
  
    [image: Little Empty Promises]
  


  
    
      LITTLE EMPTY PROMISES

      
        GEORGIANA GERMAINE - BOOK 10

      

    

    
      
        NEW YORK TIMES & USA TODAY CHERYL BRADSHAW

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Little Hidden Fears

      

    

    
      
        Enjoy Little Empty Promises?

      

      
        Books by Cheryl Bradshaw

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, businesses, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any similarity to events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      

      

      
        
        First US edition October 2024

        Copyright © 2024 by Cheryl Bradshaw

        All rights reserved.

      

      

      

      
        
        No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, given away or re-sold in any form, or by any means whatsoever (electronic, mechanical, etc.) without the prior written permission and consent of the author. Thank you for being respectful of the hard work of the author.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “How miserably things seem to be arranged in this world. If we have no friends, we have no pleasure; and if we have them, we are sure to lose them, and be doubly pained by the loss.”

      

      

      

      
        
        Abraham Lincoln
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      It was a rather cool day in the sleepy town of Cambria, California, the brisk frigidity of fall sweeping through the streets like snow’s first drift. Seventy-one-year-old Cordelia Bennett walked up and down the aisles of the local library, feather duster in hand, humming to the tune of Neil Young’s “Heart of Gold.” It was her fourth day as a library volunteer, and she was grateful for the opportunity. It whisked her away from the quiet of home, a home that held an abundance of bittersweet memories.

      One year earlier, Cordelia’s husband Marlon had passed away, dashing the plans they’d made to spend their golden years cruising around the world. His illness had been sudden and unexpected, and his death had left her in a state of grief. He’d always been her lifeline, her confidant, the one person who made her feel safe.

      She couldn’t travel now.

      Not without her trusted companion.

      It wouldn’t be the same.

      Nothing would ever be the same again.

      Tonight was the first time Cordelia was to close the library on her own, and it was of the utmost importance that everything went to plan. The book drop had been emptied, book returns had been checked in and reshelved, paper had been added to the photocopier and fax machine, and all laptops had been turned off and plugged in for recharging.

      As Cordelia did her final rounds, she ran the feather duster along one of the bookshelves, pausing a moment to ingest a lungful of air. Holding the breath a moment, she savored a specific aroma, an aroma only timeless, weathered books could provide. The scent had always reminded her of the subtle fragrance of a candle—earthy with a slight dash of vanilla.

      Pleased she’d checked everything off her list, Cordelia grabbed her handbag out of the cubby in the back room and made her way to the front door, stopping to switch off one final light before she departed.

      The sound of what Cordelia imagined was a book falling from one of the shelves startled her. She stood a moment in silence, trying to pinpoint which direction it had come from, but the room had returned to silence. Cordelia went aisle to aisle, scanning the floor for any signs of a book, but nothing, it seemed, had come off the shelves.

      How odd.

      If it isn’t a book, what was it?

      Taking the inspection a bit further, Cordelia moved to the reading area, thinking she may have overlooked a book left on one of the tables or chairs.

      She found nothing.

      She walked to the front desk, scanning the counter and the floor around it.

      All was in order.

      And then she heard something else.

      A different sound this time.

      Not of something falling.

      A sound like … footsteps.

      It couldn’t be.

      She was alone in the library.

      Cordelia had been sure to lock the doors after the last person departed. She’d even checked the handle, ensuring the door was locked.

      The moonlight filtered through the window, and Cordelia froze. She could have sworn she’d seen movement on the opposite side of the room. But had she?

      “Hello?” she asked. “Is anyone there?”

      She’d asked as more of a formality, believing her mind was playing tricks on her, until a shadowy figure stepped out from behind a bookcase.

      Stunned, Cordelia said, “You can’t be here. The library is closed now. It opens at nine if you wish to return. Come along. I’ll let you out.”

      But the figure didn’t ‘come along,’ as she’d suggested. The figure remained motionless, confusing Cordelia even more. A thought ran through her mind. It was possible she was dealing with a homeless individual who had nowhere to go and, as such, had decided to seek refuge for the evening.

      “Excuse me,” Cordelia said. “Is there a reason you are refusing to leave? Do you have anywhere else you can go?”

      She hoped for an answer this time, but once again, she was met with silence.

      A second thought presented itself, one Cordelia didn’t want to entertain. It was enough to make her reach into her handbag, taking her time as she fumbled around until she felt the cool steel of her gun. It was the tiniest of things, a gift from Marlon. She’d scoffed when he’d given it to her years before, saying she had no use for a firearm.

      Upon bestowing it to her, Marlon had said, “If the need should ever arise, all you have to remember is to point and shoot, dear.”

      The need had never arisen—until now.

      And what’s more, the gun had never been fired before.

      Cordelia didn’t even know what would happen if she tried.

      Hands shaking, she raised the gun in front of her, searching for the words she wanted to say.

      “I don’t know who you are or why you’re here, but I’m leaving now,” she said.

      “You’re not going anywhere.”

      The words had been grunted in such a way to make Cordelia believe the person she was dealing with was going through great effort to mask his voice.

      “Like I said, I’m leaving,” Cordelia said. “You should do the same.”

      “What did you see?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “What. Did. You. See?”

      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about. What did I see … when?”

      “You know when.”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Stop toying with me.”

      “I can assure you, there’s no toying involved.” There was a click, a sound that made Cordelia fear she wasn’t the only one holding a gun. “You should know, I’m armed.”

      “Makes two of us.”

      “I’m not afraid to fire, if necessary. Though I’d rather not.”

      “It’s too late.”

      Too late for what?

      With the door to the library locked, Cordelia would have to turn her back on the man to unlock it, a measure too risky to take.

      “I see we’re at an impasse,” she said. “I don’t know what I saw or why it’s too late. Can we agree to disagree and call it a night?”

      “We can call it a night after you’re dead.”

      Cordelia replayed the words in her mind a few times, her heart racing as she found herself out of ideas and with nowhere to turn.

      “Do you think I’m afraid to die?” she asked. “I’m not.”

      It was a half-truth at best, but she was hoping to appeal to the intruder’s humanity.

      Maybe if she could do that, there would still be a way out.

      “Ever since my husband died, I’ve been a shell of a person,” she added. “He was my everything. I lived to breathe the air around him. I miss the sound of his voice, the way his smile brightened the darkest of days. And his smell … I sit in his car sometimes just so I can be reminded of it. Without him, I’ve struggled to find my way forward. But I believe even in our darkest of days, there is always a way forward. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      It was quiet for some time, and then there was a loud popping sound, followed by pain … a stabbing pain in Cordelia’s chest.

      She sagged to the ground, clutching her heart as she whispered, “I’ll be seeing you, Marlon. I’ll be seeing you soon.”
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      “Mom, did you hear me?” I asked.

      My mother shifted her attention from the window to her watch, and then to me, saying, “I … umm, yeah. Sorry, dear. You mentioned something about a wedding, right?”

      “Yeah, my wedding.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Your wedding? The two of you set a date, eh? It’s about time.”

      We were standing in my mother’s living room, sipping tea, and warming ourselves in front of the fire. It had been a much chillier October than usual. And although I’d always welcomed autumn and the changing of the leaves, I wasn’t ready for cooler temperatures just yet.

      “We’re planning on getting married next year,” I said.

      “When?”

      “August.”

      My mother raised a brow. “Seems a bit far off, don’t you think? Then again, I suppose you’ve both been married before.”

      I didn’t know what to make of her comment, and I wasn’t interested in adding any fuel to the fire, so I said, “It gives us plenty of time to plan. Besides, I’ve always wanted a summer wedding, and it’s not like there’s a rush.”

      “I should say not. It’s been over a year since Giovanni’s proposal. I was starting to wonder if the two of you would ever tie the knot, or if you’d decided to remain engaged forever.”

      She was in a testy mood this evening.

      Something was bugging her.

      I took a sip of tea and let the comment slide.

      In truth, I wasn’t sure why we’d put off setting a date after our engagement. Months earlier, I’d learned Giovanni had been waiting for me to suggest a timeline for our nuptials. That was when we gave it some serious thought and came up with a plan.

      My mother glanced out the window and then back at me again. “Where are you thinking you’ll have the ceremony?”

      It was a question I expected, but one I wasn’t prepared to answer yet.

      “New York is a place we’ve talked about,” I said. “It’s where we met.”

      “When you were both in college, and you lived with his sister. I’m aware.”

      “It holds special meaning to us for that reason. It’s also the city where we reunited four years ago.”

      “It’s also where he proposed to you. It doesn’t seem like you’ve only talked about it. It seems like you’ve decided New York is the place. Am I right?”

      I nodded.

      She sighed, and I waited for what more she was about to say.

      I didn’t wait long.

      “I’d hoped the two of you would marry here. But I can see why getting married in a place that holds fond memories for the two of you makes sense.”

      There was disappointment in her eyes when she’d said it, but so far, she wasn’t pressing the issue any further.

      I was impressed.

      “Giovanni’s sister, Daniela, has offered to host the wedding and the reception at their family estate,” I said. “And before you say anything, I want you to know how important it is to me for you to be involved with as much of the wedding reception planning as you’d like.”

      “I think I’d like to sit down,” she said.

      She crossed the room, taking a seat on a chair near the window.

      I sat down next to her.

      “We’re still discussing all the details,” I said.

      “Is this why you stopped by tonight, to break the news?”

      “I spoke to Daniela earlier today, and we discussed a few things, but I wanted to talk to you before any final decisions were made.”

      “I appreciate the consideration.”

      And I appreciated how well she was taking it. I’d spent much of the afternoon fretting over the conversation. It was possible I’d worried for nothing, but considering how much more agreeable she was than I’d expected, it gave me pause.

      My mother crossed one leg over the other, setting her empty teacup on a side table. “There’s something you should know. I met your father in New York City.”

      “I thought the two of you met here, in Cambria.”

      “We did, the second time.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “After I graduated from high school, I took a trip to New York City with my friend, Cassandra. Her aunt had a home there, and she invited us for a visit. On our third night, we went out to a nightclub, and I met your father.”

      “If you met in New York City, why did you tell us kids you met in Cambria?”

      My mother swished a hand through the air and frowned. “Do you want to hear about it or not?”

      “I do.”

      “Good, then let me talk. I’ll explain everything.”

      I leaned toward her, anxious to hear the rest of the story.

      “As I was saying, I first met your father in that New York nightclub. I still remember what he was wearing—a white T-shirt under a black leather jacket. Jeans rolled up at the bottom. The moment our eyes met, he smiled, and walked right over to me.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He told me his name was Abe and that I was the prettiest gal he’d ever laid eyes on. While Cassandra tore it up on the dance floor with a gentleman she’d just met, I sat at a booth with your father. We talked for over three hours.”

      “What about?”

      “Lots of things, and at the end of the conversation, he told me he was only in the city for the night. The next morning, he was flying to Spain to study abroad for a while. Before we said our goodbyes, he asked for my address and said he would write to me.”

      “And did he?” I asked.

      “Every week for a year. And then … I … we …” She bit down on her lip, crossing her arms in front of her. “I’m ashamed about what happened next, you see.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      “For the first six months, I wrote back to every letter he sent. And then … well, I met someone else. Your father continued to send letters each week, but I stopped replying to them. A few months later, things fizzled out with the other guy. I thought about writing your father to explain why I’d stopped corresponding, but I was embarrassed. I couldn’t bring myself to do it.”

      It was hard for me to believe my mother had ever been embarrassed about anything.

      “The second time you met was here,” I said, intrigued. “How did that happen?”

      “As soon as your father returned from Spain, he came straight to Cambria. He knocked on my door, and when I opened it, he handed me the most beautiful bouquet I’d ever seen, and he professed his love for me. I didn’t know what to say. I stood there for a moment and then I burst into tears. I realized I loved him too.”

      “Why did you feel like you couldn’t tell us kids the real story until now? We would have understood.”

      She reached out, taking my hand. “I know that now. I should have been honest about it from the start. I felt awful about how I’d handled everything with your father. After your father and I talked, and I explained what had happened, he was disappointed at first. Then he suggested we start from scratch, and that’s just what we did.”

      “What matters is you found your way back to each other in the end.”

      “Just like you and Giovanni. I suppose now you can see why New York is a special place for me too.”

      She released my hand and squinted, peering out the window for a third time.

      Then there was another quick glance at the time.

      “You’ve been looking out the window and then at your watch a lot since I’ve been here. Is everything okay?”

      She tapped a finger to her lips. “Mmmph, I don’t know. Cordelia’s porch light is on.”

      I glanced out the window, staring at the house my mother was pointing at.

      “Why are you concerned about your neighbor’s porch light?” I asked.

      “She always leaves it on when she’s not home in the evening, and she always turns it off when she gets back. It’s getting late. The light’s still on, and she should have been home a while ago.”

      “Maybe she got tied up running errands.”

      “I think I’ll give her a call.”

      My mother removed her cell phone from her pocket and dialed.

      There was no answer.

      “Well, I just don’t understand it, don’t understand it at all, I tell you,” my mother said. “Cordelia doesn’t leave the house much. Not since her husband passed away.”

      “How’s she doing?”

      “Depressed. Yessiree, that one word just about sums it up. I was visiting with her a few weeks ago, and she made a comment about having nothing to live for now that he’s gone. She has no children and not much family to speak of, other than a sister whom she hasn’t spoken to in years.”

      “Do the two of you get together often?”

      “I pop in a couple of times a week to see how she’s doing. During one of my recent visits, I told her I knew what she was going through, having lost your father some time ago. I promised her it would get better. Perhaps it was a promise I ought not to have made.”

      “Why?”

      “Part of me worries I’ve pushed her back into society before she’s ready. As I thought of ways to help her cope with his death, I came up with what I thought was a brilliant idea. Cordelia loves books of all genres. Her house is filled to the brim with them. I knew the local library was looking for a volunteer, and I proposed it would be a perfect opportunity for her to dip a toe back into the outside world.”

      “What did she think about your suggestion?”

      “She loved the idea. She worked there today, in fact. I’m concerned because the library closed a few hours ago. I don’t understand why she isn’t home yet.”

      “You said she loves books. Maybe she stayed late to read.”

      “Cordelia doesn’t like to be out after dark. She’s a bit funny that way. Why would she stay when she could just bring the book home?”

      It was a fair point.

      “If it will make you feel better, we can head over to the library and see if she’s still there,” I said.

      My mother nodded and bolted from the chair. “It would make me feel better, yes. I’ll grab my shawl and meet you at the car in a jiffy.”
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      There were no lights on inside the library when we arrived, and Cordelia’s car was still parked out front, a fact I found strange. We parked, walked up to the front door, and I reached out, twisting the knob.

      I expected it to be locked.

      It wasn’t.

      Even stranger.

      “If I was worried before, I’m even more worried now,” my mother said.

      We entered the library, and I pointed at the floor. “Someone’s dropped their keys.”

      My mother cupped a hand to the side of her mouth and said, “Yoo-hoo, Cordelia, are you here?”

      We were met with silence.

      I ran a hand along the wall, stopping when I located the light switch. I flipped it on and looked around. There was no sign of Cordelia at first, but the local library was small. If she was here, it wouldn’t take long to find her.

      “Let’s do a quick walkthrough,” I said.

      My mother nodded, and we made our way over to the bookshelves, going up and down the aisles, searching for Cordelia. I’d rounded the fourth aisle when I saw someone not too far from me, and I gasped. Hunched over on the floor several feet away was an older woman, turned on her side.

      Blood was everywhere.

      On her clothes.

      On the carpet.

      A gun on the floor next to her.

      My mother caught up to me, followed my line of sight, and shrieked, racing over to the woman as she dropped to her knees.

      She reached out, shaking her.

      “Mom,” I said. “I don’t think you should⁠—”

      “Cordelia, it’s Darlene. I’m here. Open your eyes! Please, please open your eyes!”

      I walked over and kneeled next to Cordelia, feeling for a pulse. It seemed like there was one, but if I was right, it was faint. I placed my ear above her mouth, surprised when I felt a tingling sensation of hot air.

      “I think … it’s faint, but I believe she’s still breathing,” I said.

      “You think she’s still alive?”

      “I hope so.”

      As my heart pulsated inside my chest, I called for an ambulance.

      My mother began sobbing, patting Cordelia’s hand, as she begged her friend to “hang in there,” telling her “help is on the way.”

      I gave the 9-1-1 operator details about where we were and what we knew, which wasn’t much and then I ended the call. I was anxious to take a closer look at Cordelia before anyone else arrived.

      She’d been shot in the chest, which in my mind meant one of two things:

      One, the wound she’d sustained had been self-inflicted.

      Or two, and what seemed more logical, Cordelia had been attacked, shot, and left for dead.

      “If someone else is responsible for what happened here tonight, this is a crime scene,” I said. “We need to be careful not to touch anything until the police get here.”

      “Well, of course someone shot her. What other explanation could there be?”

      My mother sprang to a standing position. “I’m going to check the bathroom, see if there’s a first aid kit.”

      “Mom, let me look around the place first. If she was attacked, whoever did this to her might still be here.”

      My mother reached into her handbag, pulling out a pistol. “Don’t you worry about me. I’ve been going to the gun range for a few years now. If the person who did this to her is still around, he’ll wish he wasn’t. Get Foley on the horn. He needs to be here.”

      Foley was the next call on my list. He was the chief of police for San Luis Obispo County, and he was also married to my sister.

      He answered on the second ring, saying, “It’s not like you to call this late. Everything okay?”

      “It’s not.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “I’m at the local library with my mother.”

      “Hasn’t it closed by now?”

      “Her neighbor just started volunteering here, and she’s been shot.”

      “Shot? Is she dead or alive?”

      “She’s breathing, but it’s faint. I’ll explain more when you get here.”

      “Hold tight. I’ll call Whitlock, and we’ll be right there.”

      The call ended, and I glanced down at Cordelia. Her eyes flashed open. She looked at me and whispered, “Marlon, my darling, you’re here. I knew you’d come.”

      “It’s not Marlon. It’s Georgiana Germaine, Darlene’s daughter. Can you tell me what happened to you?”

      She seemed to have not heard me at all—or was ignoring the question. “We’re together now, Marlon. Together forever, just like I always knew we would be.”

      As my mother raced back to my side, first aid kit in hand, Cordelia’s eyes closed, and what little life she had left closed along with her.

      “Is she … she’s not … she’s going to be okay, right?” my mother asked. “We can fix this … we can make it better.”

      I bent down, checking Cordelia’s pulse a second time, and then I glanced up at my mother. “I’m sorry. It’s too late, Mom. We’re too late. She’s … she’s dead.”
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      While I waited for everyone to arrive, I did a quick scan of a few sections of the library. I found nothing, and no one. Foley pulled to a screeching stop, and he and Whitlock got out. I walked over to meet them.

      Amos Whitlock was a detective for the county, working under Foley. He’d worked alongside my father in his younger years. Bored in retirement, he’d jumped at the chance to return to detective work when a position opened, and given I was a private investigator, our paths often crossed when my agency was hired to investigate homicide cases.

      Whitlock ran a hand through his sleek, silver hair and gave me a nod. “Evening, Georgiana. Nice to see you … well, it is nice to see you, just not under these circumstances.”

      “Nice to see you too.”

      Though the hour was late, he was still looking fashionable in a light blue shirt and fitted black slacks. He was wearing his signature dress shoes, which were buffed to a shine—I was sure I could see my reflection in them if I tried.

      Foley, on the other hand, looked a little worse for wear.

      He noticed me eyeing him and said, “I … ahh, I was in my pajamas, watching a movie with your sister when you called.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” I said.

      “There’s no need. You’ve never had even the slightest hint of a poker face. Your expression said it for you. Now, fill me in. Start by explaining how you and your mother stumbled upon her neighbor and what you know about what happened here tonight.”

      “I was at my mother’s house earlier this evening, and she noticed Cordelia hadn’t returned home after work. She was worried, so we decided to drive over here and see if we could find her. When we first got here, she was still alive, but she died within minutes of our arrival.”

      “You note the exact time of death?”

      “Of course I did—8:22 p.m. on the dot.”

      “Was she conscious at all before she passed?”

      “Yes and no. She didn’t offer any information about what happened here tonight, but she whispered something about seeing her husband again. Then she passed away.”

      “Take me to her.”

      Foley and Whitlock followed me to the other side of the room. As soon as my mother spotted them, she rushed over to Whitlock, throwing her arms around him.

      “It’s just awful, and it’s all my fault,” she said. “I’m the one who pushed Cordelia to take this job. I thought it would be good for her. If it wasn’t for me, she’d still be alive.”

      Whitlock patted her on the back and said, “Now, now … it’s not your fault. You were just trying to be a good friend.”

      “Who would want to harm such a sweet, innocent old woman?” my mother asked. “Who would do such a thing?”

      “Hard to say, but we’ll get to the bottom of it.”

      “We will,” Foley added. “You look tired, Darlene. You should go home and get some rest.”

      “I’d like to stay, thank you,” my mother said.

      “It’s going to be a long night,” Foley said. “There’s no reason for you to stick around. I’ll call you in the morning, okay?”

      My mother looked at me and said, “Come on, then. Let’s leave them to it.”

      I shook my head. “I’d like to stay, Mom. I texted Harvey, and he’s on his way to pick you up.”

      Harvey was my stepfather, and the county’s former chief of police. He’d also worked with my father back in the day and had been his closest friend. Decades earlier, after my father died, Harvey stepped in, making frequent stops at our house to ensure we had everything we needed. My mother leaned on him for support, and after a time, they developed feelings for each other.

      I’d never questioned my mother’s love for Harvey. But my father’s death left a gaping hole in her heart, a hole that grew larger whenever she lost someone close. She’d been a lot quieter tonight, which wasn’t like her usual boisterous self. Knowing she was in for a tough, emotional night, I’d texted Harvey.

      He arrived a few minutes later, said a quick hello, and then ushered my mother out the door. As they made their exit, Silas walked in. He was the county medical examiner and a good friend. His long, sun-kissed blond locks had been pulled back into a manbun, and he was dressed like a Hawaiian tourist, in a wrinkled floral shirt and khaki shorts.

      He spotted me and walked over.

      “Hey, rough night, eh?” Silas said. “Who died?”

      “An older woman,” I said. “She was my mother’s neighbor.”

      “Oh, wow. That’s too bad. Does your mother know?”

      “We were the ones who found her.”

      “How’d it happen?”

      “Gunshot wound.”

      “You get a good look at her?”

      “I did, and the first thing I want to know is whether the gunshot wound is self-inflicted or if someone shot her.”

      Silas nodded and looked around. “You find a shell casing?”

      “Not so far. When we got here, there was a gun on the floor not far from her body. It’s small, though. Looks more like a toy. Reminded me of the gun John Wilkes Booth used when he shot Lincoln. If it was self-inflicted, a suicide, which doesn’t sit well with me, she would have had to know the exact spot she needed to shoot herself to make sure the deed was done.”

      “Huh. She was only shot once then?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “She was alive when I found her.”

      “For how long?”

      “A few minutes.” I glanced at my watch. “She died about an hour and forty minutes ago. I can give you the exact time.”

      “Good to know. I’ll have a look, see if anything stands out.”

      He left my side and made his way over to Foley, who was standing beside Cordelia. Whitlock was walking up and down the book aisles, whistling, something he often did at a crime scene. According to him, it helped him stay calm and focused. In an abrupt manner, the whistling stopped, and Whitlock shouted, “Hey guys. I think I found something.”
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      The “something” Whitlock found was a crumpled-up sticky note, which wasn’t all that unusual given we were in a library. Written on the note was a description I found curious:

      
        
        Short curly hair

        70s

        Glasses

      

      

      “Could mean something, could mean nothing,” Whitlock said. “Hard to say.”

      “It describes Cordelia to a T,” I said.

      “How many people work here?” Foley asked. “Any idea?”

      “I’m not sure. It’s a small library. Maybe a couple of employees and one or two volunteers.”

      Foley turned toward me. “The key ring you found … If she was attacked, I was hoping it had fallen from the assailant’s pocket. Turns out one of the keys unlocks the door to the library, and another unlocks Cordelia’s car.”

      “She must have dropped them on her way out, or when she realized she wasn’t alone,” I said.

      Whitlock moved a hand to his hip. “A library seems like such a strange place for a murder. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “If she was murdered,” I said.

      “Sure looks like murder to me,” Foley said. “What makes you believe otherwise?”

      “Oh, I don’t. I was just thinking about something my mother said to me today. Cordelia made a comment to her about not having anything to live for after her husband died. I’m not saying her loneliness caused her to kill herself, and the whole idea doesn’t work for me. But it does need to be ruled out.”

      “Guess we’ll have to wait and see what Silas has to say on the matter after he examines the scene and conducts the autopsy. Until then, it’s fair to assume foul play was involved.”

      “I agree.”

      I heard a sharp rapping sound, and in unison, our heads turned. In the dim glow of the library’s porch light, a woman stood at the threshold, knocking on the doorjamb. She was dressed in a long nightgown with a puffy coat over it. In her hand was a hot fudge sundae.

      Foley cupped a hand to the side of his mouth and shouted, “Library’s closed, ma’am. You’ll have to come back another day.”

      “I know it’s closed,” the woman said. “I work here. What I don’t know is what you are all doing here at this hour.”

      Foley, Whitlock, and I exchanged glances.

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      “I think we should talk to her,” Whitlock said. “What say you, Foley?”

      “She’s not coming in here and messing with my crime scene,” Foley said.

      “I’m not saying we should let her in,” Whitlock said. “I’m saying we should talk to her.”

      “Go on, then,” Foley said. “But I don’t want her stepping a single foot inside this place.”

      Whitlock saluted and said, “Roger that.”

      He started for the front door, and I followed, half expecting Foley to stop me, but he didn’t.

      Whitlock grinned at the woman and said, “Hello there. Mind if we talk outside?”

      “Of course, I mind,” she said. “It’s cold out here. Let me in.”

      “It is a wee bit nippy, isn’t it? How about we hop in my SUV? It has the works—heated seats, a blanket in the back, everything to get you warm in no time.”

      The woman raised a brow, confused. “I want to know what’s going on here. Why won’t you let me in?”

      “We’re investigating an incident that happened earlier this evening.”

      “What are you talking about? What incident? Who are you two?”

      “My name is Georgiana Germaine,” I said. “And this is Detective Whitlock. What’s your name?”

      “Samantha Swan. I manage the library, and you still haven’t answered my question.”

      “Come with me, and let’s get warmed up,” Whitlock said. “I’ll answer whatever questions I can.”

      She hesitated a moment, taking a few bites of the sundae, which had all but melted. Then she nodded, and we followed Whitlock to his SUV. My buns were cold, and as soon as I hopped into the back seat, and he started the vehicle, I cranked the seat warmer all the way up.

      “Forgive my appearance,” Samantha said. “I was at home, planning on making it an early night, and I had a craving for something sweet. So I threw on my coat and left, thinking I wouldn’t run into anyone while I was out. Well, no one except for an employee at the drive-thru.”

      “We’ve all been there,” Whitlock said. “How long have you known Cordelia Bennett?”

      “She’s been a patron of the library for decades. For years, she’d come in once or twice a month and read to the kids on the weekend. We just brought her on as a volunteer. I’d hoped it might cheer her up after the loss of her husband. Why do you ask?”

      I waited to see how Whitlock would respond, knowing the truth of what happened tonight would be public knowledge soon enough.

      “I don’t know how else to say it, so I’m just going to be straight with you,” Whitlock said.

      “Please do.”

      “Mrs. Bennett is dead.”

      “What? How? Where?”

      “She died in the library sometime this evening.”

      Samantha gasped, slapping a hand against her mouth, her head shaking. “No, no, no, no, no. I don’t believe it. I can’t believe it. I saw her earlier today, and we talked. What happened?”

      “We’re not sure yet. That’s what we’re trying to figure out.”

      “Is she … still in there?”

      “For now.”

      “How did she die? Was it a heart attack or something?”

      Whitlock went quiet for a time, running a hand along his chin, thinking. “What I am about to say won’t be easy for you to hear, I imagine. Since you’re the one who runs things at the library, I feel it best you know the truth. She sustained a gunshot wound.”
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