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      The reading of Reginald Villamere’s will was the event of the season, and until last week, I didn’t know the man existed. That was the day the official invitation requesting my presence at the private ceremony was delivered to Material Girl, the fabric shop I had inherited. The return address on the envelope was McMichael Investments. Vaughn and I had been dating over the past several months, and I assumed the invitation was a perk of being his girlfriend.

      That didn’t mean I wasn’t going to go.

      I hadn’t had a chance to ask Vaughn about the invitation, but aside from my curiosity about his willingness to trade on his firm’s reputation to get me a seat to San Ladrón’s latest roadside attraction, the answers to any questions I had about the agenda were contained within the letter. The reading of the will was scheduled to take place in the conference room of the Villamere, our small town’s historic-yet-neglected theater, and Reginald Villamere’s legal team would be in attendance to oversee the proceedings. Confidentiality was requested, and I had a feeling “requested” was a misleading choice of words. Phrases like “legal team” suggested there would be signed and notarized documents involved. Vaughn and I had been getting closer of late, but an entrée to the reading was a step beyond my recent offer to provide the fabric to reupholster his new sofa.

      I parked my VW Bug in the Villamere parking lot, grabbed my handbag, and dug around on the passenger-side floor for my cane. Last Thanksgiving I’d broken my ankle after an unfortunate tumble down the stairs that led to the shop below my apartment. Klutzy was my middle name, but in that case, there’d been a life-and-death situation that took priority over a calm and orderly descent down the stairs. My broken ankle was a small price to pay. The injury would have healed by now on a person who’d never had an ankle injury before, but I’d been accident-prone my whole life, and sad to say, injury recovery now took more time. The orthopedic team advised me that if I rushed my rehab, I’d be looking at pain for the rest of my life. That didn’t sound like a winning gamble, so a cane it was.

      A man in an expensive gray flannel suit held the door of the theater open for me. I picked up my pace so as not to inconvenience him, though there was a good chance we were headed to the same place. I thanked him and entered the building, then I stood off to the side of the lobby. I was rooting around in my bag for my letter of invitation when I heard Vaughn call my name.

      “Poly?”

      It took a moment to spot his location. The Villamere lobby had been renovated sometime in the eighties, expanding the original concession area to include high-top tables and a bar. The theater itself had been built in the thirties, and renovations since then had honored the original concept but not for some time. Carpets were worn where foot traffic was high, faded in spots and stained in others. There were two screens for projecting classic movies and two stages for hosting live performances, though both showed signs of water damage after heavy flooding seeped through an already damaged ceiling.

      The theater was not without some upgrades. Some time since the theater’s opening, a landing had been added to the floor plan, and now exhibits of movie memorabilia were regularly on display. As many times as I’d come here to enjoy an old movie being projected onto a big silver screen, I’d never once thought about the fact that there was a real live member of the Villamere family who owned the place. Considering I was here for a reading of his will, I guess there wasn’t anymore.

      I scanned the lobby then looked up a long circular staircase that ran up the center of the building to the second-floor landing. That was when I spotted Vaughn jogging down the stairs toward me. It would take him less time to descend the stairs than it would for me to climb them, so I tucked my invitation back into my handbag and waited patiently for him to reach the bottom step.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      “Ha, ha,” I said. “Did you really think I was going to miss this?”

      Vaughn looked embarrassed. “I didn’t think you’d crash it.”

      At this, I stepped back and studied Vaughn’s expression. He looked cautiously nervous, and I knew he wasn’t kidding. “I’m not crashing it. I got your invitation. I assumed it was a perk of dating you.”

      Vaughn raised his eyebrows. “A perk?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I think you’ve been spending too much time with my sister.”

      Instead of debating that possibility, I pulled the invitation out of my handbag and extended the thick, creamy envelope toward him. “Did you not send me this?”

      He accepted the envelope and slid the invitation out, then he scanned the text. Unless someone had gone to great lengths to prank me, the invitation was legitimate. Vaughn ran his thumb over the raised logo and return address on his dad’s company’s letterhead and reread the contents. Eventually, he looked up and held the letter back out to me.

      “I didn’t send you this.”

      “But it’s legit, right? I didn’t misinterpret it?”

      “One of our new interns must have made a mistake. I’ll talk to them on Monday. As long as you’re here, you might as well come in and observe.”

      Vaughn turned away from me and started up the staircase. I remained rooted in place. He turned back. “Are you coming? Do you need help getting up the stairs?”

      “As fun as it sounds to get to sit in on the reading of Villamere’s will, if it’s going to be a problem for you, I’ll go home. I don’t want to get anybody in trouble.”

      Vaughn retraced his steps. “The lawyers are going to have a list of everyone who received an invitation. They won’t start the proceedings until all are present. At this point, it’ll create more of a problem if you don’t come than if you do.” He crooked his arm and offered me his elbow. “This place should have put in an elevator by now, but plans always got hung up by the historical preservation people. The conference room is on the second floor. Can you make it?”

      “Just try to stop me.”

      Climbing the stairs took longer than I would have liked, but I made it up the winding staircase and followed Vaughn past the landing to a small hallway. Another man, this one in a brown wool suit with a navy windowpane pattern, stood outside a propped-open door. He had white AirPods in his ears, and he appeared to be embroiled in a heated discussion with the person on the other end of a call. He walked back and forth in the small hallway, gesturing wildly even though the person on the other end of his call couldn’t see him.

      “There’s nothing I can do about it until we locate her,” he said. “Until then, my hands are tied.”

      The good thing about using a cane is that people expect you to move slowly, and I took full advantage of that expectation on my way to the door. The man was on a “forth” leg of his back-and-forth, which gave me a few seconds to study him. Broad shoulders, narrow waist. A full head of thick, steely hair cut into a neat style. Double vented jacket. Fancy watch. Broadcloth shirt. Piercing blue eyes.

      Uh-oh. He’d turned around and caught me staring at him.

      I smiled, hoping cute and friendly with a cane was a winning—or at least auspicious—combination. The man scanned me, auburn hair to moto boots and back up to my face, and returned to his call.

      I entered the conference room. Chairs had been set up in classroom formation facing a long table covered in leather binders and weighty writing instruments. I propped my cane under a vacant seat in the back row and hung the oversized black blazer, the one I’d taken out of my great-uncle’s side of the closet, over the back of the chair. He and my great-aunt had left me the fabric store and the apartment above it, including the contents, and the contents included their wardrobes.

      Despite the numerous options available at the concession stand on the first floor, a pink bakery box with the Lopez Donuts logo sat on a table at the back of the room. I headed toward the table and helped myself to a cruller. When I turned, I caught Vaughn watching me. He stifled a smile.

      The man from the hallway entered the room and cleared his throat. “People, please take your seats. We’ll get started at the top of the hour.” He glanced at his watch, and most people glanced at their phones.

      I checked the clock on the wall. The second hand swept from the five, traced around the bottom quadrant of the clock, and closed in on the twelve just as the minute hand did the same.

      Vaughn took his seat at the table at the front of the room, next to the gray-haired man. The man from the parking lot in the expensive wool suit sat at the end of the table and opened a leather folio. As the proceedings started, he took notes. His left hand curled around his marbled pen, leaving behind slashes of ink on a formerly neat document. I wondered whether someone back at the office was going to have to decipher that, or whether workplace standards had changed and he’d do it himself.

      I smoothed my black skirt over my black tights and silenced my phone. Now that I knew I was here by accident, it made sense to draw as little attention to myself as possible. I was inquisitive by nature and had more than a passing interest in things from the thirties, so Vaughn’s intern’s error was appreciated. Even though I would be bound by the confidentiality agreement that was attached to these proceedings, I was curious about who would get what. San Ladrón was a town of secrets, I’d discovered in the short time since I’d inherited the fabric shop and moved into the Victorian apartment above it, and even though I wouldn’t discuss what I learned today with anybody other than Vaughn, I had a feeling the knowledge might come in handy.

      Hollywood portrays will readings as exciting events filled with greedy employees and backstabbing relatives. If that was the case here, then people were on their best behavior. In addition to the lawyer who seemed to be in charge, there was a middle-aged white couple in the front row, a cluster of theater employees in burgundy Villamere uniforms in the second, and an older woman with a chic gray bob in an ivory pantsuit on the other end of the back row with me. More of the chairs were vacant than not. The so-called “event of the season” was sparsely populated.

      Vaughn closed the door to the conference room and returned to the table. He nodded at the gray-haired man, and the proceedings started.

      “I’m Ben Schaffley of Schaffley, Bozer, and Schmidt,” he said. “We represent the estate of Reginald Villamere. Mr. Vaughn McMichael is here as a representative of McMichael Investments acting as the executor of the will. In the event someone contests the will, my team will act as an intermediary with Mr. McMichael’s office to reach a resolution. It should be noted that the will in question has been on file for over thirty years. Mr. Villamere did not respond to regular requests to update the document. Because of the lapsed time, there exists the possibility that surviving relatives of named inheritors will have to be found and notified.”

      Murmurs made their way around the room. The world had changed significantly since the will had been written, and who knew what Reginald Villamere had thought at the time.

      “The first item on file is the collection of textiles left after the most recent renovation of the Villamere Theater was completed. Any and all materials are hereby bequeathed to the owners of Land of a Thousand Fabrics.” The lawyer looked up. “Are Marius or Millie Monroe present?”

      My throat hitched. Marius and Millie were not present, but their heir was. I slowly raised my hand. It turned out my invitation wasn’t an intern’s mistake after all.
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      “I’m Poly Monroe,” I said. “Marius and Millie passed away. They left the fabric shop to me.”

      “You own Land of a Thousand Fabrics?” the lawyer asked.

      “Sort of. It was Land of a Thousand Fabrics when they owned it, but I changed the name to Material Girl.”

      A ripple of judgment traveled through the sparse audience. I wouldn’t have minded a chance to explain the reasons behind my decision, but Ben Schaffley’s pointed glance at his watch indicated the details were about to be sidelined. He flipped two pages of the will and read ahead, then returned to the page he’d been on and looked up at me. “Do you have documentation of this name change?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is the business in its original location?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you provide witnesses that it is the same business despite the name change?”

      Vaughn leaned forward. “Ms. Monroe is the legal inheritor of everything owned by Millie and Marius Monroe. Her paperwork for the name change of the fabric store was filed with the county clerk’s office, and she is recognized as a legacy business in San Ladrón. McMichael Investments backed the loan to fund the reopening of the store. You can review the paperwork at my office when we finish here, but for now I can vouch for the fact that Land of a Thousand Fabrics and Material Girl are the same.”

      The lawyer accepted Vaughn’s answer. “Pending confirmation of business filings, Land of a Thousand Fabrics doing business as Material Girl receives any and all textiles remaining from the renovation of the Villamere Theater.” He turned to his colleague. “When was the Villamere Theater renovated?”

      The other partner flipped through the binder in front of him, looking for the information.

      An older man in a magenta blazer, seated with the ushers, responded. “Nineteen eighty-three,” he said. “It was the fiftieth anniversary of the theater. Mr. Villamere wanted to restore the property to its former glory.”

      The room went silent. Nobody mentioned the current condition of the theater, but anybody who had attended a movie here in the past year couldn’t have helped but notice the tattered curtains that hung on either side of the screen, the water-stained ceilings overhead, and the threadbare carpets lining the aisles. On my weekly dates with Vaughn, I’d put on blinders and ignored the theater’s run-down condition so I could imagine how luxurious it had been once upon a time. That being said, nostalgia only hides so much.

      “And you are?” Ben Schaffley asked the usher.

      “Laurence Thibodeaux, theater manager. I’ve worked at the Villamere since 1971.”

      “That would make you⁠—”

      “Seventy,” Laurence said. After a beat, he added, “I started as an usher.”

      In a world filled with people who either couldn’t wait to climb to the next level of the corporate ladder or quietly quit the jobs they held, it was refreshing to know that a man who took pride in his work at the theater existed. I’d seen this man around the building, but I didn’t know anything about him.

      Seventy looked good on Laurence Thibodeaux. His hair was white, only barely receding, and sprinkled with a few strands of gray. His face was etched with creases that had landed in all the right places, indicating a life filled with laughter. The line of his shoulders under his uniform was solid, and his spine was rigid. He was not intimidated by Ben Schaffley of Schaffley, Bozer, and Schmidt despite the clear display of authority projected from the front table, and I liked him a little bit more because of it. I was also curious about what Reginald Villamere had left to him and the other theater employees. Their presence here indicated something was coming their way.

      “Yes. Well. Be that as it may, we’re not here for a history lesson. Ms. Monroe, a member of my team will be in touch after we confirm your business standing.”

      I caught Vaughn’s eyes and could tell he was thinking the same thing I was: lawyers. Always having to have the last word.

      I was more than curious about my new inheritance, but since nothing could be done until Mr. Fancy Pants made a trip to City Hall, I settled in for what was next. The lawyer moved through a couple of uncontested items quickly: an annual stipend directed to the local puppy shelter in perpetuity (the older white couple in the front row), and Mr. Villamere’s collection of cars left to the Peterson Automotive Museum in Los Angeles (a gaunt gentleman seated to my right).

      Then we learned that Reginald Villamere had had one true love in his life—the theater in which we all sat. He left a ten-thousand-dollar bonus to every employee of the theater who had worked there for more than a decade. Ten thousand dollars was probably a lot to some of them, but I wondered how that number felt to Laurence, who’d given the theater his life.

      “And finally, Reginald Villamere left the Villamere theater and his full estate to Josephine Barkley.” Schaffley looked up and scanned the room. “Is Ms. Barkley here?”

      I looked at the chic woman to my right. She did not move. Her hands clutched a pair of red leather driving gloves. She hadn’t responded to any of the items being read from the will, and I wondered how she’d gained entry to the room. Come to think of it, nobody had checked our identification at the door. Vaughn had been wrong—I guess will readings didn’t have bouncers.

      “Ms. Barkley?” the lawyer repeated. He peered over the top of his glasses, and his eyes lit on each face in the room. When no one responded, he turned to Vaughn. “Did your office invite Ms. Josephine Barkley?”

      Vaughn checked his file. “We reached out several times, but she never returned our calls.”

      “She might want to return your call when she hears this.” Ben Schaffley closed his notebook and adjourned the meeting.

      There was more than one emotion on display amongst the people who filtered out of the conference room. I had shown up expecting nothing, and there was a very good chance that when all was said and done, nothing was what I was going to get. When I’d inherited the fabric shop, I’d been lucky to find a few of the textiles in good condition, but many had been dry-rotted and had to be discarded to make way for new inventory. The shop had only been closed for ten years, but the fabric coming to me from the Villamere had been in a storage closet somewhere for upwards of forty.

      My questions about what would become of the theater were still unanswered, and they would be until one Josephine Barkley was located. There’d been nothing to indicate who she was to Reginald Villamere, leaving behind a mystery in the aftermath of the meeting.

      I waited until most of the people had left, then I tucked my cane under my arm and gripped the banister, descending the staircase cautiously and waiting for Vaughn in the lobby. The ushers chirped amongst themselves about what they would each do with their new windfalls. Nobody seemed particularly sad about their benefactor’s death.

      As I stood off to the side, Laurence, the theater manager, approached me. “Ms. Monroe, it is nice to finally meet you. I knew your aunt and uncle. They were frequent patrons of the theater.”

      I held out my hand. “It’s nice to meet you too, Mr. Thibodeaux.”

      He clasped my hand. “Please. Call me Laurence.”

      “Laurence,” I repeated. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      An unfamiliar expression passed across his face before he composed himself. “Ah. You mean Reginald. He’s been all but ignored through these proceedings. Yes, I have lost a lifelong friend, but as they say, no one gets out alive.” He offered a smile, and I saw a glimpse of what he might have looked like twenty years earlier.

      “Will you be picking up your inheritance yourself? Or would you like me to arrange delivery to your fabric store?”

      “It doesn’t really happen that fast, does it? I was under the impression that the lawyer needed to check my paperwork before anything would happen.”

      “Ben Schaffley is working under the restrictions of the law. I’m willing to accept you and Mr. McMichael at your words. Besides,” he added conspiratorially, “we could use the space.”

      “You can’t mean…” I studied Laurence’s face. He smiled. “There were textiles left over from the renovation?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where are they?”

      “Here.” His eyes twinkled. “Would you like to see them?”

      I bit my lower lip and looked for Vaughn. He was on the opposite side of the lobby by the bar with Ben Schaffley. An old-fashioned glass half full of whiskey sat on a coaster next to the lawyer. It seemed a little early for booze, but who was I to judge? One of the ushers stood behind the bar, filling a second glass with club soda from the soda gun. He added a wedge of lime and a red plastic cocktail stirrer and set the glass in front of Vaughn.

      “Ms. Monroe?” Laurence prompted.

      I looked back at Laurence. “Lead the way.”
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      Laurence led us past the winding staircase to a hallway behind it. I glanced at Vaughn again, and this time he noticed me. I pointed at Laurence’s back and Vaughn nodded, then I turned and followed the theater manager. He was a few steps ahead of me but walked at a pace that I could easily match with the assistance of my cane, and with nobody else in the area, it was easy to keep up.

      The patrons’ portion of the Villamere restricted people to either the lobby or the high-top tables. Occasionally, access to the landing atop the stairs was granted, usually when a collection of Hollywood memorabilia came to San Ladrón for display. Our small California town was about thirty miles east of Los Angeles, which made it easy enough to procure original promotional materials from a studio, collector, or museum and transport them here. Each year there were fewer and fewer theaters showing classic films, though the network of those theaters around the country remained robust. It wasn’t unusual for the Villamere to display original costumes and props from a movie that was about to be screened. In my brief time in San Ladrón, I’d been lucky to view items from the closets of Mae West, Myrna Loy, and Greta Garbo up close. I’d even looked at the seams inside Dorothy’s pinafore from The Wizard of Oz. God bless Adrian, the costume designer responsible for the dress—it looked perfect on the screen, but inside out the construction was a mess.

      It was easy enough to keep sight of Laurence in his magenta blazer. He led me into a narrow slip of a hallway less than four feet from side to side. If I tripped, there was no room to fall. That was of little consolation.

      The hallway curved with the shape of the building, and around the back Laurence stopped at a door recessed into the wall. He pulled a ring of keys out of his trouser pocket and unlocked the door then pushed it open. Once inside, he switched on the lights and stepped back to give me access. I entered the room and gasped at what I saw.

      Row after row of metal shelving lined the walls, each one loaded with bolts of fabric. Each bolt was bagged in heavy plastic and tied off to keep it protected. There were hundreds of them, plastic bundle after plastic bundle lying side by side on the shelves. I scanned the perimeter of the room from the left to the right, where a round trash bin sat behind the door, and a few remnants protruded, end-of-bolt fabric falling away from their cardboard cores. Dust had settled over the exposed fabrics, muting the colors significantly.

      I approached the bin and stroked the end of the fabric. Dust motes detached from the surface and filled the air in a puff. I retreated a step and waved my hand back and forth.

      “All of this is left over from the renovation?”

      “Reggie had big plans for the theater. He had the fabrics produced to his specifications, and he bought them in bulk. He wanted to ensure there were enough excess textiles on hand to complete any maintenance over the years. He was a visionary when it came to this theater. We’ve returned to this closet over and over to make repairs.”

      “Why did the renovations stop?” I asked. I didn’t want to insult the manager, but I’d have to be a fool not to see that somewhere along the line, the nips and tucks had ceased.

      Laurence looked down at the keys in his hands. He didn’t say anything, not immediately. Sometimes silence says more than words, and sometimes silence is what people need more than questions or advice.

      After a long stretch of quiet, the theater manager looked up at me. “There was an electrical fire at the theater in the early aughts. We lost most of our equipment. During the renovation, priority had been given to the appearance of the theater, and the safety measures were not kept up to date. The damage you’ve no doubt seen in the theaters was sustained then. Money for the renovation was reallocated to cover an updated alarm and sprinkler system.

      “The insurers pressured Reggie to show new releases to supplement box office and concession sales with a new audience, at least until we got ourselves back on our feet. He did not like that. He said the Villamere had survived for all these decades for one reason: to keep the movies of the past alive. Reggie was a wealthy man, and for a time, he used his own money to pay our bills while we recovered from the loss. Eventually the Villamere came back from the tragedy. Even though he had the materials to renovate the place, he chose to leave things as they were. He always thought the theater experience was more authentic that way.”

      I wasn’t going to disagree. The truth was that the Villamere did have an element of authenticity that other theaters did not. Reginald Villamere’s choice to stay true to the original design style added to the romance of the property. There were two chain cinemas nearby, and if superhero movies were your jam, you could get your fill there.

      “Did anyone ever complain?”

      “About the appearance of the theater? I’ve heard squabbling from time to time. Nothing significant. Our clientèle is more forgiving when it comes to things like modernization.” He turned to look at the fixture next to him. “I think you’re among them. You may have renamed your family’s fabric store, but from what I’ve read about you in the papers, you’ve preserved what your family built.”

      I should have been flattered that anybody knew anything about my efforts with the fabric store, but it wasn’t my business acumen that had led to those articles in the newspaper. They centered around my involvement in a few murder investigations that had been related to the shop. The articles were good for publicity—they let people know the once-closed store was open again—but other factors kept people away. Those who say there’s no such thing as bad publicity probably never found a body on their property.

      Conversation lapsed as I walked the perimeter of the room. I wouldn’t be able to check the condition of the fabrics bagged on the shelves until I cut the plastic open, and it was smarter to leave them bagged until they were back at the shop. There were enough bolts that I’d need something bigger than my VW Bug to transport them, and my first thought was to call my friend Charlie. She ran an automotive store and had access to all sorts of vehicles. The favor would come with a battery of questions that I probably shouldn’t discuss, but Charlie had a way of getting around pesky things like that.

      “I can’t take anything today, but if it’s okay with you, I can probably come back later this week.”

      “Of course. Let me know ahead of time. I’m the only person with a key to these closets, and I won’t be able to steal away during operating hours.”

      I turned toward the exit. Before I left, I pulled an almost finished roll of gray wool from the circular bin. It was a delicate weave, not the fabric one would use for durability in a highly trafficked theater. I turned back to Laurence. “What was the wool for?”

      “Staff uniforms.” He pulled out his wallet and extracted a photograph. It showed a young man in a gray wool uniform, standing alongside a handsome man and a thin young woman in a floral dress. The photograph had creased and faded over time, but I could make out the Villamere marquee in the background.

      “Is that you?”

      “It is,” he said. “The San Ladrón Daily Ledger sent a photographer out to take a picture for the paper. Reggie thought it would make for a better picture if it wasn’t just him.”

      “So that’s Reginald Villamere?” I looked closer at the photo.

      Laurence didn’t respond. He put the picture back into his wallet and tucked his wallet into his pants pocket. “I should be getting out front. We will be opening soon for our first screening of the day.”

      Once again, the theater manager led the way. This time he walked quickly to handle a problem at the concession stand, leaving me trailing behind him. All morning he had been the consummate professional, showing no signs of having been let down by the reading of the will. Maybe he was exactly what he seemed—an employee who had given most of his life to this building. If that were the case, then he probably wouldn’t stop putting out fires now that the owner had died. I briefly wondered what would happen when Josephine Barkley was notified of her inheritance and asked to decide about the future of the theater and the people it employed.
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      Vaughn and I had planned to have lunch together after the will reading, but the legal team of Schaffley, Bozer, and Schmidt demanded his time, leaving my dance card empty. Already it was obvious that, while Vaughn was the executor of the will, the lawyers weren’t going anywhere anytime soon—probably to ensure the maximum billable hours against the Villamere estate.

      I thought about stopping on my way home for something to eat, but I decided to raid my fridge instead. Material Girl was a short distance from the Villamere, and it took only a few minutes to make the trip. I pulled into the lot behind my shop and found Charlie sitting on the stoop by the rear entrance.

      Charlie was the town’s resident bad girl, or that was what she wanted people to believe. She’d had a rough upbringing, in and out of foster homes, eventually landing with a mechanic who’d taught her everything she knew. For reasons that would make most people run for the hills, she’d returned to San Ladrón and set up her auto shop here. It was her willingness to face her demons every day that defined her, even more than her dreadlocked hair, leather jackets, and love of Van Halen, though those elements conveyed the bad girl vibe too.

      “You’re late,” she said. She held up a waxy bag. “I got us sandwiches from Earl’s. Mine’s gone.” She tossed the bag at me, and I dropped my cane and caught it.

      “Did we have plans to meet today?”

      She stood and picked up my cane from the parking lot. “You were at the reading of Reggie Villamere’s will. I wasn’t. Unlock your door and start talking.”

      I tossed the sandwich bag back to her and let us in. My two rambunctious cats, Pins and Needles, sat on the opposite side of the door, meowing their little heads off. Charlie tucked my cane under her arm and scratched Pins’s gray head while Needles, an orange tabby, swarmed back and forth around her ankles, angling for attention. She switched her attention to him, and Pins hopped up on his back legs and swatted the sandwich bag.

      “Nope, that’s for Poly.” She pulled a can of cat treats out of her motorcycle jacket pocket and shook it. “These are for you.”

      I strode through the fabric shop and climbed the stairs with Charlie close behind me. The cats charged past us and went straight to the kitchen. Charlie shook a couple of treats into their bowls and removed two bottles of water from my fridge. She set them on the table and dropped into a chair.

      “You’re getting soft,” I said. “You never carried cat treats before I moved here.”

      “Bribe,” she said. “Same as the sandwich. I don’t want you to be distracted when you tell me about your day.”

      “Why are you so interested in my day? You never cared about the goings-on in San Ladrón before.”

      “This is different.” She twisted the cap off the water and swigged. “Reggie Villamere was a cool cat. He didn’t play politics like the rest of this sleepy town. He stayed in his lane and did his thing. There was a lot of pressure on him to fold the theater into the historical society like the Waverly House did, but he refused. I talked to him about it once, and he said nothing good comes from following the rules.”

      “Some rules are there for a reason.”

      “Sometimes people make rules so they can be in control.”

      “You don’t want people running around unchecked, especially when they work for you. You’d know that if you hired somebody.” I bit into my turkey sandwich. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized how hungry I was. I took another bite as soon as I swallowed the first, effectively giving Charlie the floor.

      “Rules are made to be broken. They limit people’s potential. How are you supposed to know what’s possible when you’re given boundaries?”

      Charlie had defied the odds. I wondered if she would have succeeded in the same way if someone had told her she wasn’t capable of doing what she’d done.

      “What else do you know about Reginald Villamere?” I asked.

      “Don’t try to distract me. What did he leave you?”

      “Textiles.” I took another bite. “Leftover material from when he renovated the Villamere.”

      “That place hasn’t been renovated in decades.”

      “Right. Nineteen eighty-three.”

      “Is that your business plan? To corner the market on old fabric?”

      I wasn’t going to argue her point. Charlie was baiting me, and I’d learned to weather that particular storm.

      I finished off the first half of my sandwich and sat back in my chair. The cats finished their treats and went to the living room. In the background, I heard tinkling from a small bell I’d suspended from the doorway for them to swat throughout the day. Cat people would understand.

      “Villamere didn’t leave the fabric to me. He left it to my great-aunt and -uncle.”

      “Didn’t he know they died and left this place to you?”

      I shrugged. “His will was thirty years old. He never updated it. When he made it out, they were alive. The lawyer wants me to prove that it’s the same business even though I changed the name, so I’ve got to jump through a few hoops before I can take anything. The theater manager took me to the stockroom to see what I’ll get. There’s thousands of yards of fabric in there.”

      “Can you use any of it?”

      “I don’t know. It’s still bagged, which means it might be in undamaged condition. There’s wool left over from the staff uniforms, but I don’t know how much. If the fabric in the room was used in the renovation, then most of it is probably upholstery material, stuff for the curtains or seat cushions. That’s not what people want from me. I’d do better to sell the lot of it to a furniture company or someone who does restorations.”

      “You’re not going to do that,” Charlie said, finishing off my pickle. “One of the town’s wealthiest residents wanted that fabric to come to this store. You like the romance of the story too much. That fabric is a part of San Ladrón’s history. You love history. You don’t have it in you to take the money and run.”

      Later that night, while I was lying in bed, listening to Pins and Needles swatting the bell hanging in the living room, I wondered if Charlie was right. About the money, about the rules, and about Reginald Villamere’s intentions.
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      The next morning, I waited until a respectable hour to call Vaughn at his office. “This isn’t a social call,” I said when he answered. “I’m a client, remember?”

      “Sure. Let me make a note to bill you accordingly,” he joked.

      I chuckled. “What do I need to show the lawyers to make my inheritance official?”

      “Nothing. I took care if it yesterday.”

      “Already?”

      “You’re a client, remember?”

      “Sure. I’ll make a note to bump your invoice to the top of the pile.”

      It was Vaughn’s turn to chuckle. “Seriously, it’s been resolved. After the meeting, Schaffley, Bozer, and Schmidt came back to my office. I showed them the paperwork I had on file.”

      “That’s it? No trips to City Hall?”

      “You sound sad.”

      “I like City Hall,” I said, pretending to pout. “It’s always filled with people in suits.”

      “Work my job for a week and see how much you like people in suits.”

      “You wear suits.”

      “That’s different. People expect their financial advisers to look respectable.”

      “Speaking of which, the theater manager gave me a sneak peek at the fabric Villamere left me. There’s a lot of superfine wool. Like a lot a lot. If you want a custom suit, it’s on me.”

      “But you don’t sew.”

      It was true. I had a degree in fashion design, and after graduating, I’d landed a job in a seedy pageant dress shop in downtown Los Angeles. My job had involved sketching dress concepts that a multicultural workroom of sewers interpreted into patterns and produced for sale. My boss at the time, Giovanni, was a cheapskate who bought flammable fabric at a discount and altered my designs to maximize his income. It was an all-around unsatisfying job save for the camaraderie, but like a lot of things in life, distance from Giovanni had given me an appreciation for his unique approach to profit margins.

      “That’s true. I don’t sew, but I know people who do. You’ll be the envy of your financial circle. You’ll be more popular than E. F. Hutton. They’ll call you the Wolf of Bonita Ave. Gordon Gekko will ask for your tailor⁠—”

      “I would love a custom suit, Poly. Thank you.”

      We chitchatted a bit more, mostly Vaughn complaining about the legal team that had commandeered his conference room yesterday. He wanted an excuse to get out of the office, so we planned to go to the Villamere together that afternoon. I still didn’t have a truck to transport my textiles, but surely a couple of bolts would fit into Vaughn’s trunk. I might not be able to sew, but I’d grown up in the fabric store, and I’d developed a lifelong love of fabric. More than anything, I was curious about the condition of the material.

      I showered and dressed in a black turtleneck sweater, black trousers, and black moto boots. Shortly after entering the working world, I’d learned that black was functional in terms of hiding grease stains from sewing machines and dirt from sitting on the floor while repairing them. After my favorite silk scarf got chewed up in the serger, I established my own rule—all black, all the time. Charlie was wrong. Rules had their place.

      Vaughn had already eaten breakfast, so I prepared a slice of avocado toast and brewed a cup of black tea, fed the cats, and was waiting in front of my building when his small silver BMW pulled up. We were back at the Villamere seven minutes later.

      “I wish all of the inheritors were as easy as you,” Vaughn said as we walked side by side to the front door.

      “Do me a favor and don’t write that on the boy’s bathroom stall.”

      “You’ve been spending too much time with Charlie. Her fifteen-year-old-boy sense of humor is rubbing off on you.”

      “You’re the one who just called me easy.”

      “Point taken. But so far, you’re the only person who has any interest in claiming your inheritance. I can’t get Josephine Barkley to return my calls.”

      I held my cane but attempted to walk without it, like riding a bike with training wheels. We reached the front door, and Vaughn held it open for me.

      “Does she know why you want to talk to her?” I asked.

      “I’ve done everything but tell her what she inherited. That’s not something you leave on a voice mail, but even with the confidentiality agreements in place, word gets around.”

      “What about the lawyers? Won’t Schaffley, Bozer, or Schmidt make calls too?”

      “Not within their purview. Reginald Villamere named me the executor of his will.”

      “Weren’t you a child when that will was written?”

      “It’s a little like your situation. He named my dad the executor, but Dad has one foot in retirement, so these responsibilities fall to me.”

      Despite a contentious first meeting, Vaughn and I had a lot in common. I’d inherited my family’s fabric store. He was poised to take over his dad’s venture capital firm. We were both tethered to San Ladrón, a fact that might have eaten away at more nomadic types, but it turned out small-town life had its own share of ups and downs. Living in San Ladrón had not been boring.

      Laurence Thibodeaux was at the concession stand with a team of ushers. He waved at us. We stood off to the side and waited for him to finish his meeting. A few seconds later he left his group and approached us.

      “Ms. Monroe, Mr. McMichael. I didn’t expect to see you so soon.”

      “Hi, Laurence. Please call me Poly.”

      He put his hands over his heart and pleaded dramatically, “Please allow me this one indulgence. It’s not every day a theater manager gets to welcome Ms. Monroe to his theater.”

      “Ms. Monroe it is.”

      Laurence turned to Vaughn. “Mr. McMichael, I’d like to extend you the same courtesy as well if you’ll allow me.”

      “Done.”

      Laurence pulled his key ring out of his pocket. “I assume you’re not here to take in a matinee.”

      “I was hoping to spend some time looking at the textiles. I can’t take all of it just yet, but I would like to take a couple bolts of the gray wool if you don’t mind.”

      “An interesting choice.” He scanned Vaughn. “Perhaps something for the gentleman?”

      “We’ll see if he can stand still while he’s measured.”

      As we made our way to the back hallway, Laurence’s phone rang. He pulled it out and checked the screen. “Oh, dear.” He looked up. “There’s a problem with the projector in theater one. We’re short staffed today. Some of the employees spent their evening celebrating the results of the will reading.”

      Laurence looked disappointed by this. A vision of ushers dancing on tables in their burgundy uniforms popped into my mind. I did my best to hide my response, as, it seemed, did Vaughn.

      Laurence opened his keyring and removed the key to the storage room. He handed it to Vaughn. “It seems more official to hand you the key. I would appreciate if you returned it before you leave. Ms. Monroe knows the way.”

      Vaughn’s hand closed around the key. Laurence headed to the front of the theater, and Vaughn and I went around the corner. I led the way until we reached the door to the storage room, then I stood back so Vaughn could unlock it. He turned the key, pushed the door to the inside, and stepped into the room. He stopped suddenly, and I ran into the back of his suit jacket. I stepped to the side and was about to ask what was wrong when I saw the problem.

      The body of Ben Schaffley, the gray-haired partner from Schaffley, Bozer, and Schmidt, lay on the floor in the middle of the room with blood pooling on the floor by his head.
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