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Chapter 1: Wedding Preparations
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The morning sunlight streaming through the windows of Patches & Stitches caught the tiny glass beads on the ivory silk spread across Emma Hargrove's cutting table, making them sparkle like dewdrops. She stepped back to admire the fabric that would become her wedding dress sleeves, still hardly believing that in three weeks, she'd be walking down the aisle of the Maple Creek Community Center as Mrs. Mick Bryant.

"That's going to be absolutely stunning," Anna Curtis said from her seat at the quilting frame in the back room, where she was putting the finishing touches on what Emma didn't know was going to be her wedding gift. "The beadwork is exquisite."

Emma smiled, carefully folding the delicate fabric between layers of tissue paper. "My grandmother's wedding dress was damaged in a flood years ago, but I was able to salvage the sleeves. Doris helped me figure out how to incorporate them into a modern pattern."

"Waste not, want not," came Doris Fleming's voice from the front of the shop, where she was reorganizing the thread display with the efficiency of someone who'd been quilting since the Eisenhower administration. "Your grandmother would be so pleased to know her dress is getting a second chance."

The bell above the door chimed, and Mick Bryant stepped inside, his detective's uniform crisp despite the early hour. Even after six months of engagement, Emma still felt that little flutter when he walked into a room – tall and solid, with gray threading through his dark hair and laugh lines around his eyes that spoke of a man who'd learned to find joy again after his divorce.

"Good morning, ladies," he said, leaning over the counter to steal a quick kiss from Emma. "How's the wedding planning going?"

"Beautifully chaotic," Emma replied, gesturing around the shop where fabric samples, ribbon choices, and flower catalogs were scattered across every available surface. "The community center decorations are handled, the caterer is confirmed, and my dress is coming along perfectly. How's Chloe handling the maid of honor duties?"

Mick's seventeen-year-old daughter had thrown herself into wedding planning with the enthusiasm of someone who'd been hoping for exactly this outcome since Emma first started dating her father. "She's got three different backup plans for the music, detailed weather contingencies, and a timeline that would make a military operation look casual. I think she's more organized than we are."

"Smart girl," Doris called out approvingly. "Nothing worse than a wedding without proper planning."

Anna looked up from her quilting, her needle poised mid-stitch. "Speaking of planning, I've been meaning to ask Emma about something. It's not urgent, but..." She hesitated, the way people did when they were about to bring up family secrets. "Remember how you helped solve those historical mysteries with the Civil War quilt and the bank fraud case?"

Emma's interest immediately sharpened. After five cases involving quilts that had hidden crucial evidence, she'd developed a reputation as something of an expert in textile-related mysteries. "What did you find?"

"It's my grandmother's sewing basket. The one I inherited last year but never really went through thoroughly." Anna set down her needle and reached for a worn wicker basket sitting beside her chair. "I was cleaning out my spare room for the family coming to your wedding, and I decided to finally organize all her old sewing supplies."

She lifted the basket carefully, as if it contained something fragile. "Look at this."

Anna removed a layer of vintage buttons and thread spools, then peeled back what looked like the original lining. Underneath, yellowed newspaper clippings were glued to the basket's interior, along with what appeared to be bank documents and handwritten notes.

Emma moved closer, her trained eye immediately recognizing the telltale signs of deliberately hidden information. "These look like they're from the 1930s. Depression era."

"Exactly." Anna's voice dropped to almost a whisper. "The newspaper clippings are about the 1933 robbery at Maple Creek First National Bank. But Emma, look at this."

She pointed to a handwritten note tucked into a corner of the basket. In faded brown ink, someone had written: "Ruby saw everything. They killed Mr. Yancey for trying to tell the truth. If something happens to me, the money is still hidden. Justice for the innocent."

Mick leaned in, his detective instincts fully engaged. "Ruby would be your great-grandmother?"

Anna nodded. "Ruby Curtis. She died when I was very young, but my grandmother always said she had secrets she couldn't talk about. I never knew what that meant until now."

Doris had abandoned her thread reorganization and joined them around the basket. "I remember hearing stories about that bank robbery when I was a child. It was one of the biggest crimes in Maple Creek's history. They never caught the robbers, and there were rumors about inside involvement."

Emma examined the newspaper clippings more closely. The headlines told a story of financial devastation: "Local Bank Robbed of $50,000," "Bank Employee Found Dead," "Investigation Continues into Financial Irregularities."

"Fifty thousand dollars in 1933 would be worth..." Emma did quick mental math. "Over a million dollars today."

"And they never found the money," Anna added quietly. "According to these clippings, the bank employee who was found dead – a Mr. Yancey – had been asking questions about discrepancies in the accounts before the robbery happened."

The bell chimed again, and an elderly man with silver hair and a carefully maintained beard entered the shop. He moved with the precise steps of someone accustomed to handling delicate historical materials, and his eyes immediately went to the documents spread across the cutting table.

"I'm sorry to interrupt," he said, "but I couldn't help noticing those newspaper clippings. I'm Franklin Ashworth, and I've been researching Depression-era bank failures for the Maple Creek Historical Society. Would those happen to be related to the 1933 First National Bank incident?"

Emma introduced herself and the others, explaining Anna's discovery. Franklin's eyes lit up with the enthusiasm of a historian who'd just found a missing piece of a puzzle.

"This is extraordinary," he said, pulling a small notebook from his jacket pocket. "I've been trying to piece together what really happened at that bank for months. The official records are suspiciously incomplete, and several key documents seem to have disappeared over the years."

"What kind of documents?" Mick asked, his professional skepticism evident.

Franklin flipped through his notebook. "Employee records, internal memos, even some of the police reports from the robbery investigation. It's as if someone systematically removed anything that might have revealed the truth about what happened."

Anna carefully lifted another newspaper clipping from the basket. "Look at this one. It mentions that Mr. Yancey had been scheduled to meet with federal bank examiners the week after he was found dead."

"Federal involvement," Emma mused. "That suggests the irregularities were significant enough to warrant outside investigation."

"Exactly." Franklin's excitement was palpable. "And if your great-grandmother really did witness something connected to the robbery and murder, her testimony could finally solve an ninety-year-old crime."

Doris frowned thoughtfully. "Franklin, you said you're researching this for the Historical Society. Have you talked to anyone else in town about the bank robbery?"

"A few people. Most of the families who were directly affected have passed away or moved elsewhere. But there are still some descendants around." He paused, consulting his notebook again. "Diane Crawford, for instance. Her grandfather was quite prominent in the community during the 1930s. Very successful businessman, according to the records."

Emma noticed Anna's sharp intake of breath. "Do you know Diane?" she asked.

"She comes into the shop occasionally. Always seemed a bit... standoffish. Like she didn't quite approve of newcomers asking questions about local history."

Franklin nodded knowingly. "I've encountered that attitude before. Some families prefer to let sleeping dogs lie, especially when it comes to events that might reflect poorly on their ancestors."

Mick checked his watch. "I hate to break up this historical investigation, but I need to get to the station. Anna, you might want to consider putting those documents somewhere secure. If they really do contain evidence about an unsolved murder, they could be valuable – and that might make them dangerous."

"I hadn't thought of that," Anna admitted, carefully gathering the clippings and papers. "I suppose I just assumed that after ninety years, it wouldn't matter anymore."

"History has a way of mattering longer than people expect," Emma said gently. "But Mick's right about keeping them safe. Why don't you bring the whole basket here to the shop during the day? There's a safe in the back office, and we're usually around."

Franklin pulled out a business card. "I'd very much like to continue researching this with you, if you're willing. I have access to records at the Historical Society that might provide context for what your great-grandmother documented."

Anna took the card, her expression a mixture of excitement and apprehension. "I've always wondered why my grandmother was so secretive about our family history. Maybe it's time to finally learn the truth."

After Franklin left and Mick headed to work, the shop settled back into its usual rhythm. Emma continued working on her wedding dress alterations while Anna carefully transferred her great-grandmother's hidden documents to the safety of the back office.

Doris, meanwhile, had moved on to straightening the fabric bolt display, but Emma could tell her mind was still on the morning's revelations. "You know," she said finally, "I remember my own grandmother mentioning the Yancey family. They lost everything when the bank failed after the robbery."

"What happened to them?" Emma asked, looking up from her beadwork.

"Left town, mostly. Some relatives scattered to other states looking for work. It was hard times for everyone, but especially hard for families who lost their savings when the bank couldn't recover from the theft."

Anna emerged from the back office, looking thoughtful. "I keep thinking about what my great-grandmother wrote. 'Justice for the innocent.' What if she documented everything because she was trying to protect people who were being blamed unfairly?"

"Or," Emma said carefully, "what if she was trying to make sure the real culprits didn't get away with murder and theft?"

The implications hung in the air as the three women continued their work, each lost in thought about secrets that had been hidden for ninety years and the possibility that those secrets might finally be ready to see the light.

By lunchtime, Emma found herself dividing her attention between wedding preparations and the historical mystery that had literally fallen into their laps. She'd learned to trust her instincts about hidden information in textiles and family heirlooms, and everything about Anna's discovery felt significant.

As she locked up the shop for her lunch break, Emma couldn't shake the feeling that her wedding planning was about to become considerably more complicated. But then again, after five previous cases involving quilts and hidden secrets, she was beginning to understand that mysteries had a way of finding her whether she was looking for them or not.

The question was whether this ninety-year-old secret would stay safely buried in the past, or whether someone in present-day Maple Creek had reasons to make sure it never came to light.

Three weeks until her wedding, and already Emma Hargrove was sensing that familiar tingle of a puzzle waiting to be solved. Some things, it seemed, never changed.
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