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  Twelve Days Before Christmas
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The day I got married, I thought I would never find a reason to doubt my blissfully-perfect new husband, Cooper. We’d fallen in love almost instantly. He was tall, dark, and hunky, as well as a multi-published bestselling novelist before we’d even left university. He even adored the most unlovable of pets! 
This would be our first Christmas as a married couple, our first Christmas sharing a house we could decorate together, and I had a new skip in my step as I hurried up our front walkway, smiling at the twinkle lights surrounding our door and the glimpses of the decorated tree poking through our living room curtains.
I checked the mailbox and sighed when it was empty. I’d spent many an hour retweeting and reposting a social media contest Cooper’s favorite author, Arthur Rolly, had been holding. Unknown to Cooper, I’d won an advanced signed copy of Arthur’s upcoming novel Breathless. After I’d blathered on to Mr. Rolly about how much Cooper loved his writing and how much I wanted to get the prized book in time for Christmas, he’d gone and sent it without a tracking number. Now all I could do was cross my fingers and hope it wouldn’t get delayed with the holiday influx of mail. And check our mailbox daily before Cooper got home.
I sighed again and slid my key into the lock. I didn’t have much time. Between my culinary class at the university and my shift at Baby Bistro, I had just long enough to shower, change, and catch the bus back to campus.
As I waited for the shower to come up to temperature, I clicked on my phone and checked Cooper’s Twitter account.
Cooper wasn’t much for social media, never had been. He thought all that sort of thing was fleeting and useless, and he had never listened when I suggested that, as a public person of interest, he should at least secure his usernames on all the various platforms. At the urging of his publisher, he finally listened. Of course, by the time he heeded our advice, @cooperbeck, @cooperbeckauthor, @cooperbeckmysteryauthor, as well as @cooperbeck1-through-189 were all taken.
We had settled on @cooperbeckwhodunit. It wasn’t ideal, but his publisher suggested if he worked hard, he’d find a following in no time.
That was the thing about my talented husband, though. After a lifetime of most things coming easily to him, he didn’t seem to know how to work hard.
Even though I was completing my last year of culinary school, plus cooking five nights a week at Baby Bistro, I did as any doting wife-who-knew-the-social-media-ropes-better-than-her-husband would. I’d gotten his Twitter account warmed up with some tantalizing tweets about his new novel, along with a dozen hashtags.
Besides, I figured if he learned too much about social media too quickly, he might find out about his Christmas gift.
He had five new notifications since I’d gotten in the door.
It was fun—and a little exciting—pretending to be Cooper and conversing with fans online. His Twitter following had quickly ballooned into five digits. On my social media accounts combined, I had a little over three hundred friends and followers, all of whom I knew personally. It took next to no thought to post a pic of a particularly tempting entrée at Baby Bistro or an update about the time and mood of my awakening that day. With my own accounts, there was never any pressure to post something amazing or even interesting. Cooper’s interactions often made my face warm as though I were the famous person whose very presence online brought a certain buzz and excitement. Each of his posts took more thought, but the need to puzzle out the most buzz-worthy types of posts left me energized.
Tidbits of crime scene research were popular, and because I had been helping as Cooper’s research assistant, that fell at least somewhat under my umbrella of knowledge. Photos of our cat, Hunch, were also popular, but those came a lot easier to Cooper—the favored owner of our bristly cat.
I made sure to like or respond to every reply that indicated excitement for an upcoming book release or enjoyment of one of Cooper’s already-released novels or short stories. These mindless interactions took up little of my time. Once in a while, there had been a question that required a little more thought.
I ignored the ones that asked, “Are you single?” But today, when I checked in on Cooper’s increasingly-busy Twitter account, I saw this message from @TimothyReads22: <Is this you too? I already follow you at @cooperbeckauthor>
It made me wonder if there really was another author named Cooper Beck.
When I finished my shower, I was still thinking about the commonality of Cooper’s name as I rushed through the living room, said goodbye to Hunch, who was sleeping on the couch and barely spared me one open eye, and headed out the front door. The question kept my attention as I rode the bus toward Baby Bistro. I skimmed all the book retailers and Goodreads and even LibraryThing, but all I could find was my Cooper Beck.
I looked out the bus window. It had snowed again this afternoon, so everything was pretty and white, but it was already getting dark at not even four o’clock. I loved Christmas, but I wasn’t a fan of the short daylight hours of winter.
I responded to the tweet to tell @TimothyReads22: <This is my official Twitter account. I’m glad you found me!>
I was already at my stop when my curiosity got the best of me, and I searched “@cooperbeckauthor” with one hand, grabbing my bag with the other, and raced off the bus. I hated being late, and I was already cutting it close, but I stopped in place on the sidewalk busy with holiday shoppers when the Twitter account in question loaded onto my phone.
The latest tweet said: <There’s a new chapter in my Christmas novel posted! Sign up now to read my new holiday mystery, exclusive to subscribers!> This was followed by the hashtags #readitnow, #cooperbeckfans, and a link that read “cooperbeckforseriousfansonly.com”.
A second later, a new response popped up from @TimothyReads 22: <Great! Interesting new serialized novel, BTW. It’s really different!>
I furrowed my brow toward my phone as a woman knocked into me with her shopping bag and then apologized. Caught up in Cooper’s Twitter response, I barely responded. Cooper was working on a novel—he always was—but while I had no idea if it was holiday-themed, his draft was months away from being ready for public eyes. He wouldn’t even let me read it at this stage. Besides that, there was no way he was out there in the Webiverse tweeting these sorts of things behind my back.
Was there?
But if not my Cooper Beck, who?
His publisher?
But they had specifically asked Cooper to get active on social media. They said that part was his responsibility.
I couldn’t make sense of it, but when Corinne, one of Baby Bistro’s waitresses, swept by me and said, “Ha, I’m going to beat you for once!” I blinked and remembered the time.
I was officially late.
Corinne arrived late for almost every shift, ready with a different excuse. Her alarm hadn’t gone off or she’d lost her phone or her boyfriend forgot to pick her up. Getting to work on time—and more importantly, before Corinne, so as not to end up grouped with her endless list of excuses—was of paramount importance to me.
But she was right. She had beaten me today. I sighed as I swept through the door behind her. Jonas, the manager, quickly adjusted his scowl from being aimed toward Corinne to being aimed toward me. The grimace was a contrast to the peppy holly-jolly Christmas music in the background.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” I said and then clamped my mouth shut before I could blame my lateness on Pennsylvania’s unreliable bus system. That would definitely earn me the “Corinne Category” label, which came along with Jonas’s constant criticism and scrutinizing. I raced past him toward the kitchen, grabbing an apron from the shelf on my way.
Jonas wasn’t the kindest boss in the world. In fact, Baby Bistro had a reputation for staff turnover, mostly because of his cantankerous attitude. With Corinne’s lateness, combined with the way she babbled to anybody and everybody on shift, I was surprised she had lasted three months.
But I needed this job. Chef Paul was willing to give me a reference just as soon as a sous-chef job opening came up at one of the bigger university restaurants.
My hope dwindled for getting out of this misstep unscathed, though, when Jonas followed me to the breakroom, where I quickly discarded my coat, and into the kitchen.
“We don’t need lackadaisical loafers around my kitchen, Mallory.” His voice boomed right beside my ear. I cringed and wrapped my apron around my waist, and then tried to get away from him, rushing across to the cutting counter. But he followed me, unwilling to let up. “Rory’s been here for half an hour, doing your job, I might add.”
Jonas motioned across the kitchen to where Rory—a new hire just out of high school with no formal training—stood stirring the soup stock over the stove. Her dark brown ponytail sat high on her head. She wasn’t wearing a hairnet again—something Chef Paul had admonished her for more than once. I couldn’t see her lasting long.
The soup stock wasn’t my job, even if the finishing of the soup was, and Rory’s shift started earlier than mine, but I bit down on my lip and only nodded. Arguing with Jonas never ended well, especially when he was already in a mood.
“It won’t happen again,” I said to him, and then I turned on my heel toward the industrial sink to wash my hands.
By the time I returned to the cutting counter, thankfully, Jonas had found something else to bark about in the front of the restaurant. His angry voice echoed through the swing doors, which was my only clue that the dinner rush had yet to arrive.
A good thing, too. Jonas was right—I should have been here earlier, and truth be told, he should pay for me to come in even earlier so the soup had plenty of time to deepen its flavors, but I’ve never argued that particular point because there was no way I’d make it here any sooner from class.
With one hand, I assembled vegetables that had been plunked onto my counter for dicing, organizing my knives, peelers, and spatulas with the other. As I did this, I read the paper list of specialty menu items taped to the wall in front of me.
I sighed when my eyes settled on the minestrone with swiss chard soup.
Chef Paul was talented, certainly, but not terribly imaginative. I’d made this soup three times last week. The fish special for tonight was a pan-fried tilapia with lemon butter. It would probably be well-seasoned and tasty, and I’d do everything in my power to plate it in a way that would entice surrounding patrons, but I always wished that Baby Bistro would eventually be known for adventurous and memorable dishes, not simply adequately flavorful ones.
Because of my lateness, there was no time to waste, so I prepped the dill sprigs for the fish first and set them aside for later. Then I got busy with tearing the swiss chard and dicing up two types of onion for the soup. Once I had those on the grill and their sweet aroma filled the kitchen, I chopped romaine, cabbage, carrots, and kale for our three regular salads: Caesar, a creamy coleslaw, and kale with apples and walnuts. When Chef Paul was feeling especially motivated, he also offered a special salad of the day. Having not seen our chef yet today, I could tell simply by my list that he wasn’t particularly motivated.
I transferred the onion chunks from the grill to the simmering vegetable stock and told Rory, “I can take over now. Why don’t you ask Chef Paul what he wants you on next?”
She bounced away, swinging her non-hairnetted ponytail right over the soup as she went.
While slicing up the Honeycrisp apple chunks for the kale salad, I glanced at my simmering soup with a sudden idea. Swiss chard, in my opinion, made the minestrone on the bitter side.
I scooped a little minestrone into a side bowl, added two small apple chunks, gave them a minute to come up to temperature while I finished assembling the kale salad, and then grabbed for a spoon.
One day, I’d be the chef of my own kitchen and I swore, for about the eight-hundredth time, that I wouldn’t get complacent.
I leaned back against the metal prep counter and closed my eyes as the flavor of the soup hit my taste buds. The sweet bite of the apple was exactly what the soup needed.
After the one taste test, I
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