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CHAPTER ONE

 


"What's the big deal?" Matt Viera tucked his
phone into one of the myriad of pockets in his cargo pants and
peered down at the lists I was making on my own phone. We were
seated next to each other at the kitchen peninsula that had only
minutes earlier been cleared of the remnants of our dinner.

Matt was tall, dark-haired, and every bit as
gorgeous as would be expected for an ex-spokesmodel, although he
tended to downplay his appearance by consistently wearing ugly
clothes and somehow keeping his dark hair perpetually shaggy, even
immediately after a visit with a competent barber.

Matt continued, "We've still got three days
to get ready for Thanksgiving dinner. That's plenty of time for
just a handful of guests."

"Easy for you to say." When I'd first been
introduced to Matt, I'd distrusted his too-good-to-be-real looks
and his obvious interest in me from the moment we met, before he
got to know me. He truly was stunning, and while I had the benefit
of being taller than most women, I was otherwise pretty ordinary in
appearance, with dark shoulder-length hair and an average build.
Plus, Matt was a reporter for the Cove Chronicles, so I'd
assumed he was using me to get a scoop. It had taken him some time
and effort, but he'd won me over with his intelligence and, most of
all, his laid-back personality. His relaxed approach to life was a
nice contrast to my own tendency toward what used to be called a
type A personality, someone who fretted about every little thing
that might possibly go wrong. Keely Fairchild, constant
worst-case-scenario-anticipator—that was me.

At the moment, though, I would have
preferred it if Matt were a little more like me and not quite so
relaxed in the face of this week's challenges. If he wasn't going
to get as worked up as I was about the holiday planning, he could
just go somewhere else to be all calm and Zen-like. "You'd be more
worried if you were the one doing all the cooking."

Matt raised his hands in surrender. "I'd
have offered to help, but you said you didn't mind doing it
all."

"That was when I thought I was cooking for
just the two of us." Back in September, he'd done a story on a
local farmer who raised heritage turkeys, and Matt hadn't been able
to resist buying one for Thanksgiving, even though he didn't have a
clue how to cook it. For that matter, I wasn't entirely sure I knew
what to do with a turkey that didn't come with a pop-up timer and a
plastic wrapper that told me how long to cook it.

"We're not having that many guests," Matt
said, clearly not understanding why I was so worked up, which was
unusual for him. He usually read me better than that. "Why are you
so worried?"

For weeks I'd been counting on an intimate
meal for just the two of us. It would have been the perfect time to
have a personal conversation I'd been putting off for too long, but
it would have to wait a bit more. I wasn't quite sure how it had
happened, but somehow I'd ended up inviting the elderly president
of the Danger Cove Quilt Guild and her only slightly younger best
friend to share our Thanksgiving dinner.

"Dee and Emma make things more complicated
than the numbers suggest. They're pretty agile for their ages, but
they won't be comfortable sitting on these stools at the kitchen
peninsula." When I'd had an old bank building renovated into my
home, I'd opted to skip a formal dining room and left what used to
be the main lobby and teller area as one open space, divided only
by a peninsula into a great room and a kitchen with only the
tiniest two-person breakfast table in a tight corner. "It's not
like we can eat a formal dinner in my appraisal office or the
bedrooms. We'll have to move the furniture out of the way in the
great room and set up a folding table for the four of us."

"I suppose eating in the bank vault is also
out of the question," Matt said. "Especially since we've got
another guest now, if it's okay with you. My cousin from Seattle.
My mother just texted to say he's got nowhere to go for the
holiday, so she told him we'd take him in."

I hadn't met Matt's family yet, but I'd
heard enough about them to know that they weren't as laid-back as
he was. His mother in particular was known for being high
maintenance. "Okay. I can handle five people, but that's my limit.
Still, we'll need more than a card table to sit at. And something
to cover it so it looks nice. And a whole lot more groceries. You
did say that heritage turkeys were smaller than the more modern
ones, didn't you? That means ours can't feed a whole crowd without
lots of side dishes. I'll have to go shopping tomorrow."

I'd given up driving due to a medical
condition that caused me to pass out without warning. It wasn't a
problem usually, since I lived within walking distance of Main
Street and most of the other places I needed to go. Picking up a
table and more groceries than I usually needed wasn't so easy
without a vehicle.

"Relax," Matt said. "I'll take care of
getting a table, and I'll give you a ride to the grocery store
tomorrow. You can fill the truck with whatever you think you'll
need. My treat."

"Thanks."

"So how about we go fool around in your bank
vault for the rest of the evening?"

From the moment Matt heard that I'd
transformed a bank building into a residence, he'd been fascinated
by the old vault. It would have cost too much to remove and dispose
of the massive door, so I'd arranged for it to be secured open,
affixed against the wall with heavy metal fixtures and its locking
mechanism disabled as an extra precaution against anyone getting
trapped inside. Even now, months after Matt had seen how the space
had been transformed into a small reading room, he remained
fascinated by it, and we spent many evenings in there after
dinner.

I wanted to finish the grocery list tonight,
but now might be a good time to have the chat that I'd originally
planned to have on Thanksgiving. We'd been seeing each for about a
year now, but the time had never been right to tell him about my
medical condition. It wasn't fatal or anything, but it was
worrisome enough that the diagnosis had caused me to leave my
litigation career, one that I'd really loved. The condition was
known as syncope, and it caused me to briefly pass out during
stressful situations.

Every time I'd planned to tell Matt about
it, I'd ended up postponing the conversation for one reason or
another. But Matt was perceptive and had known for some time that I
had a secret, and if I didn't tell him soon, he'd figure it out on
his own. Especially if the stress of preparing for the holidays
triggered an episode. Then he'd have good reason to think I wasn't
as committed to our relationship as I claimed to be, since I hadn't
voluntarily shared my secret.

Tonight might be a good time to tell him.
The next few days would be busy, starting with the shopping on
Tuesday and then the cooking that had to be done in advance on
Wednesday. After that, I'd be alternating between cooking and
participating in the Thanksgiving parade, walking alongside the
Danger Cove Quilt Guild's float while a friend's teenaged daughter
kept an eye on the turkey in the oven.

I decided the grocery list could wait until
after Matt and I had our talk. I was about to shut down my
note-taking app and agree to retire to the
vault-turned-reading-room when the phone rang. According to the
caller ID, it was the president of the quilt guild, Dee
Madison.

I answered the phone, and instead of Dee,
her best friend, Emma Quinn, said, "Oh, thank goodness you picked
up. We need you right now. It's terrible."

I heard Dee's voice in the background but
couldn't make out the words.

"Who died?" I asked.

There was a brief pause, and then Emma said
with less conviction than I'd have liked to hear, "No one
died."

"Yet." Dee's voice in the background was
clear this time.

Emma hurried to add, "Although I suppose I
can understand why you'd think someone might be dead, given our
track record. I'm sorry if we interrupted anything. We didn't know
what else to do, and Lindsay said we should call you before we did
anything else."

"She was right."

Lindsay was Dee's granddaughter, and she
used to be my paralegal before I left the practice of law due to my
syncope diagnosis. Lindsay must have heard me say countless times
that I wished, just once, a client would call me before she got
into trouble instead of afterwards. Even if Lindsay hadn't absorbed
that lesson, she still knew her grandmother well enough to worry
about what rash thing Dee might do in whatever the crisis was if I
didn't talk her out of it. In fact, my cell phone was already
pinging in the background, and I suspected it was signaling a text
from Lindsay, a few seconds too late to give me advance warning,
but I didn't want to look and risk missing any of what Emma might
tell me.

"What's the emergency?" I asked, bracing
myself for something earth-shattering.

"The miniature quilts for the Thanksgiving
parade have been stolen."

 


* * *

 


Half a dozen people were milling around the
front porch of a little bungalow on a cul-de-sac in the northwest
corner of Danger Cove. It reminded me of the one where I'd
appraised an extensive collection of cheddar quilts when their
maker had died. Unlike that woman's shockingly bright orange house
though, this one was painted in traditional shades of soft taupe to
blend in with the rest of the muted colors throughout the
neighborhood.

Emma Quinn noticed Matt and me before the
others did and hurried down the front steps to greet us. She was a
tall, sturdy woman in her seventies, dressed in loose dark pants
and a knee-length gray wool coat.

"Thanks for coming over." She glanced over
her shoulder to where a woman the same height as Emma, but much
thinner, was giving the fragile, eighty-something Dee Madison some
extra support on the way down the stairs while everyone on the
porch headed in our direction. "We all want to do the right thing
here, but you know how Dee gets when she's upset. What she thinks
is a good idea may not always be wise."

Matt pulled a notepad out of one of the many
pockets in his black cargo pants. "What did the police say when you
reported the theft?"

"We didn't bother to call them." Emma's
voice dripped with frustration. "We only called Keely as soon as we
confirmed what we'd been told about the theft. You know the police
won't do anything if we file a report. 'It's just a bunch of silly
old blankets and even sillier old women.' That's what they'll say.
But you two will take us seriously. And you've got experience at
catching criminals."

I wouldn't call it experience so much as
luck. Bad luck, for the most part.

"There's one police officer who would take
it seriously," I said. "Fred Fields would listen to you. Of course,
then he'd wander over to the Cinnamon Sugar Bakery to eat a dozen
cupcakes to cope with his frustration at having failed to prevent
the theft before it happened, plus what he had to know was his
likely future failure to bring the thief to justice. The odds of
recovering any kind of stolen goods were never good, whether it was
quilts or things of more highly respected value. But he always
tried to do something. That was more than many people in his
position would do.

"There's no time to wait for Fred's next
shift," Emma said impatiently. "We need to find the quilts right
away before the trail goes cold. There's no time to replace them,
and we can't risk breaking our record of participating in the
parade every single year since it started. We need those
quilts."

"I'm not sure what I can do to help. I
wouldn't know where to start investigating a theft."

"We already know where to start," Emma said.
"It had to have been an inside job. It happened when the owner of
the house, Tricia Sullivan, was at The Clip and Sip. She was only
gone an hour, and this is usually a safe neighborhood, so she was
shocked to come home and find her window broken and the quilts
gone. And nothing else was taken, so we know the thief targeted the
quilts specifically."

From the bottom of the porch stairs, Dee
shouted something about stringing the culprits up by their toes in
the middle of Pacific Heights Park.

Dee was probably just blowing off steam, but
I was never entirely sure how far she'd go in advancing the
interests of the quilting community. Plus, I owed it to my
ex-paralegal Lindsay to at least try to keep her grandmother out of
trouble.

"If I agree to help, you've got to promise
not to take any vigilante actions," I warned.

There was a pause while Emma seemed to be
weighing the objections Dee might have to such a deal. They were
such close friends, living together as well as quilting together
for the last several years since Emma's husband had died, that they
frequently communicated without words.

"All right," Emma said at last. "Neither of
us will do anything that you wouldn't want us to."

There was a bit of grumbling from Dee, but
Emma added, "Don't worry. I'll make sure everyone in the guild
behaves."

The tall, thin woman who'd been escorting
Dee down the front steps joined us. Up close, I could see that she
appeared to be in her forties, and her hair was pulled tightly back
into a bun wrapped in an elaborate braid that included ribbons in
the local high school colors. Her overall appearance suggested she
was a strong woman, both physically and emotionally, but I couldn't
help noticing the anxious way she was wringing her hands now that
they weren't needed to support Dee. I'd always thought
hand-wringing was a metaphorical description, but this woman was
literally squeezing one hand with the other repeatedly, alternating
which one was being assaulted. Perhaps she was just cold and trying
to warm up her fingers, since she was only wearing a light hooded
sweatshirt over jeans and a scoop-neck knit shirt on the chilly
late-November evening.

"This is Tricia Sullivan," Emma said. "She
took the quilts home last night after the guild met to choose which
ones to include in our parade float."

"Nice to meet you." I offered my hand for a
shake. "I'm Keely Fairchild. You probably already know Matt
Viera."

She nodded. Her long, thin fingers were cold
as she shook mine briefly and then Matt's. As soon as she let go of
him, she resumed her hand-wringing. "I'm so sorry. I thought the
quilts would be safe enough in my house. I did consider taking them
to Brooke's house instead. Her husband is a fanatic about security,
so they've got a state-of-the-art system. The problem is that he's
also a fanatic about neatness and would have been irritated to have
all the clutter from the quilts and the other supplies in his way.
Brooke didn't want to upset him, and I was too tired to argue, so I
took the easy way out. It's all my fault."

"You can't blame yourself for someone else's
criminal actions," I said. "You didn't have any reason to think
anyone would want to steal the quilts."

Her hand-wringing slowed but didn't entirely
stop.

"Keely's right," Matt said, using the calm,
reasonable tone that hadn't worked on me earlier this evening but
did seem to be reassuring Tricia. "The break-in could have happened
to anyone, and no one could have predicted it."

"Does anyone have any idea why the quilts
were stolen?" I asked. "Were any of them particularly
valuable?"

"No more than usual," Emma said.

Miniature quilts often required a huge
investment of time to make, but they were seldom worth much in
dollars and cents. Unless they were made by someone well-known. I
turned to Matt. He'd made and donated some ornaments for the local
historical museum's previous holiday fundraisers, and they'd sold
for far more than anyone else's. They'd been nicely done, but most
of the value had come from his celebrity. "I don't suppose you made
or signed any of the stolen quilts?"

"Not this year," he said. "I'm working on
something for the Christmas auction at the museum again."

"So whoever took them wanted them for
reasons other than resale value," I said.

"It doesn't make any sense," Emma said.
"There's no reason for anyone to steal them. There isn't much of a
market for them, and it's not like we forced anyone to contribute
their quilts for use in the parade and then in the exhibit at the
museum. They were all donated voluntarily, just for a few weeks'
use, not forever. Besides, if anyone had changed her mind, all she
had to do was ask and we'd have given her back the quilt right
away."

"You mentioned that the guild has
participated in the parade every single year since it started," I
said. "Could someone be angry with the guild and want to embarrass
it by forcing you to break the participation streak? Or a rival
parade sponsor wanted to take the record away from you?"

Emma shrugged. "Anything is possible, but
I'm not aware of any jealousy among the parade participants. There
are a few other groups who've been involved as long as we have, so
we're not the only one with that long of a record. Although we do
tend to win a lot of judges' ribbons, so maybe someone wanted to
get rid of the competition for them."

Tricia was still standing next to us, no
longer wringing her hands, because she'd stuffed them into her
jeans pockets, her arms rigid with anxiety. I didn't want to upset
her further by suggesting that the only other likely scenario I
could think of was that someone had been angry with Tricia, rather
than with the guild, and had stolen the quilts to make her look
bad. I'd have to find a better, more private time to ask about any
enemies she might have.

I settled for asking, "Who else knew the
quilts would be here?"

Tricia answered. "The whole guild knew that
Brooke and I were in charge of keeping them safe until the parade,
but we didn't say where we'd be storing them."

"Who's Brooke?"

"Brooke Donnelly." Tricia turned toward the
base of the porch stairs, but the group that had been gathered
there was gone. "She was over there just a minute ago."

"Everyone's probably gone over to the scene
of the crime," Emma said. "Come on. You'll want to see it too."


CHAPTER TWO

 


Matt stayed behind to talk to Dee, while
Emma led me over to the right side of the house where the window
closest to the front porch had been broken. "That's where the thief
got in."

"The jerk wasn't very good at it either,"
Tricia said. "You can't see it from here, but he cut himself and
bled all over the carpet inside."

"He'd better not have bled all over the
quilts too, or Dee will be even more furious than she already is,"
Emma said.

"No, they were in a covered blue plastic
storage bin, so they were protected," Tricia said. "At least I did
that right."

Three women were wandering around beneath
the broken window, occasionally nudging something with the toes of
their shoes. Presumably they were looking for clues, and it was too
late for me to suggest that we should preserve the scene of the
crime that they'd already trampled. Besides, Emma was right that
the police wouldn't make finding the quilt thief a priority. The
most they would likely do was to take a report so Tricia could file
a claim with her insurance company, more for the broken window than
for the quilts. The police certainly wouldn't bring out a forensics
team or dust for prints.

Two of the women doing the search were
probably quilt guild members. I didn't know them by name, but they
looked familiar, as if I'd seen them at a meeting without being
introduced. The third woman was my ex-paralegal and Dee's
granddaughter, Lindsay Madison. She was in her midtwenties and
average height but muscular from the weight lifting she did as
training for her hobby, ringing big bells, the multi-ton behemoths
found in churches and other public towers. She must have been on
the porch when I'd arrived, but I hadn't noticed her then. Her
designer hoodie and tight jeans marked her as a bit younger than
the other women, but not so obviously that she'd stood out from the
crowd earlier.

Lindsay stopped suddenly to peer at the
grass about six feet out from the window. She knelt and picked
something up. When she stood again, she was holding what looked
like a black stick pen, except there was no pointed end, and
instead of a flat cap, it was topped with an orb just a bit bigger
than the shaft. She raised it out in front of her. "Anyone know
what this is?"

There was a stifled gasp from a woman who'd
been standing to one side, watching but not participating in the
search. I didn't recognize her, so if she was another guild member,
she must have attended different meeting sessions than I did. She
was petite, with artificially blonde hair that was short and looked
like each strand had been arranged individually before she left
home in the morning and hadn't moved since then. The softness in
her jawline suggested she was approaching sixty, and the quilted
jacket she wore identified her as likely to be a member of the
quilt guild.

Tricia spoke from beside me. "I know what it
is. It's a tire gauge. Brooke will know even more about it. She
gave me one a couple of years ago. Her husband has them printed
with the name of his repair shop and gives them away to
customers."

"Is that Brooke inspecting it now?" I nodded
toward the petite blonde who'd run over to take a closer look at
what Lindsay had found.

"Oh, sorry," Tricia said, reaching up to
touch the fancy braid around her bun, as if to make sure it was
still in place. "Yes, that's Brooke Donnelly. I didn't know you
hadn't met each other through the guild. It was ages ago when she
first mentioned that she wanted to make an appointment with you to
get her quilts appraised. She'd seemed pretty anxious to get it
done, and she's not the sort of person to leave loose ends hanging,
in her quilts or in life, so when she stopped mentioning it, I
thought she'd already gotten the appraisals. Although, she was
worried about the cost. They have a sort of old-fashioned marriage,
with her husband making all the financial decisions, and he might
have thought it was a waste of money. And she'd never do anything
he didn't approve of."

"Maybe she hired someone else." I liked to
think I was the best quilt appraiser between here and Seattle and
that my rates were reasonable, but there were other options.
"Someone cheaper."

"Maybe." Tricia didn't sound convinced.
"I'll introduce you if you'd like. Brooke and I work together at
the high school. She teaches math, and I teach English."

Lindsay caught sight of me then and trotted
over with Brooke following more slowly.

"Check this out," Lindsay said, holding out
the tire gauge. "Do you think the burglar might have dropped
it?"

"Without a forensics team to investigate, it
will be impossible to know for sure." I took the tire gauge, and it
was, as Tricia had suggested might be the case, imprinted with the
name and contact information for a local vehicle repair shop,
Donnelly's Garage.

"You don't have to keep looking for the
burglar." Brooke's head drooped, and she focused on the grass
instead of looking anyone in the face, except for a fleeting glance
at Tricia.

What I could see of her expression was sad.
Of course, so was everyone else's in light of the theft of the
miniature quilts, which had brought everyone together. There was
something else in Brooke's eyes though. I didn't get a close look,
and it could have been nothing more than the resignation that her
words reflected, but I thought I caught a glimpse of fear before
she looked down at the ground again. "I know who it is."

"Who was it?" Tricia asked.

Brooke shook her head, keeping her gaze
focused on the ground. "I can't tell anyone."

"Could I at least help you get them
back?"

"No. I have to do it myself. Otherwise, I'm
afraid the quilts will be destroyed."

Tricia reached out to give her friend a hug,
but Brooke shrugged her off.

"I'm so sorry." Brooke's voice quavered, and
she stopped speaking to take a deep breath. She kept her focus on
the ground as she continued in a more determined tone. "It's all my
fault, so I'll make it right. I'll have the quilts back before
dinner tomorrow. I just need a little time after school is over for
the day, and then Dee and Emma can pick them up at my house. Say
around four o'clock?"

Her gaze flickered briefly in Emma's
direction before turning downward again.

"I'm sorry, but we can't be at your place
then," Emma said with obvious regret. "Dee and I have appointments
at The Clip and Sip to get ready for the parade. They'll be booked
solid this week with people wanting to look their best for
Thanksgiving, so we can't change our appointments."

I was amused to hear that there was
something that actually took precedence over quilts for Dee and
Emma. And chagrined that I hadn't thought to make an appointment to
at least trim my hair, which was as much in need of tidying up as
Matt's usually was.

I hadn't noticed that Matt had rejoined us
until he spoke. "We can pick up the quilts. Just tell me your
address, and I'll act as chauffeur. We can store them in Keely's
office until you need them again."

"That would be perfect," Emma said. "I'll
send Keely the list of quilts so you'll be able to make sure none
of them are missing."

Brooke started in apparent surprise and
looked up from the ground to peer at me intently. "Are you Keely
Fairchild? The quilt appraiser?"

I nodded.

"I've been meaning to call you for an
appointment, but…" She made a vague gesture with her hand. "You
know how it is. Things came at me faster than I'd expected, and I
thought I'd have more time to wrap up the loose ends."

"I'm sure we can work something out," I
said, handing her a business card. "This week is busy, but I'm
available next week."

Brooke hesitated before taking my card, and
I thought she was going to say something else to me, but she just
nodded and turned to Matt to give him her address and a phone
number in case we needed to contact her.

A vintage Porsche in an ugly, flat,
dead-leaf brown pulled up next to the walkway to Tricia's house.
Brooke glanced at it and said, "There's my husband, and I can't
keep him waiting." As she trotted toward the street, she tossed
over her shoulder, "I'll see you at my house tomorrow, and we can
talk about scheduling an appraisal."

"I look forward to it."

As the Porsche left, a small pickup truck
took its place. Even if it hadn't followed directly in the wake of
the depressingly dull color of the Porsche, the truck would have
been eye-catching. The entire length of the passenger's side had
been painted with a seascape clearly inspired by Danger Cove. It
even had a lighthouse, the top of which was painted on the window
using semitransparent paints. Neatly tucked into the sand of Two
Mile Beach was Manny's Murals and his phone number.

A short, wiry man in paint-spattered white
overalls and a Hawaiian shirt that rivaled the brightest of the
ones worn by Tucker at One Man's Trash climbed out of the truck. He
walked with a noticeable limp as he went around to the back to fold
down the tailgate and retrieve a toolbox that he set on the ground
beside one of the tires.

Tricia ran over to greet him. The man pulled
out a sheet of plywood, presumably to cover the broken window
temporarily.

Matt and Lindsay went to help carry the
supplies to the house, and I stayed behind with Dee and Emma.

"I didn't know Lindsay had come down from
Seattle," I said.

"She's here for the whole week," Dee said.
"I was wondering if we could bring her to dinner on
Thanksgiving."

"Of course." One more person wouldn't be a
big problem, now that Matt had offered to help me get a table.
Anything that would seat five would also seat six people. And
surely even a heritage turkey would have enough meat for six
servings, if not for leftovers.

I was more concerned by the apparently
last-minute nature of Lindsay's decision to come down to Danger
Cove from Seattle, where she still worked for the law firm I'd left
when I'd been unable to continue as a trial attorney. Lindsay
visited her grandmother frequently, but Seattle was far enough away
for it not to be a spur-of-the-moment decision. If the holiday
visit had been planned in advance, Dee and Emma would have known
about it two weeks ago when I'd invited them to Thanksgiving
dinner, and they'd have mentioned it then. It might have slipped
Dee's mind, but not Emma's.

And a weeklong unannounced visit was
completely out of character for Lindsay. She wasn't an impulsive
person, and she didn't usually visit her grandmother for more than
a day or two at a time. Besides, all of her free time was dedicated
to bell-ringing, so it was odd that she'd spend a whole week of her
vacation on something other than her hobby. Plus, it wasn't easy to
get time off at this time of year without planning for it well in
advance. Unless she'd been forced into a work hiatus. Lindsay had
struggled a bit for the first couple of years on the job and had
even been put on probation for a while. She'd turned things around,
but I hadn't talked to her in months, so it was possible she was
backsliding.

"Is Lindsay having problems at work?"

"Of course not," Dee said. "She got a raise
just last month in recognition of how much she contributes to her
team's success. They couldn't be half as successful without
her."

Emma's eyebrows rose, and she bit her lip as
if to keep herself from openly contradicting her friend. It was
enough to alert me to the possibility that things weren't as rosy
as Dee believed. I'd have to have a chat with Lindsay later to find
out what was going on at the office. I still felt a bit responsible
for her career since I'd left her in the lurch when I'd left the
firm fairly suddenly after my syncope diagnosis.

"I saw that," Dee said to Emma. "Stop making
faces and send Keely the list of quilts that we chose for the
parade."

"Do you have pictures?" I asked. What the
makers called their quilts wasn't always enough to pick them out of
a pile, since the names were often either based on some emotional
connection the maker had with the quilt or on traditional blocks
that were known by half a dozen or more different names.

"They're on my home computer," Emma said.
"I'll send them to you later tonight."

"We're counting on you to make sure they're
all accounted for and in good shape when you pick them up," Dee
said. "If one's missing, it might help you to figure out who stole
the whole collection."

"Does it matter who took them, as long as
they're returned?"

"Of course," Dee said. "We need to know who
to press charges against. We can't let him get away with it, or no
quilt will ever be safe again."

"Let's see how it goes tomorrow," Emma said
with deceptive mildness. "Right now we need to get home and finish
our outfits for the parade."

They headed for their car, leaving me to
wonder if I was expected to have some sort of special outfit for
the parade. No one had mentioned anything about costumes or
uniforms. And I didn't have time to go clothes shopping—one of my
least favorite things to do, even in less busy times—with
everything I needed to do for Thanksgiving dinner. I was going to
be cutting things close as it was, between grocery and table
shopping with Matt, picking up the quilts from Brooke, and
finishing up some work that had to be done for the museum before
Thursday.

 


* * *

 


After Matt brought me home from Tricia's, I
spent a solid hour completing my to-do lists for the rest of the
week, so it was after nine o'clock when someone startled me by
knocking on my outermost front door. The sound was somewhat
muffled, since there were two exterior doors between my private
space and the public space. One led outside, and directly across
from that, one opened into my living room. The space in between was
about ten feet deep and used to be an ATM lobby with
floor-to-ceiling windows, which I'd turned into a room for meeting
with appraisal clients. Usually, unexpected visitors turned out to
be longtime customers of the bank who'd forgotten the branch had
been closed and didn't notice the discreet sign I'd posted on the
exterior wall with information about the next nearest location.

Although the large windows made the lobby a
perfect, bright spot for daytime appraisals, they didn't do much
for privacy in the evening. I opened the inner door just a crack
and could see a bald man of average height but solid build wearing
jeans and a brown hooded duck jacket and holding a box about two
feet in each direction. He wasn't being overtly threatening, but I
didn't know him, so I took my cell phone with me as I pulled the
inner door all the way open and entered the lobby area.

Even though I didn't turn on the interior
lights, he apparently saw me approaching the outer door. He set
down the box and took a large step back to stand right where an
exterior spotlight illuminated him. I could see the wrinkles around
his eyes and across his forehead that pegged his age as more likely
to be in his sixties than the forties I'd originally thought from
his muscular build and lack of middle-aged spread around his
waist.

He raised his hands as if in surrender.
"Lawrence Donnelly." His voice was gravelly, like a lifelong
smoker's, and loud enough that it carried through the door and
windows as easily as if there was nothing between us. "Brooke's
husband. You met her earlier today. She wants you to have
this."

"I'm going to see her tomorrow," I said. "I
could get it from her then."

"She said it couldn't wait." He nudged the
box with his foot until it was touching the front door. "I'll just
leave it here and go. I only wanted to be sure you were home first
so you could take it inside before it got stolen. It's a quilt, and
she spent the last year making it."

"A quilt?" Judging by the size of the box,
it was bed-sized, not something small enough to simply give away to
a virtual stranger on a whim. "I can't accept that. I don't even
know her."

"You will take it," Lawrence barked. "I
promised I'd make sure you got it."

"Why me?"

"She says you'll understand, that you're the
only one who will understand." He snorted irritably. "Hell of a
thing to say to her husband of forty-some years, but she wasn't in
any state for me to argue with her."

His stance indicated that he wasn't leaving
until I agreed to take the quilt. I still wasn't opening the door
until I saw him drive away in the vintage Porsche I could see
idling in the driveway.

"I'm not keeping it," I said finally. "But
I'll make sure it's safe until I can return it to her."

"Good enough. I can tell her I completed my
mission. But she won't take it back. She can be stubborn."

"I'll worry about that later." If Brooke
really wouldn't take it back, I could arrange to have it added to
the collection of locally made quilts at the Danger Cove Historical
Museum. I had an appointment to talk to its director, Gil Torres,
later in the week anyway.

Lawrence gave me a parting nod and jogged
back to his car. I waited until it pulled out of my driveway before
collecting the box. It was tempting to unpack the quilt and take a
quick peek at it, but I knew that a superficial glance was likely
to turn into an intense study followed by several hours of insomnia
while I considered what the design could tell me about why Brooke
might have wanted me to have it. With everything on my schedule for
the next few days, I couldn't afford a sleepless night.

Instead, I put the box on the chair in my
office, where it was out of sight, and settled down with one of
Elizabeth Ashby's Christmas-set mysteries, something I did every
November to get into the holiday spirit. I'd already reread one of
her Thanksgiving stories, Deadly Dirty Martinis, and now I
was looking forward to a relaxing hour or two with A Poison
Manicure and a Peach Liqueur.


CHAPTER THREE

 


The next morning, thoughts of the still
sealed box in my office kept niggling at me, and I fought the urge
to settle into my office to study its contents. I couldn't keep the
quilt of course, but there wasn't any reason why I couldn't at
least admire it. In fact, that was probably all that Brooke had
intended anyway, and her husband had probably misunderstood.

If quilts were sentient, I'd say that they
wanted to be shared. Their makers certainly wanted them to be seen
by like-minded spirits at exhibits, parades, and guild
show-and-tell sessions. I'd even done a few appraisals for clients
I was pretty sure would never get around to using them to insure
their quilts but simply wanted the value of their work to be
acknowledged by someone they respected, and they were willing to
pay me for the experience.

I would gladly give Brooke's quilt the
attention she craved as soon as I could, but I had paid work to do
first. Unpacking the box would have to wait until I finished the
report that I'd be delivering to Gil Torres at the Historical
Museum on Wednesday morning. I'd been hired to confirm that an
antique holiday quilt she was considering acquiring was legitimate.
The plan was to finalize the deal on Friday if my report was
positive so she could announce the acquisition during the guild's
ornament-making workshop in the museum's community room on Sunday.
I couldn't afford to be late in turning in a project for my biggest
client, and perhaps even more important, I didn't want the museum
to lose out on the deal. The quilt was perfect for the collection,
with a provenance that was exactly what the owner had represented
it to be, and the purchase price was extremely reasonable.

I settled down at the kitchen peninsula with
my laptop to fact-check some last details for my report. Quilt
history was rife with urban legends that sellers sometimes used to
inflate the offered item's value, and I was always reluctant to
trust my memory of which stories had been debunked and which were
still accepted, so I always double-checked any relevant ones before
mentioning them in a report. It took longer to resolve these last
few issues to my satisfaction than I'd expected, so I was still
proofreading the draft when I heard Matt's pickup truck come to a
stop next to my front walkway. Matt would wait with more patience
than I had myself if I asked him to, but I didn't like to take
unnecessary advantage of him. There would be time to read the last
few pages of my report and print the final version tonight, well
before the next day's meeting with Gil, so I slipped into my
sneakers, grabbed my phone and purse, and raced out the front door
to get the shopping done.

We started with One Man's Trash, a
secondhand shop run by a wannabe flower child who'd been born
twenty years too late to be authentic. I hadn't been optimistic
about finding what we needed there and anticipated having to go to
a large chain store next. I was pleasantly surprised though to find
that a back corner of the shop had a dozen dining tables in a
variety of shapes and sizes. We ended up spending the better part
of an hour debating whether to get the cheap, wobbly table for six
or splurge on a solid, larger table that seated ten, even though
that would leave several places empty. Matt was patient, not even
teasing me about my having added Dee's granddaughter to our guest
list, which was just as well because I was always irritable when
shopping.

We eventually decided on the larger table,
even though it had a few scratches and watermarks on the dark
wooden top. The smaller one was too unstable, and we were both
worried that Dee might get hurt if it was unable to support her
leaning on it. Dee's safety was more important than any other
consideration, and the minor blemishes could be covered easily by a
holiday tablecloth.

The table took up most of the bed of Matt's
old truck, and then at the grocery store I began to doubt there
would be enough room left for all the food we bought. Matt kept
throwing things into the shopping cart as if he was intent on
making sure there was enough food for twice as many people as would
fit at the oversized table. Occasionally, he'd open a package and
take several bites of the contents as we moved along the aisle
before putting the item into the cart, and once he raced back to
grab three extra boxes of a particular variety of crackers after
he'd tasted them.

Eventually we made it through the busy
checkout line and got everything into the truck's bed with barely a
cubic inch or two to spare. Then we had to make a trip to his house
to unload some of the bags since my refrigerator wouldn't hold all
the perishable food Matt had just bought, and his cabin compensated
for its lack of a working oven by having a massive
refrigerator.

Because of the various delays, it was
already four o'clock by the time we'd unloaded all the groceries
that needed to be stored at Matt's, and we were half an hour away
from Brooke's house. I used Matt's phone, which had her phone
number in the contacts, to call her. There was no answer, so I left
both a voicemail and a text to let her know we were on the way.

Brooke lived in a fairly new and upscale
subdivision of modern colonials with three-or-more-car garages. Her
house was white with shutters in a green so dark it almost looked
black, and there was a porch across the entire front facade. It was
decorated for Thanksgiving with a rafter of carved and fancifully
painted wooden turkeys affixed at precise intervals along the top
of the railing that lined the porch on either side of the
steps.

Matt parked behind the blue SUV already in
the driveway, and we went up to the front door to ring the bell. No
one responded, which seemed odd. Brooke should have been home and
expecting us at four o'clock when I'd called and texted her. If she
couldn't wait for the extra half hour, she could have responded to
tell us not to come, but we hadn't gotten any message from her.

I peered in through the sidelight to the
right of the front door, but I couldn't see any activity
inside.

"I'll go around back," Matt said. "It's a
nice day, so maybe she went outside and can't hear us."

While he strolled out of sight, I wandered
along the porch to a large window that let filtered light into what
I guessed would be the living room. Sheer curtains prevented me
from seeing any details inside the house, but I could make out the
general lines of furniture and accessories. There was an almost
military precision and a Spartan feel to the placement of the
minimalist furniture. The only softness came from a folded quilt
draped perfectly symmetrically over the back of the sofa and from
some colorful square artwork on the walls, which, based on Brooke's
quilting hobby and the lack of rigid frames, was probably a
collection of miniature quilts rather than paintings.

I wouldn't have paid any attention to the
wingback chair near the sofa if it weren't for the contrast with
the spare perfection of the rest of the room. The wingback seemed
lumpy, as if the dozen or so pillows that might otherwise have been
scattered among the rest of the furniture pieces had all been
tossed on top of that one chair.

I squinted, trying to get a better look
through the gauzy curtains.

The chair definitely had something in it.
Not pillows, I decided quickly, but it took longer to realize it
was a human being, small and blonde enough to be Brooke. Perhaps
she'd fallen asleep while waiting for us and that was why she
hadn't answered either the phone or the doorbell.

I rapped on the window and called her name.
She didn't move. I shouted louder and punctuated the words with a
heavy pounding on the window. Still no reaction.

Something was definitely wrong. My body had
known it even before my head did, since my pulse had sped up, and
my stomach was churning with the warning signs of nausea and
potentially a syncope incident. And I still hadn't told Matt about
my diagnosis, I thought with annoyance at my procrastination. What
would he do if he returned from his scouting mission to find me
passed out on the porch? Even his usual laid-back attitude wouldn't
save me from his irritation that I hadn't told him sooner.

I shouted for Matt while I was confident I
still could. He must have been on his way back already because he
came around the corner of the garage a mere moment later. His
ambling gait was replaced by a jog to the porch and up the
stairs.

I gestured for him to join me at the window.
"See that chair over to the left? Can you tell if that's Brooke
sitting in it? Someone is, and whoever it is isn't responding to my
pounding on the window. No one could sleep through the racket I've
been making."

Matt peered at the window and tilted his
head to various angles as if that would give him a better view of
the interior. He knocked on the window and shouted, his
professionally trained speaking voice carrying much better than
mine did.

And still no response.

"I'm calling 9-1-1," I said as I took out my
phone and punched in the numbers. "But what if she needs immediate
help and can't wait for them to arrive?"

"Stay here." Matt dislodged the closest
decorative wooden turkey from the railing and used it to break the
sidelight beside the front door.

He reached through the opening to let
himself in as I held my breath for fear he'd cut himself on the
jagged edges of the glass. He disappeared inside before I could say
I'd wait on the porch to flag down the police, although I was
mostly afraid that if I followed Matt inside, I might pass out and
be more of a hindrance than a help.

I'd barely finished telling the dispatcher
Brooke's address and asking for an ambulance and police to be sent
when Matt came lurching back through the door with his hand over
his mouth.

"Is everything okay?" I asked automatically,
although it was obvious that something was seriously wrong.

Matt didn't stop to answer but raced down
the porch steps to empty his stomach of the various snacks he'd
eaten while we were shopping. When he stopped heaving, he said,
"Brooke's dead."

"Are you sure?"

"Trust me—you don't want to go see for
yourself," Matt said, his face ashen.

I'd never seen him so shaken, not even after
we'd encountered other dead bodies.

"There's blood everywhere, and there's a gun
on the floor beside her where she dropped it."

 


* * *

 


A wave of lightheadedness struck, and I
wobbled over to sit on the stairs to wait for the first responders.
Matt flopped down beside me, offering me his chest to lean
against.

Had Brooke killed herself? She'd indicated
that she was somehow responsible for the theft of the miniature
quilts, but had she really felt so bad about it that she'd taken
her own life, unable to go on living with the guilt? No one had
seemed to blame her as much as she'd blamed herself, so that seemed
unlikely. Another thought hit me. What if her death had something
to do with the quilt she'd sent her husband to deliver to me? He'd
said that she'd been in a rush to get the quilt to me and that it
couldn't wait until today. If I'd opened the box sooner, would I
have realized what she was planning to do and been able to prevent
this tragedy?

Fortunately, I didn't have much time to
blame myself for what had happened. The first medical responders
arrived quickly, confirmed that there was nothing they could do for
Brooke, and then made sure that neither Matt nor I was experiencing
any physical effects from the shock. Matt remained quieter than
usual afterwards, but otherwise seemed as fine as could be expected
in the circumstances. I'd been spared a close-up of the crime
scene—and thus escaped a likely syncope event—so I didn't need any
medical assistance either.

The first police officer on the scene wasn't
anyone I knew. He had us wait in the back of a patrol car for the
arrival of a detective. I immediately began hoping that Bud Ohlsen
would be assigned the case, since I'd heard less-than-flattering
things about the only other possible candidate. Of course, the
overeager and patronizing rookie Richie Faria usually ended up
being assigned to cases that Ohlsen led, but maybe he'd be off duty
today.

And then it struck me—when did I become the
sort of person who knew that much about members of the local police
department?

I must have done something that revealed the
disbelief I was feeling, because Matt bumped my shoulder with
his.

"What is it?"

"I just realized that not only do I know the
local police detectives and their colleagues by name, but I have
strong opinions about their relative expertise," I said. "I
couldn't have named a single officer back when I lived in Seattle,
let alone two detectives and a handful of uniformed cops. Or
provided any information about the officer's skills or lack
thereof."

"It's part of living in a small town," Matt
said, peering down at me. "You aren't thinking about leaving, are
you?"

"Don't worry. I'm not going anywhere. Not
even after we're allowed to leave the scene." I nodded at an
approaching SUV. "There's Bud Ohlsen."

Matt offered me a grin that wasn't up to his
usual standards, but that was understandable in light of the
situation and what he must have seen in Brooke's house. "Now you
can add recognizing the local detective's vehicle to your
unexpected store of knowledge about the police. You're becoming a
true local."

A moment later, Detective Bud Ohlsen, a
large man nearing retirement age, as evidenced by the preponderance
of white in his salt-and-pepper hair, climbed out of the SUV. For
once, his usual shadow, Richie Faria, wasn't with him. Ohlsen
conferred with the other uniformed officers on site as well as the
forensics team who had arrived just a few minutes earlier and were
preparing to go inside. Ohlsen went into the house with them
briefly, and then eventually he made his way back outside and over
to the patrol car where Matt and I were waiting.

Ohlsen opened the door and let us out. "Back
of a patrol car is no place to conduct an interview. I'm told
there's a patio table out back that we can use, if it's not too
cold for you."

"I can handle the weather." It would have
had to be a lot chillier than the current fifty degrees or so for
me to want to stay in the police cruiser.

"Fine with me," Matt said. "I wanted to let
someone know that a window was broken out back anyway, so you can
let Brooke's husband know. It's sort of hidden, but I can show you
where it is."

We all went around the house to where there
was an oblong wooden table that had a hole in the center for
inserting an umbrella, although it had apparently been put away for
the winter. There were also six chairs. I dropped into one of them
while Matt took Ohlsen over to where the broken window was.

A few minutes later, Ohlsen returned,
placing his hand on the back of the chair across from me. Matt
immediately flopped into the seat at my right hand, and we waited
for Ohlsen to start his questioning.

He settled into his chair before asking,
"The first responders got your contact information, right?"

Matt nodded silently, which was somewhat
unusual for him. During previous cases we'd both been involved in,
Matt had had a tendency to be a bit confrontational with the
detective. Despite the chilly wind that I was sure had pinkened my
cheeks, Matt's skin retained the unhealthy pallor it had had since
he'd come out of Brooke's house. He wouldn't appreciate me fussing
over him in public—despite his highly visible career, he was a very
private person—so I turned to Ohlsen to answer his question.

"The officers played it by the book," I
said. Not that it really mattered whether our names and numbers had
been written down. Everyone in town knew Matt, and while I wasn't
that famous, Ohlsen knew as much about me as I knew about him.
Probably more. I'd met him shortly after moving to Danger Cove,
when a shady quilt dealer was murdered after being accused of
selling fake antiques. Since then, I'd run into Ohlsen at more
crime scenes than either of us would have liked. Maybe one of these
days I should invite him to dinner so not all of our interactions
were in the course of a criminal investigation.

"So," he said. "Tell me what happened."

Matt gestured for me to start.

I explained about how we'd been picking up
some quilts for the Thanksgiving parade, the time we'd arrived, and
why we'd been afraid that Brooke was in immediate danger, which had
led to the decision to break the window and go inside to check on
her. I ended by explaining that only Matt had gone inside the house
and gotten a good view of the crime scene.

Matt took it from there. "I'd only gone a
few feet into the living room before I realized everything was
covered with blood. I didn't think Brooke was still alive, but I
figured I'd better check in case there was anything I could do.
When I was a kid, I harbored fantasies of becoming a doctor until I
flunked out of organic chemistry. I did manage to complete some
fairly advanced paramedic courses before then."

So I wasn't the only one who hadn't shared
everything about our pasts. Matt had never mentioned his early
career dreams before, perhaps because he was sensitive about people
thinking he was nothing more than a pretty face and washing out of
a premed program would have reinforced their preconceptions about
his not being too bright. In any event, I was looking forward to
asking him more about his pre-celebrity experiences. Among other
things, it might serve as a good opener for talking to him about my
syncope, and his interest in medical science could make my
confession easier than I'd been expecting.

Matt had stopped talking and was staring at
the well-maintained side yard to the detective's right. Matt
appreciated beauty, as evidenced by his journalistic specialty in
the arts, but I didn't think he even noticed the professional
landscaping. Even in late November when nothing was in bloom and
the only color came from a few evergreens and the red bark of some
shrubs, the place was lovely. But his eyes were unfocused, and I
had a bad feeling the view wasn't compelling enough to erase or
even dim the images he'd seen in Brooke's living room.

"Go on." Ohlsen leaned back in his chair,
which had some give to it, so it didn't tip onto its back legs, as
usually happened with him. He clasped his hands together on top of
his head and closed his eyes as if he were taking a nap. Based on
past experience, I knew it was something of an act and he was fully
alert, concentrating on the case at hand.

Matt shook himself and turned back at the
detective. "There's not much more to tell. My medical training
doesn't stretch to establishing a cause of death or pinpointing the
time it happened. All I really took in was the massive trauma and
blood loss she'd experienced. Plus I noticed that there was a gun
on the floor, beneath her right hand, as if it had fallen out of
her grip."

That caught Ohlsen's attention. He opened
his eyes and sat forward abruptly. "If you think it was suicide,
you can forget that right now. I don't want to see anything in the
Cove Chronicles that even implies the injuries were
self-inflicted. This was murder, pure and simple."

Matt frowned at the detective. "How can you
be so sure?"

"Years of experience. People always get
things wrong when they try to stage a suicide, and this person
didn't even do a very good job of it." Ohlsen held up a warning
hand. "But that's not for public consumption, you understand, and I
can't say more than that. It's better that criminals don't know how
to do a better job of committing their crimes."

"I understand," Matt said. "Do you think the
killer got in through the broken window?"

"That's going to take some time to figure
out. For now, I need to know if either of you have any idea who
might have wanted Brooke Donnelly dead." Ohlsen looked first to
Matt, who shook his head, and then at me.

"I only met her yesterday," I said,
irrationally defensive about how ignorant and helpless I felt in
the situation. "There is something you should know though. The
quilts we were here to pick up—they were stolen yesterday, and
Brooke said she knew who had done it and that she could get them
back for the guild."

"You think whoever stole them killed her?"
Ohlsen's voice was less skeptical than it had been the first time
I'd suggested that someone might have committed murder over a
quilt. He'd learned the hard way that the quilt world wasn't quite
as soft and fluffy as he'd expected.

"I don't know. I'm just throwing it out as a
possibility simply because of the timing. I don't believe in
coincidences, and I doubt you do either. On the other hand, the
quilts weren't worth much in financial terms, and as far as I know,
no one had any major sentimental attachment to them, or they
wouldn't have let the guild borrow them for the parade. But
depending on when she died, the timing could be suspicious. I'm
assuming she was in school today until three o'clock or so, and
then she was supposed to have retrieved the quilts for us to pick
up by four o'clock today, and she was dead when we arrived at four
thirty. There wasn't much time in there for the killer to act.
Unless he came to her house to return the quilts."

"Hmm." Ohlsen leaned back and closed his
eyes again.

I waited for what felt like five minutes—I'd
seen the way he could get lost in his thoughts before—and then
finally couldn't stand the silence any longer. "Speaking of the
stolen quilts, I wonder if either of you saw them when you went
inside. I know it's a minor thing compared to Brooke's death, but
the guild needs them for the parade on Thursday."

Matt finally spoke again, his voice strained
and sounding as if he were forcing the words out with an effort of
will. "They were in a storage bin with a lid when they were stolen,
and I did see that kind of container near the front door. I can't
say for sure that it's the same one. For obvious reasons, I didn't
stop to open it up and look inside."

My relief that the quilts had most likely
been retrieved and were safe from blood spatter was quickly
supplanted with guilt. I was getting as bad as Dee, worrying about
replaceable, inanimate objects when a human being had just died a
violent death.

Without opening his eyes, Ohlsen said, "I'll
have someone check."

"And then can we take them back to the guild
for the parade?" I asked.

Ohlsen sighed and gave up his impression of
a napper. "Not today, but give the forensics team a chance to look
through them and document them tonight, and then you can have them
tomorrow. Provided, of course, that I don't decide in the meantime
that they're relevant to the murder investigation."

Before I could worry about how I'd fit that
into my schedule, between meeting with Gil Torres at the museum and
doing the day-ahead cooking for Thanksgiving dinner, Matt said,
"Keely's going to be busy tomorrow, but if you'll let me know when
they've been cleared, I'll swing by to pick them up."

Ohlsen let us leave a few minutes later, and
Matt remained a subdued version of himself, without the enthusiasm
he usually showed for everything he did. He walked me to my front
door and made sure I was safely home, but he didn't come inside. He
hadn't even seemed tempted by the prospect of spending the evening
with me in the vault-turned-reading-room.

Brooke had clearly been the most serious
victim, but she wasn't the only one who'd been hurt by what had
happened today. Matt had been traumatized by what he'd seen. I
couldn't bring Brooke back to life, but there had to be something I
could do to help Matt. I wasn't sure exactly what he needed, but
making sure that Brooke's killer was brought to justice might be a
start.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


The Danger Cove Historical Museum was a
massive two-story brick building that was itself of historical
interest, having been built in 1898. It was located on Main Street,
an easy walking distance from my house and conveniently right
across from a trolley stop for the days when I needed to do some
errands before or after visiting the museum.

I didn't have any other major errands today,
which was fortunate because the weather was brisk and windy.
Especially strong gusts had threatened to grab the bag containing
Brooke's quilt out of my hand several times on the way to the
museum. I hoped the weather would be nicer for the Thanksgiving
parade, or it could cause some problems for both the floats and the
spectators.

I hurried into the museum's lobby, out of
the chilly wind, and waved in the direction of the ticket taker,
only belatedly realizing it wasn't Liz, the white-haired
ninety-year-old who seemed to work—or at least sit at the ticket
desk reading a book—every single hour the place was open. Liz knew
me and would only look up from her ereader long enough to tell me
that I was expected and I should go on up to the second-floor
office. Liz had been replaced, at least for the moment, with her
polar opposite, a heavyset young man, possibly still in high
school, who stared forlornly out the front windows like a kid who'd
been grounded and couldn't stop torturing himself by watching the
fun that his friends were having outside. He didn't seem to have
noticed me, so I just kept going toward the stairs and up to the
second floor.

Gil—short for Gillian, but pronounced with a
hard G—Torres was a stunningly beautiful black woman close
to six feet tall. I always envied her ability to look professional
without being boring. Today she wore a black wool jacket flecked
with the oranges and greens of fall, solid black pants, and a
rust-colored silk blouse that made her skin seem to glow. She
waited for me in the open doorway of her office suite to the right
of the stairwell, softly singing the traditional Thanksgiving song
about going to Grandmother's house.

She broke off mid-verse and pointed at the
bag I was carrying. "Oooh. What did you bring me?"

"I'm not entirely sure." I dropped the bag
on one of the suite's waiting room chairs that were upholstered
with the museum's signature textile, a traditional paisley in red,
white, and blue, reproduced from an antique quilt in its
collection.

As soon as Matt had delivered me back to my
home after Ohlsen had finished interrogating us, I'd opened the box
that Brooke's husband had given me. It contained an unusual
bed-sized quilt made almost entirely of black and gray prints with
only the occasional deep burgundy accent. I'd shaken out the quilt,
hoping for a note that would explain why Brooke had wanted me to
have it, and I'd even checked to make
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