the Tasty Chick was. After all, it did have the best chicken tenders this side of Eatonton (wherever that was.) “St. Mark’s Across-from-the-Tasty-Chick” didn’t have the ring of, say, St. Andrew’s by-the-Sea, but it did help people find the church.

The other thing that put St. Mark’s on the map was the Treasure Chest.

St. Mark’s and the Treasure Chest stood side by side on two shady acres just north of downtown Chinkapin on the old Redding Road. The Treasure Chest was a thrift shop operated as a ministry of the church. It was staffed by volunteers, and all the items sold were donated by the community.

People never knew what they might find at the Treasure Chest, but they got it for a bargain price. After covering expenses and a donation to the church, the proceeds went to various charities around town. Folks at the local food bank, the community arts center, and the animal shelter all knew exactly where St. Mark’s and the Treasure Chest were, without having to be told they were across from the Tasty Chick.

“I saw the status you posted the other day,” Mary said.

“Did you? Good.” Laurie tossed her head. She had posted a status on the Treasure Chest Facebook page, letting customers know that by Tuesday all-new spring and summer clothing would be out for sale. “I may not have my life together, but at least I can do some publicity for the Treasure Chest. I won’t let all that practice writing advertising copy at the Sun Herald go to waste.”

It was almost 10:30 when they arrived at the Treasure Chest and dropped their purses and coffee cups in the staff office. Then they went to find Carol, the volunteers’ committee head, to ask where they were needed. Carol and Alice, another volunteer, were already in the women’s clothes section packing unsold winter clothing into large cardboard boxes.

“What happens to the stuff we box up?” Laurie asked.

“My husband Don will take it to the mission in Redding,” Alice explained. “Either that, or the fellow from the Methodist church will pick up the boxes for their Appalachian ministry. Nothing here goes to waste.” Alice was one of the original group that had established the thrift shop, and was very proud of the good it did in the community and beyond.

“Are we saving anything?” Mary asked.

“Clothes that aren’t too wintery. And of course we’ll keep some of the better brands,” Alice told her.

Mary looked at Laurie and shrugged. Laurie shook her head with a frown. She didn’t shop much, and didn’t always know which brands were sought after or worth holding onto. She looked again at Alice’s chic-casual outfit and blond hair.

Carol seemed to read their minds. “We can do this room, if the two of you want to tidy up the furniture room. It needs sweeping and dusting something awful.”

“Sure,” Laurie said. “Maybe I’ll find something to spruce up my apartment.” Something small, she thought. Her current living quarters were a furnished one-bedroom apartment not far from the freeway. It was “cozy and economical,” according to the apartment-finder website she’d used. She admired the creativity of the people who wrote real estate ads.

The furniture room in the Treasure Chest was even smaller than Laurie’s apartment. The building had once been a doctor’s office, and was divided into lots of small rooms. The former waiting room was now full of ladies’ clothes. Kitchen items filled one of the paneled consulting rooms, and the other displayed books and décor. Exam rooms housed men’s clothing, children’s clothing, and linens. Another served as a dressing room. There were also a small staff kitchen, an office, and rooms at the back for sorting and tagging donated items.

Laurie entered the furniture room and took in the assortment of lamps, chairs, luggage, and end tables, plus a few random sporting goods. “Everything but the kitchen sink,” she said aloud.

“The bathroom sink is still here, though.” Mary pointed to the porcelain basin half hidden under a table covered with lampshades and globes. “I don’t think we’re ever going to sell it.”

Laurie picked up a lamp and idly flipped the switch. “I had one just like this in the old house,” she said. Was it in storage, or had her brother hauled it to Goodwill? She couldn’t remember what had become of everything she and DB had, back when they were happily married.

David Benjamin Monroe, aka “DB,” or more often these days “Dirtbag,” hadn’t wanted anything from the house. Laurie supposed it was because of the ever-stylish, soon-to-be next Mrs. Monroe. Naturally, she wouldn’t want anything to remind her of her predecessor. Laurie was glad she had switched back to her maiden name.

Mary poked under the table with an old aluminum crutch. “I’m surprised Evelyn hasn’t thrown away this sink. She throws things out left and right, and Anne is almost as bad, especially when the two of them get together.” Mary rattled on, gossiping about various other volunteers at the shop while Laurie tidied the lamps and shades. “And clothes! Evelyn seems to think any clothes more than three years old should go straight to the mission. Most of the clothes in my closet are twice that. We can’t all be in vogue all the time. It’s not so hard when you’re tall and skinny like her. You could drop her through a straw. When you’re ‘curvy’ like me, and can’t find anything that fits...” Mary trailed off with a sigh.

“You’re the one who wanted to get pregnant,” Laurie reminded her with a stab of envy. She had always wanted children too. Now she was glad it hadn’t happened with DB. That certainly would have complicated things. “And you do too have new clothes. All those maternity clothes you bought!”

“Oh, hah-hah,” Mary replied. “I sure was glad I found a lot of them here! This place has saved me a fortune.”

“And you were always curvy in a good way, not curvy, curvy. Once the baby is born you’ll be fine again. If I know you, you’ll have me out running around the block getting fit along with you.”

Laurie headed to the staff kitchen for some damp paper towels, still thinking about getting fit. That was something she had told herself she would do once she moved south. In this part of Georgia there would be no snow to speak of to keep her indoors, and truth be told she did need to shed the few “stress” pounds she had put on during her break-up. Otherwise, she considered herself to be in decent shape, all things considered. Those things being that she would prefer to be sitting in a chair reading, or pounding away on her laptop, rather than out pounding the pavement.

On her way to the staff kitchen Laurie met Anne and Evelyn in the hall stacking pictures and frames. “Need help moving these?”

“These are going to the dumpster. They’re just taking up space,” Evelyn said. A two-inch stack of bangles clattered on her wrist as she tucked some stray hairs behind her ear.

Anne added “Some of them have been here forever. All the pictures and frames were half price last month, and these right here didn’t sell.”

“Hmmm.” Laurie bent to flip through the stack. “I can see why. Some of the frames are nice, though. Has anyone called the arts center to see if they can use them?” Laurie had recently discovered the Chinkapin Arts Center, located in the old armory, while driving around exploring her new hometown.

“Be my guest,” Anne said. “It would be better than just pitching them.”

“I’ll get a box and pack up the nicer ones.” On her way to fetch a cardboard box, Laurie passed the toy display, located on shelves in a wide hallway in the center of the building. “Hey, someone has really cleaned this up! It looks great!”

Joan poked her head out of the children’s clothing room off the hallway, and pushed her glasses up her nose. She wore her graying hair in a no-nonsense, short cut, and looked like the former school teacher she was. Laurie reached over and brushed cobwebs off her shoulder. “Evelyn did that earlier this morning,” Joan said. In a lower voice she added “I think she threw out half the stuff that was there.”

Laurie didn’t comment. There were factions among the volunteers, and as the new person on the block, she did not want to take sides.

“It does look nice, though,” Joan admitted finally, and ducked back into the children’s room.

“I’m going to take a picture,” Laurie said aloud. She went to the office and got her smart phone. After moving a few of the stuffed toys closer to the games and puzzles, she framed the image with the camera app, and snapped a photo.

Next she logged into the Treasure Chest’s Facebook page, and typed the following: Looking for spring break fun? The Treasure Chest has great deals on toys, puzzles, and games. She added the photo and tapped post.

“Okay, picture frames,” Laurie reminded herself. She fetched a cardboard box from the stack in the back of the shop. Anne helped her fill it with the nicer frames and pictures, and Laurie loaded it into the trunk of her car.

Finally she returned to the furniture room where Mary was wrestling with half a dozen fishing rods. “Sorry! I got side-tracked,” Laurie said. She wiped down the display table, rearranging lamps and shades as she went.

“I’ve done about all I can with these,” Mary said. “You want to get the little vacuum, and we’ll call this room done?”

Laurie went to the office for the vacuum, but didn’t find it in its usual corner. “Who’s got the vacuum?” she called, leaning back through the doorway.

Several volunteers stood with heads together over the jewelry display case beside the check-out counter. The women all looked at her.

“Never mind the vacuum. Have you seen the gold ring?” Joan asked.

“The one that was right in the middle of the display case?” Laurie asked, eyebrows raised.

“That would be the one,” Joan answered. “We don’t get many solid gold rings. When did anyone see it last? Anne, didn’t you work Saturday?” Joan turned to face her.

“I did. With Evelyn,” Anne said. “We did a lot of sorting and tagging, to get ready to put the new clothes out, but we worked there in the office where we could watch the counter.”

Evelyn agreed. “And we weren’t that busy. I mean, we sold lots of clothes because of the sale, but there weren’t that many customers in here.”

“Mostly our regulars, and a few from the church” Anne added. “In fact, Chase was here buying a couple of shirts. I remember he asked if the ring had sold yet. Lord, I hate to have to tell him it disappeared, after he donated it to the shop.”

“He donated it?” Laurie asked, more curious now about the ring.

Joan nodded.

“Maybe he took it,” Evelyn suggested. The others murmured disbelief. “There’s just something about him. I don’t trust him.” She wrinkled her nose and turned away.

“Is anything else missing? Maybe we just haven’t noticed,” Anne said.  She looked carefully in the display case, but nothing else seemed out of place.

“You know, it would be easy to reach over, slide the case open, and take something out,” Evelyn said. “I’ve been saying that, but no one listens.” She looked out of the corner of her eye at Carol.

“But surely we would see that from the office,” Anne said.

“Well, but we were back and forth to the work room,” Evelyn reminded her. “And I helped a customer back in the linens room. She never did buy anything, after I unfolded and refolded every comforter we had back there. You know, that’s what they do sometimes, these people. They work in pairs, and one of them gets you distracted, while the other is stealing everything they can get their hands on.” She shook her head. “I just think it wouldn’t have been that hard to take the ring.”

Joan gave her a long look, then turned to the others. “Well, we obviously have to make the case more secure.” She and Anne examined the display case, while Laurie went in search of the vacuum, pondering.

Laurie had met Chase only recently, but Evelyn’s accusation didn’t sit right with her. And it wasn’t just because Chase was in the church choir where Laurie and Mary also sang.

Laurie found the vacuum and returned with it to the furniture room where she filled Mary in on what had happened. “I wonder why Evelyn accused Chase of taking the ring,” Laurie said.

“Who knows?” Mary shrugged, rubbing her lower back. “Sounds like she just doesn’t like the guy.”

“Anne said he donated the ring.” Laurie thought someone had said he was divorced, and wondered if the ring had belonged to his ex.

She tried to remember what she knew about Chase. He didn’t have any remarkable features that stood out in her mind. Just a pair of soulful, rather sad eyes in an angular face. He had seemed friendly enough, though. He was about average height, maybe her age or a little older. “He’s got a nice voice,” she said aloud. “How old would you say he is? Maybe late twenties, early thirties?”

“Thereabouts,” Mary said. She didn’t seem to want to talk about him. Finally she turned to Laurie and blurted, “I think there’s something in his past, some substance abuse problem which cost him everything he had, including his wife. I haven’t wanted to ask any questions, but I overheard part of a conversation he had with Mother Barbara. I think she’s letting him use the church as a home base.” Her face had a pained look as she added, “I think he’s homeless.”

“Wow!” Laurie stared for a moment open mouthed. “And I thought I had problems.”

“Laurie...” Mary hesitated a moment before giving her advice as usual. “Just stay away from that guy. You really don’t need to be thinking about men right now anyway. You just divorced DB, and you said you wanted to stay single for a while. You try to please people too much. And you always pick the wrong guys. I hate to see you jumping into anything.”

“Oh for cripes sake! I just asked about the guy, and you have me walking down the aisle!” She pointed a finger at Mary. “And don’t forget, you were the one who introduced me to DB.”

Laurie flipped the switch, turning on the noisy vacuum to prevent any more conversation, and scrubbed roughly at the carpet.

Her friend was right. Laurie did tend to meet all the wrong kinds of men; that part was true. That was why, when Mary and Pete had introduced her to preppy, ambitious DB, Laurie had thought he was so perfect. If only she’d asked more questions. That was one thing DB had hated, claiming she was grilling him, or interrogating him. Well, if she’d asked a few more questions about where he was all those evenings, she might have got out of the marriage sooner. As it was, it was six years down the drain.

Lately it rankled Laurie that people were always telling her what to do, what not to do, what to think, and who to spend time with. For years it was her ex, and before that, it was Mary, her best friend. And now she was falling into the same routine, letting other people run her life for her.

Laurie had vowed to stay away from men for a while. But when she was ready, she intended to do her own matchmaking. She had no reason to disbelieve what Mary said about Chase. But she told herself she would get to the bottom of the theft, just to show Mary she was wrong for a change. And to prove Chase innocent.
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SUNDAY MORNING LAURIE dashed up the stairs to the choir loft at the back of St. Mark’s Episcopal Church just as the small choir finished their vocal warm-ups. She wore one of the tops she had snagged at the Treasure Chest the previous day, a red, boat-neck shirt with three-quarter sleeves and silvery studs around the neckline. Red and sliver always looked good on her, and she liked to look attractive, even if she would have to cover her outfit with choir robes soon.

Mary cleared the seat next to her in the alto section, and Laurie plopped onto the chair. “Cute top,” Mary said, smiling. She knew where it had come from. “Did you buy those pants yesterday too?”

“No. These are my old, black stand-bys. They go with everything.”

Steve the organist struck up the first hymn. “Wait. What are we singing?” Laurie asked.

“376,” Bob said behind her. Laurie turned to thank him, and to sneak a look at Chase. He was simply dressed in a pair of jeans and a plain oxford cloth button down shirt, tucked in at the waist. He had an angular face, and a rather square chin. If she’d seen him out somewhere she might not have given him a second glance. He looked up, and she gave a half-smile and turned away.

Mary was still flipping through her hymnal looking for the right page, but started singing “Joyful, joyful we adore thee, God of glory, Lord of love.” She seemed to know everything by heart, without even having to see the music.

The choir sang the first verse in unison, and then broke into parts. Laurie followed along as best she could. She couldn’t read music, but did have a fairly good ear. At least she recognized the melody, the “Ode to Joy” theme from Beethoven’s ninth symphony.

Halfway through the second verse she stopped singing and just listened. With the sopranos in the front row and all the men in the row behind her, she was in a good spot to hear the harmonies. Bob and Alan sang tenor, and John and Chase carried the bass part. It was amazing how good the small choir sounded.

After rehearsing the rest of the morning’s music they donned their choir robes. They formed two lines behind the cross  in the narthex at the back of the church as Steve started playing the processional hymn. Singing, they walked up the center of the nave. They split into two columns at the communion rail, and took the side aisles around the church, finally climbing into the loft. Laurie took the steps one at a time, trying not to trip on her long robe. She was always a little out of breath until the end of the hymn.

Mother Barbara read the opening sentences as Laurie looked past the row of sopranos and down at the parishioners below. Despite swearing off men, one of her reasons for joining St. Mark’s was to meet people. So far everyone was friendly, but for a divorcee hoping to find eligible bachelors it was disappointing. Overall, it was an older congregation, and there just weren’t very many young bachelors to choose from.

Laurie shifted casually in her chair and glanced at the men behind her. Aside from the teen who ran the sound system, Chase was the only single (and, presumably, straight) male in the choir loft. She tried to recall exactly what Mary had said about him, but determined she would get to know him on her own.

Chase noticed Laurie looking at him. He smiled, and she did a quick about-face, focusing her attention on the scripture readings and Mother Barbara’s sermon.

The sermon was shorter than usual because of a baptism listed in the bulletin. “Pay attention,” Mary whispered. “You’ll be a godmother soon.” Mary wiggled into the front row of the loft, nudging one of the sopranos out of the way, and watched over the railing.

Laurie hadn’t witnessed a baptism at St. Mark’s yet. She could hardly see the baby, swaddled as it was in a long white blanket. Parents and godparents stood with the infant at the front of the church. They presented the child for baptism, and answered a series of questions designed to make sure they intended to raise the child in the faith. Then everyone in the congregation renewed their own baptismal covenant. This is a beautiful service, Laurie thought.

Finally the group walked down the aisle and gathered around the baptismal font, which was at the back of the church and almost directly under the choir loft. Laurie could no longer see what was going on, so she listened, and followed along in her prayer book. Mother Barbara solemnly intoned, “We thank you, Almighty God, for the gift of water.” She paused, and Laurie heard the sound of trickling water as the priest poured it into the basin.

From behind Laurie came an almost inaudible response: “Because you need it to make coffee.” She slapped a hand over her mouth stifling a laugh, and looked over her shoulder. The men were snickering too - all except Chase, who shrugged, smiling. Laurie gave him a thumbs up. She couldn’t live without her coffee.

The baptism over, the congregation welcomed the newly baptized. Then Mother Barbara said, “The peace of the Lord be always with you.”

“And also with you,” the congregation responded. People milled around the church greeting one another, hugging or shaking hands. In the small loft, choir members shook hands or hugged, chatted, and pulled out the sheet music for their anthem.

“I take it you’re a coffee drinker,” Laurie commented to Chase.

He shifted his feet and pointed to the travel mug beneath his chair. “My favorite beverage. Thank God they decided it’s good for you. I’d hate to have to give coffee up too.”

Laurie wondered what he meant by that, but Mother Barbara had started a few announcements, and then the choir sang their offertory anthem.

The service continued with the Holy Communion, and Laurie gradually sank deeper into the mystery of the sacrament. She felt renewed by the closing prayer and the blessing.

The service ended with a joyful rendition of hymn 376. The volume in the nave quickly rose as people chatted together, greeted Mother Barbara, or moved toward the parish hall for coffee hour. As the organist improvised on Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy,” Chase suddenly started singing in German in his clear, warm baritone.

“He’s in good voice today,” Laurie murmured to Mary, watching Chase singing as he shed his choir robe.

“He could use a good haircut,” Mary said.

In a brief practice session the choir rehearsed the next week’s anthem, and then were dismissed from the loft. Usually their rehearsals lasted a bit longer, and by the time they got to the parish hall the coffee was long gone and any snacks were reduced to crumbs. Today Laurie helped herself to coffee and half of a cinnamon roll.

She took a seat in the parish hall next to Bob, who was telling Mary and Pete about a production he was involved in at the little theater in Redding. Chase joined them at the table with his refilled travel mug and a paper plate heaped with snacks.

“Are you into theater, Chase?” Laurie asked, hoping to draw him into the conversation and get to know him better. She had to wait for his answer as he swallowed a mouthful.

“Nope, I’ve never been much into theater. I was always a music nerd.”

“So do you play an instrument then?”

“Guitar. And I’ve noodled around with keyboards a bit. You?” he asked, looking hopeful.

“I just play the radio,” Laurie said. “And the keyboard on my laptop.”

“Oh, yeah. I heard you were the literary type,” Chase said.

Laurie raised her eyebrows, surprised that he knew that. She took a bite of her cinnamon roll, still thinking about his comment. “Oh, this is delicious,” she said, her mouth half full.

“I love anything with cinnamon,” Chase agreed.

One of the church’s teens, a girl named Ashley, approached their table. “Did you bring your guitar today Chase?” she asked.

“Sure did. It’s in the parlor. I was hoping to show you a few things.”

“Great. I’ll get mine out of our car.” Ashley stopped by the table where her parents sat, and hurried out of the parish hall with the car keys.

“You give lessons?” Laurie asked.

“Yep. Ashley wants to play at the open mic at the Coffee Pot this Friday. Her parents took her and a friend there just to listen last week, and we got to talking. You ought to come some time. It’s nice. It brings a lot of people together.”

“Music and coffee,” Laurie said. “What’s not to like?” The revelation that Chase taught guitar made him even more interesting. And if Ashley’s parents trusted him around their daughter, Laurie thought he couldn’t be as bad as all that, despite what Mary thought. She made a mental note: the Coffee Pot, Friday night.
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Chapter 3.
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LAURIE WAS THE LAST to arrive at the Treasure Chest volunteers’ meeting in St. Mark’s parish hall the following Wednesday. She took a seat between Anne and Mother Barbara, and waved to Mary, seated farther down the table.

“Hey,” Anne said. “I heard you have a new job. Are you still going to be able to work at the shop?”

“Yes, afternoons and weekends when I’m needed. I started working for the Journal Monday, but it’s just part-time, mornings.”

“Well you’ll be right downtown, then. That’s nice.”

Everyone grew silent as Carol, the committee chairman, opened the meeting. “I need to tell you a few things about our new anti-theft measures.” She said, looking over her reading glasses. Carol’s southern accent and ladylike manner always made Laurie think of Blanche in the Golden Girls. “We put a lock on the jewelry display case, to stop anyone from just reaching across the counter, sliding the door open, and taking something out. Now, the key is in the cash drawer, and when a customer wants to see something in the case, just unlock it. But please, when they’re done, make sure you lock it again, and put the key back in the drawer. I know it’s more trouble, but if we leave the case unlocked, that defeats the purpose. Everybody got that?”

Carol paused as everyone nodded. Then she looked down, tapping her pen on her notebook. “And here’s the other thing I wanted to discuss. I’m worried because we haven’t made much money in the last few months. Is it just the time of year? I mean, maybe our customers have a lot to do in their yards, or they’ve been on vacation for spring break. But we need to get more people into the shop. I say this because we’re going to have to get that old air conditioner replaced soon, and I’m not sure we have the money we need. I hope y’alI can give me some ideas.” She looked around the table, waiting for someone to speak up.

“We used to be the only game in town, and now there are two other thrift shops,” Anne pointed out.

“Well, I checked out some of the competition, though,” Evelyn said shaking her head, dangling earrings swaying. “They’re smaller, and kind of disorganized. I wouldn’t worry about them.”

“I think we’re not charging enough for clothes,” Alice said. Laurie noted Alice’s expensive-looking sweater, and thought she might be right, at least where her donated items were concerned. But Alice also used to own a dress shop, and thought the Treasure Chest should be run like a for-profit business.

Anne leaned forward. “But y’all, we have so many clothes! Have you looked in that back room? Everyone must have cleaned out their closets at the same time. You can’t even walk in there. We have got to do somethin’!”

Laurie remembered Mary’s tales of when the shop first opened. Church-members feared there wouldn’t be enough merchandise to keep it going. Now the back rooms were overflowing with donated items. Not just clothing, but housewares, knickknacks, and books. In fact, they made regular contributions of books to the friends of the library for their annual fund-raiser.

“I still think we should have the shop open another day of the week,” Mary said. “I mean, why not open on Wednesdays too? That’s just five days a week, but it would give us a whole ‘nother day of sales, which would mean extra income, and we’d move that many more items. And we’d still have Sundays and Mondays off.”

A few volunteers grumbled to each other. Finally Evelyn said “I think we’re already stretched to the limit, Mary. I believe we ruled out that suggestion a couple of meetings ago.”

Mary folded her arms and leaned back, glaring at Evelyn. Mother Barbara turned toward her and said soothingly “Wednesdays are when we hold our Bible study, and the mid-week service. Plus there’s the monthly meeting of the women’s group. I hate for people to miss out on opportunities for worship, fellowship, and Christian formation just because they’re working in the shop.” Mother Barbara tried to maintain the delicate balance between the Treasure Chest, which helped keep the church open, and reasons the church was open in the first place.

Virginia rarely spoke up in meetings. A friend of Joan’s, she was not a member of St. Mark’s, and some of the other women made sure she didn’t forget it. This time she ventured her opinion. “We have to think about our customers. They shop at the Treasure Chest because they don’t have a lot of money. Maybe we should reduce our prices.”

Alice shook her head. “We have a lot of customers who know exactly what they’re buying. They look at the labels, and go straight for the items from Anne Taylor or Chico’s, or Ralph Lauren and those brands. We need to keep them at a higher price.”

“Right,” Anne agreed. “We don’t want to go too low. Y’all, the church needs the money.” Some women nodded their heads, murmuring about the low attendance at services the last few Sundays.

“But you just said we have so much stuff!” Virginia insisted. Laurie and a few others nodded agreement.

“Well, we can’t just give things away,” Anne snapped.

Laurie turned to Anne. “But we do give them away!” Laurie said. “We just boxed up a bunch of unsold winter clothes, and Don took them to the mission.”

Anne folded her arms and looked away, so Laurie appealed to the others. “How much did all those clothes cost us? They were free to us! And donations keep coming in. We’ll make more money if we sell more volume, instead of worrying so much about the price of each item. We get nothing if our prices are so high that we end up boxing up the clothes and giving them away at the end of the season.”

The women were silent. Carol fidgeted with her notebook looking around the table. Finally Joan offered a suggestion. “We could try what we did when I worked at the shop in Atlanta. Every week we had a half-price sale. One week it was on ladies clothing, the next week men’s, or children’s, or maybe on kitchen items. That way there was always something on sale, which gave the customers a reason to visit more often. Prices were lower, so people bought more, and we didn’t have so much stuff that just sat in the shop for months.”

“That sounds confusing to me, changing every week like that,” Evelyn said.

“Do it for two weeks at a time, then,” Joan huffed.

“Girls, please!” Carol held up her hand asking for peace. “I think that could work. We could put up a sign telling what’s on sale. And maybe Laurie could put something on Facebook for us.”

Virginia nodded. “People will get the hang of it. We always tell customers when they walk through the door if we’re having a sale.”

“But we shouldn’t have a sale right now,” Evelyn protested. “We just put the new spring clothing out.”

“We should put everything in the furniture room on sale,” Mary said. “You know some of those things have been there for a while.” She looked at Laurie, who nodded thinking of the bathroom sink under the table.

Carol agreed. “Okay, we’ll start with a half-price sale in the furniture room for two weeks, and see how it goes. That’ll give people a chance to hear about it and come buy things. We can go on to the kitchen room after that. But no sale on clothes until next month.” She made a note and checked her agenda.

There was a pause in the meeting while a couple of volunteers worked out some schedule changes, swapping work days because of spring break and Easter holidays. Carol leaned over to Laurie. “I wanted to show you something,” she said, handing over her smartphone. “Here’s the picture where we donated five hundred dollars to the arts center. If I send you a copy can you post it on Facebook, and say something wonderful about us?”

“Sure,” Laurie said examining the photo. It showed Carol and a nice-looking man in front of the Chinkapin Arts Center. He was smiling as Carol handed him a check. With two fingers Laurie zoomed the image, trying to guess how old he was. The man appeared medium height, clean-shaven, with dark wavy hair. His smile and his blue eyes were dazzling. “What’s his name?” she asked.

“Oh, Lord, I should know.” Carol looked up at the ceiling. “It’s Jeff...  I’m trying to remember.”

“What happened to Sharon?” Anne asked, craning to look at the picture. “She’s the one we usually work with at the arts center.”

“Right. Well, she’s still there. This is the new instructor. Sharon said to take his picture for a change. I wish I could remember his last name!”

“I’ll call the arts center,” Laurie said. “Or better yet, I’ll stop over there. I still have that box of picture frames rattling around in my car.” The picture of Jeff certainly was intriguing. Never hurts to meet someone new, Laurie thought.

The thought reminded her of Chase. “Say,” she said as the meeting wrapped up and volunteers began to leave. “Did we ever find out anything more about the gold ring that went missing? I mean, it hasn’t turned up, has it?” Laurie looked at Evelyn, remembering her accusation.

“You know what I think,” Evelyn said shrugging.

“I find that hard to believe, though,” Laurie said.

“What are you talking about?” Virginia asked.

“Well, what happened was...” Laurie began.

“Drop it, Laurie!” Mother Barbara said sharply. Laurie turned to her in surprise. “Would you come to my office? There’s a brochure I wanted to show you. Maybe you could help me.”

Mother Barbara left the parish hall. Bewildered, Laurie exchanged a look with Virginia, but quickly rose and followed Mother Barbara to her office. The priest waited at the door, and closed it behind them muttering something about little parishes having big ears.

“Sit down a minute,” Mother Barbara said. Laurie waited while the priest shuffled papers on her desk. Finally she met Laurie’s eyes. “Chase took the ring.”

“Chase,” Laurie repeated. “Wait. I thought I heard he donated it to the shop.”

Mother Barbara looked out the window for a moment before turning back to Laurie. “I don’t know how much you may have heard about his ... background. Let’s just say he needed the money. He’s been through some rough circumstances, and has little left to his name. I couldn’t give him anything out of my discretionary fund, so I suggested he take the ring back and sell it. He took the ring, but he didn’t want to have to tell anyone.”

“Oh,” Laurie said, nodding her head, still in the dark, and still curious. She wondered about Chase’s “background” but it was clear Mother Barbara didn’t intend to say any more about it.

“The guy is interesting, and talented. It’s hard to believe he’s so bad off,” Laurie said. She considered her own situation. Maybe not so hard, she thought. “Does anyone else know?”

“I explained what happened to Carol, but no one else needs to know,” Barbara replied. “I’m trying to leave him his dignity. And he’s trying to get his life back in order. All the education he has is not very marketable, but he’s got himself a new job, and I’ve let him use the parlor to give a few guitar lessons. He says he feels really at home here at St. Mark’s.”

Laurie nodded, remembering vaguely what Mary told her the day the ring was found missing, about Chase using the church as a home base. Laurie had wanted to get to the bottom of the “theft” to clear Chase’s name. Instead she had almost embarrassed him in front of the Treasure Chest committee. She felt foolish. “Well, unless there’s something I can do, I guess I’ll mind my own business and concentrate on my own problems.”

“How’s your job at the Journal going?” Mother Barbara asked. “Can you tell yet whether you’ll like it?”

“It’s okay so far. It helps with living expenses. I work on the events column on page three - whatever people submit, I clean up.”

Mother Barbara nodded. “Speaking of events, I’ve been working with the vestry to come up with some events the church can hold, to give us a little more visibility. I wanted to pick your brain, get a newcomer’s perspective. Don wants to have a golf outing again, but I was thinking of something to bring more outsiders to the church. People associate the Episcopal church with the arts, so maybe a concert, or an art show, or something. And you could help us get it listed in the Journal.”

“Definitely,” Laurie said.

“Think about it for a while, and let me know if you come up with some
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