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ONE
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Argyle came to greet me as I unlocked the front door of the Weaver’s Cat. He pounced on a couple of dry leaves that blew in with me on the morning breeze and then twined around my ankles, leaving a trace of tabby-yellow on my pants.

“Just the accessory I needed,” I said, stooping to rub his chin. “Now we’ll both look good in the front window.”

The Weaver’s Cat was a beautiful place to spend time in any season—surrounded by scads of skeins and colors and textures, in bins and on shelves and hanging throughout the yarn shop—but fall edged out spring and summer to be my favorite season for displays. We’d brought upper east Tennessee’s changing colors indoors with wools in goldenrod, pumpkin, bronze, and deep purple spilling out of baskets in the front window. Roving in russet, mahogany, chestnut, salmon, and tomato hung from pegs to tempt spinners and felters. We splashed every autumn color in the displays around the shop but the brightest reds. We’d quietly tucked the reds back in their bins, two weeks earlier, when Garland Brown died.

My late grandmother, Ivy McClellan, had introduced me to Gar Brown during one of the summers I’d spent with her in Blue Plum when I was a kid. He’d been a contemporary of my grandparents, and he’d charmed me and made Granny laugh when he said I could be the “Honorary Illinois Belle of Blue Plum.” Gar had come to Granny’s funeral this past spring, and when I’d made the decision to stay in Blue Plum and step into her shoes at the Weaver’s Cat, he’d stopped by with flowers to welcome me and say it was Illinois’s loss.

A banker, Gar had involved himself in the community throughout his career, and he’d been one of those people who grew busier and more involved after retirement. He sat on the Arts Council board, the library board, the mayor’s landscape advisory committee, and the sheriff’s task force on littering.

We were all shocked when hikers found him dead beside his pickup truck in a trailhead parking area on nearby Grandmother Mountain. The police said he’d surprised the person or gang responsible for a series of smash-and-grab car burglaries over the past few months at trailheads up and down the mountain range. When we heard the gang smashed a rock into Gar’s head, Ardis, the longtime manager at the Cat, took the scarlets and crimsons out of our displays.

Neither Argyle nor I dwelled on the tragedy that morning, though. He lifted his nose toward the bakery bag in my hand. “Mel’s mystery scones,” I said. I’d taken a detour on my way to work and picked up coffee at Mel’s on Main, the best café in Blue Plum. Along with the coffee, Mel had handed me the bag and asked me to critique her new recipe. She’d only told me the bag held scones but wouldn’t say what kind.

“Classical music all right with you this morning, Argyle?”

Argyle didn’t object, so I set the coffee and bag on the sales counter, turned on the radio, and switched it from Ardis’s bluegrass station. To something sonorous with strings, the cat and I performed a serpentine paw-de-deux down the hall toward his food dish in the kitchen.

Argyle had hooked up with me after what must have been a fairly devil-may-care existence. I’d never found out where he came from, but he’d been happy to retire and become the next official cat of the Weaver’s Cat. He lived in the shop, and the shop lived in one of three connected houses that were part of a mid–nineteenth century row house on Main Street. If you faced the row, we had the house on the left. That put us on the corner of Main and Fox Streets, giving us light from three sides.

Granny and Granddaddy moved into the house when they married. Granny, a weaver, spinner, and dyer, started the Weaver’s Cat in a corner of the living room. Over time, the shop grew until it filled most of the rooms, and after Granddaddy died, Granny let it take over completely. Then she’d bought the little yellow house on Lavender Street and walked home there each night. And now I did, too.

In the kitchen, Argyle lifted his chin toward the top of the refrigerator and said, “Mrrph.”

A damp sigh came in response, followed by, “So it took the cat to finally drag you in, did it?” Geneva shimmered into view on top of the fridge, looking as lively as a heap of forgotten dishrags and sounding like the ghost of . . . well, like a ghost.

That I knew what a ghost looked and sounded like still blew my science- and reality-loving mind away. Eight months ago, I would have looked for the hidden camera. Now I could tell this ghost’s mood from her dismal sigh even before she delivered her snarky greeting. But to say that she looked like a heap of dishrags wasn’t really fair. She wasn’t as solid as a heap of anything. Looking at her made me want to blink or squint my eyes to bring her into better focus. Neither helped. Geneva looked no more substantial than gossamer-fine lace seen through a rain-washed window, and sometimes just as sad. I liked her, though, and gladly called her my friend.

“Good morning. How are you?” I smiled, ignoring her doldrums. One of her favorite jokes started with the line, I’m not a morning person. Then, depending on her mood, she might laugh and say, That’s haunted humor, because I’m not much of a person at all. Or the joke might end with her impression of Greta Garbo and the line, I want to be alone. She did Elly May Clampett better than Garbo, but the Garbo meant that Geneva really was in a funk.

“Have you noticed that I can’t count on you anymore?” she asked. “You’re so late this morning that you barely have time to feed Argyle and none at all to clean his litter box. He can’t count on you anymore, either.”

“Sorry about the box, old man. I’ll do that as soon as Ardis gets here. There’s plenty of time for breakfast, though.” I tipped crunchy fish kibbles into his dish and gave him fresh water. He rubbed his chin against one of my shoes in thanks before digging in. “Look. I think he’s forgiven me.”

Geneva hmphed but followed me to the front room. She floated to a favorite perch on the mannequin that stood near the sales counter. The mannequin wore a stylish knitted cape and hand-felted fedora, both in forest green. The fedora had a pheasant feather stuck in a deeper-green ribbon circling its crown. One of our customers had made the cape and hat. Geneva, drooping on the mannequin’s shoulder, might have brought the jauntiness of the ensemble down a peg or two, but instead, her misty translucence turned a lovely sage color. Together they looked not quite festive but certainly interesting.

“You look nice on her shoulder this morning, Geneva.”

She hmphed again but sat up straighter and rested an elbow on the fedora.

I continued getting the cash register ready for the day, but when I looked up again, I saw Geneva leaning forward, her hollow eyes on the bakery bag. She took a few tentative sniffs, lifting her nose the way Argyle had. Then she left the mannequin and drifted over to the counter. She settled next to the bag, and that gave me the only hint I needed about one of the ingredients in the scones. I went to unlock the front door and flip the sign from “We’re home counting sheep” to “Come in and knit a spell.” When I returned to the counter, Geneva was obviously trying not to be obvious about her interest in the bag. I opened it, sniffed, and held it out to her.

“Ginger.” It sounded like a prayer. She closed her eyes and hummed.

As much as I wanted to eat one of the scones, I held off so she could enjoy her ginger meditation. She had a serious relationship with ginger and few enough other pleasures in life. In death, as she corrected me when I slipped. I still didn’t know much about ghosts. For that matter, neither did Geneva, except that she was one. Her memories of her life were as misty as she was, but she said the smell of ginger took her back to her mama’s warm kitchen.

How she could smell ginger, though, I didn’t know. She didn’t seem to notice other scents, good or bad. It was the sad truth of Geneva’s ghostly existence that she’d been dead for a hundred and forty years and hadn’t successfully haunted anyone until I came along. She couldn’t slam doors, drop vases, or do any of the other ghostly classics. She couldn’t manipulate anything at all. In all the time since she’d died, no one had heard her voice, and no one had seen her misty form appear at the end of their bed.

Geneva and I hadn’t met at the Weaver’s Cat; we startled each other in an antebellum cottage, now a caretaker’s house, at a historic site on the edge of town. I’d stayed in the cottage for a few days in the spring, when I’d come for Granny’s funeral. I’d never believed in ghosts, and she’d spent those hundred and forty years undetected, watching the decades and the cottage’s occupants arrive and move on, or pass on, one by one. With the advent of television, she’d also watched countless hours of whatever happened to be on. She’d been the proverbial fly on the wall, not even able to annoy anyone by buzzing in their ears. She’d been a ghost of a ghost, and it was no wonder that she wasn’t always the most cheerful of souls.

The string of camel bells at the door jingled, and the first customers of the day came in. They were a couple of women I didn’t recognize. Tourists, maybe. The mountains around Blue Plum were as pretty as a quilt, and Blue Plum’s red-brick storefronts and Victorian houses as charming as a tidily stitched sampler. Tourists loved the area, in any season, and the local economy loved them right back.

Whether the women were tourists or not, they hadn’t been in the shop recently. They only made it to the middle of the room before they stopped. Then they turned in a slow circle, taking in the saturation of colors and textures around them, one of them with a breath I could hear at the counter. Granny had called that breath “the reverent respiration.”

“Welcome to the Weaver’s Cat,” I said when she closed her mouth and smiled at me. “Are you looking for anything in particular?”

Looking dazed, as though they’d been hypnotized by a spindle whorl, the women shook their heads.

“Then I’ll just give you a quick rundown of where things are and turn you loose. You’ll find roving, wool, cotton, bamboo, ramie, and other yarns in the rooms downstairs. Other knitting, felting, crochet, and embroidery supplies, too. Spinning, weaving, dyeing, and quilting supplies are upstairs. Let me know if I can help you with anything at all, and don’t mind the cat if you see him. He’s customer- and yarn-friendly.”

“Don’t mind the ghost, either,” Geneva said.

The women waved their thanks and started a more thorough tour of the front room, fondling and oohing and aahing as they went.

“I don’t think I’ll be bothering them much, do you?” Geneva didn’t seem to expect an answer. She finished communing with the scones and floated back to the mannequin’s shoulder. She rested her elbow on the crown of the fedora again and sank her chin into the cup of her hand. There weren’t many sounds as mournful as the rhetorical question of a depressed ghost. Still haunt-challenged, only Argyle, Ardis, and I knew Geneva had followed me to the shop and now haunted it.

Before folding down the top of the bakery bag, I took a napkin and one of the scones from it. The scone was gorgeous. It didn’t just have a bit of dry ginger in it; crystallized ginger studded the whole thing. Chunks of something else, too. Pear? To eat or not to eat; that was the eternal customer service etiquette question.

Geneva looked over at the women. “The coast is clear. Take a bite. The suspense would be killing me if I wasn’t already dead.”

I took a bite—tender, buttery, not too sweet. The chunks of pear hadn’t just been baked into it. They were tender, too, and hadn’t made the scone the least bit soggy. How had Mel done that? I kissed my fingertips and sighed for Geneva’s benefit. The crystallized ginger made the scone fabulous. Geneva’s shoulders rose and fell on an echoing sigh, and she smiled for the first time that morning. I wrapped the rest of the pastry in the napkin to finish later. Flaky, buttery, and the least bit sweet didn’t mix well with fibers and fabrics.

“Why have you never named my friend, here?” Geneva asked.

I raised my eyebrows.

“The mannequin. While it’s true she doesn’t say much, she does support me in my times of need.” She reached down and patted the mannequin’s cheek.

I turned my hands palms upward and raised my shoulders a bit.

Geneva didn’t mind carrying on conversations while other people were around. She wasn’t the one who looked like a loon as she talked into thin air. I could avoid the loon factor by pretending to take a call on my cell. I’d also thought about wearing a bluetooth device on my ear, so I could be “on the phone” without the phone in my hand. I didn’t much like that idea, though, and unless I wore my hair back, no one would see the device. But we’d developed a sort of sign language that worked, too, more or less.

“Have you developed an unattractive twitch,” Geneva asked, “or was that meant to be a shrug?”

I started to answer her with a look, but one of the customers glanced over. I took a cloth from the shelf behind me and pretended the counter needed cleaning.

“I’ll think of a name,” Geneva said. “I’m good at names.”

I continued wiping the counter but raised my eyebrows again.

“Of course I am.” Geneva sounded indignant. “I named Argyle. It’s the perfect name for him, too. If you agree, take another bite.”

I unwrapped the scone, toasted her naming acumen with it, and took a bite. Mid-chew, the women came to the counter. I swallowed and rewrapped the scone, making sheepish eyes.

Geneva baaed loudly.

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “A scone from Mel’s on Main, just down the street. Irresistible.”

“You’ve given it an excellent recommendation, then,” one of the women said. “We’re meeting friends there for lunch.”

“And one of them told us you have vintage patterns,” the other woman said.

“We do,” I said. Granny had never considered anything out of date. I once overheard her as she filed away a pattern for a prom dress dating from the late ’50s, telling it, Someday your customer will come, and she’ll be better than any prince. “What are you interested in? Sewing, knitting, crochet, embroidery—”

“All of the above,” the second woman said, the look of pattern lust in her eyes.

“You’ll find a few of each with the new patterns, but most of them are in files in the dressing room off the front bedroom upstairs. I can show you—”

“No need. We’ll explore along the way. You carry on with your scone.”

Lovely customers. They browsed their way into the next room and I heard the electronic sheep at the back door say baa, letting me know someone had come in through the kitchen—Ardis. She came down the hall singing “We Are the Champions” loudly but in tune. Her decibel level and attention to key and notes tended to mirror the trouble she’d had getting her ancient daddy up and out the door. On weekdays, she took him to what she called geezergarten. The good people who staffed the place called it adult daycare. The windows weren’t rattling this morning, and her choice of song made it sound like they’d had a good start to the day.

At sixty-three, and six feet tall in flats, Ardis wasn’t a woman who bustled. She was more a force of nature. Sometimes a rock, sometimes a wave, and either one made up of strong will, loyalty, and a love for amateur theater. Also a hovering suggestion of honeysuckle, which managed to be pleasant and not cloying.

As a rock, Ardis provided stability (and sometimes proved immobile). As a wave, she might dance, she might buoy those around her and carry them along, or she might well up and wash right over anyone in her way. She’d retired from her first love, “bringing order and enlightenment” to the third and fourth grades at Blue Plum Elementary. In the years since she’d hung up her chalk and ruler, she hadn’t lost sight of her calling to correct anyone who needed it. That strong-willed honeysuckle still rapped knuckles or, just as likely, smacked transgressors upside the head. She’d worked alongside Granny for as long as I could remember, first part-time, and then full-time as manager when she retired from teaching. I’d felt lucky when she agreed to continue at the Cat after I took Granny’s place.

“Good morning,” Ardis sang. She twiddled her fingers at Geneva and then moved past me at a bit of a slant, her nose leading the way. “Mmm, something in a bakery bag? But oh!” She spun around to me again. “First I need to tell you what I heard about Nervie.”

Her news about Nervie had to wait, though, as the camel bells announced more customers. Ardis went to help a young woman pick out enough of our ever-popular self-striping sock yarn for half a dozen pairs. I rang up a generous gift certificate a man bought as a seventh-anniversary gift for his wife. Then the women who’d first come in the shop browsed their way back from looking through vintage patterns. They’d found issues of Popular Needlework from the 1960s, and I went to help them choose threads and materials for some of the projects. When we returned to the sales counter, Ardis was wiping her fingers and dabbing her lips. While she rang up the sale, I noticed it was the rest of my scone she’d eaten.

“Sorry, hon,” she said when I mentioned it. “You know I eat when my nerves are on edge, and what I heard about Nervie—but here.” She held out the bakery bag. “Put it under the counter. Keep it safe for later.” She glanced toward the front door. “In fact, I’ll remove myself from further temptation. I’ll nip upstairs and get—”

She’d already turned her back and started for the stairs, so I missed what she said she’d get. But if Ardis thought we needed it, we probably did. I put the bakery bag on a shelf and then bent to tidy the bottom shelf where several scraps of paper had missed the recycling box. The door jingled, and I missed something else Ardis said as she took the stairs at an unusually aerobic clip.

When I straightened, I stood face-to-face with Shirley and Mercy Spivey.






TWO
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I exaggerated. It only felt like the Spiveys and I were face-to-face. They’d actually stopped six feet from the counter.

Shirley and Mercy were Granny’s twin cousins. Cousins at some remove, but not so far removed they couldn’t occasionally find their way into the Weaver’s Cat. They were indistinguishable from their toes—this morning in matching pink walking shoes—to the tops of their permed gray heads. Today they also wore pink sweatshirts and leggings in eye-killing pink camouflage that would work only if they were stalking a flock of lawn flamingos. The sweatshirts came down to within a few inches of their almost seventy-year-old knees.

Since moving to Blue Plum, I’d learned a couple of tricks to tell the twins apart. Mercy usually wore a dab too much of her unpleasant cologne, and Shirley wasn’t as likely to jab people with her elbow. Otherwise, in looks and peculiarities, they matched as completely as their outfits. Despite being Granny’s cousins, I hadn’t seen much of them during my childhood visits to Blue Plum. Maybe if I’d gotten to know them better, I’d find safer ways to tell them apart. But braver women than I, women who’d known the twins all their lives, shied away from scrutinizing them too closely. Not so, Geneva. The twins delighted her every time she saw them. She circled them now, much the way Argyle circled customers when he tried to beguile them.

“Good morning, Shirley,” I said. “Good morning, Mercy. How’s Angie?”

“Angie’s fine. Keeping busy,” said the twin on my left.

“Too busy,” the twin on the right said. “Mel’s given her extra hours. She seems to be holding up, but we hardly see her.”

The last time they’d been in the shop they’d just heard that Mercy’s daughter Angie was expecting, and they’d surprised us by binging on every shade of pink baby wool we had in stock. Angie was a bit younger than me and quite a bit more pleasant than her mother or aunt. Angie and I hadn’t known each other during my childhood visits from Illinois. The removed nature of Granny’s relationship with the twins kept us apart. Angie’s partner, Aaron, was an odd-jobs man. As he advertised, the odder the better. For instance, Aaron was the guy to call if you found rattlesnakes in your house, a skill that no doubt helped him cope with Angie’s mother and aunt.

Geneva left off circling and came to sit on the counter next to the cash register. She pulled up her knees, resting her chin on them, and wrapped her arms around her legs. It was really too bad the twins couldn’t see her. Everyone should have an audience so rapt and adoring, hollow-eyed or not.

“We came to put a couple of bugs in your ears,” said the right-hand twin.

“What kind of bugs is she talking about?” Geneva asked. “That one is Mercy, by the way, but you should avoid looking at me out of the corners of your eyes like that. It screams ‘shifty shopkeeper.’ Like this.” She demonstrated. “Also,” she said, whispering again, “wincing, as you did just now, doesn’t inspire confidence.”

“A couple of friendly news items,” Shirley continued, “looking out for family as we always do.” She said this with only the slightest hint of a simper.

“We know you’re involved with those people in the Arts Council setting up shops in the old bank,” Mercy said.

“Calling it the Blue Plum Vault,” Shirley said. “Artsy-fartsy Council.”

“Artsy-fartsy except for Garland Brown, may he rest in peace,” Mercy said.

“I helped Joe Dunbar with some of the work he did on the building, but I’m not really involved,” I said. And by helped, I mostly meant watched while Joe hammered and painted. Renaissance handyman-about-Blue Plum was my favorite way to describe Joe. He and I were a bit of a thing.

“But Nervie Bales is involved,” Shirley said. “She still teaches a crewel class here, doesn’t she?”

“On Friday afternoons,” I said. “She’s going to sell her embroidery patterns at the Vault.”

“There’s some question about that,” said Shirley.

“There shouldn’t be,” I said. “She’s a member of the Arts Council, and I’ve seen her over there. Her shop’s on the second floor.”

“The shop might be hers,” Mercy said, “but the patterns—”

“Are not.” Shirley got that in, then said oof after a jab from Mercy’s elbow.

“In case you ever thought of selling her patterns here, we thought we’d warn you,” Mercy said

“Because you can bet your eyeteeth,” Shirley said, “there’s going to be—”

The elbow made sure Mercy got in the last word. “Trouble.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

“Well now, we don’t like to spread gossip,” Mercy said.

“But speaking of embroidery,” Shirley said, “do you know Belinda Moyer? She’s going to be selling vintage and antique linens at the Vault.”

“I know who you’re talking about. We haven’t met yet.”

That gave the twins an opening to gush back and forth.

“You’ll like her.”

“You’ll like her textiles.”

“Handkerchiefs, pillowslips, tea towels.”

“From the sixties and seventies. Considering your former profession, you might be interested.”

I probably wouldn’t be. Run-of-the-mill linens from the sixties and seventies didn’t thrill me. The adjective former didn’t thrill me either. I was still a textile preservation specialist—highly trained, able to leap tall test tubes in a single bound, and ready to wipe out weevil infestations with a trusty fumigation hood. But right after I lost Granny, I also lost my job at the Illinois State Museum, thanks to an intractably terrible budget. I still mourned my job, and I could almost certainly find another, but Granny left me the wonderful safety net of the Weaver’s Cat and her little yellow house on Lavender Street. And Blue Plum felt very much like home.

Still, linens from the sixties and seventies? Meh. The twins must have seen that in my face.

“Belinda has older pieces, too, of course,” Mercy said.

“Table runners,” Shirley added. “One table runner in particular.”

“Embroidered with silk,” Mercy said. “The kind of thing our mama’s mama and her friends were so taken with and so good at.”

That caught my attention. They saw that in my face, too.

Shirley turned to Mercy. “Needle painting, don’t they call it?”

“They do,” Mercy said, looking at me, not Shirley. “Isn’t that right?”

“Or art embroidery,” I said. “Or Kensington embroidery or art needlework.”

“You’re so knowledgeable. It’s a blessing, I’m sure,” Shirley said.

“But it’s not often you see a genuine piece so large and in such good condition,” Mercy said. “You can almost smell the strawberries and the climbing roses. Stitched with single strands of silk thread—”

Shirley shushed her. “No more spoilers, in case we get her hopes up and then it sells before she has a chance to see it. Wouldn’t that be a terrible shame?”

I’d seen the kind of smile that broke onto her face then. I’d watched my good friend Joe land wily brook trout. Those trout never stood a chance. Neither did I. A familiar warmth grew in my chest as I listened to their back-and-forth about the beautiful piece of embroidery.

“Belinda’s there today,” Mercy said, “arranging her wares. Displaying them to best advantage. You know how important that is.”

“We told her that once you got wind of that table runner you’d want to see it,” Shirley said. “Easy enough to run over there on your lunch hour.”

“See the rest of her stock, too,” Mercy said. “You won’t be sorry. The door will be locked to keep wandering riffraff out. Belinda will let you in if you knock.”

“We might have said you’d offer your opinion.”

“Offer authentication. It would be a little plus for her.”

“Whoa, wait,” I said. “Doesn’t she have that information?”

“She probably—” Shirley started to say.

“She does,” Mercy and her elbow finished.

“But this would be the icing on the cake,” Shirley said. “It’ll be the sheen, dare I say the glow, on the silk.”

“Oh yes, the glow,” Mercy said. “And it isn’t just on the silk. The silk itself glows. Forty-eight inches long, eighteen wide, and the colors.” She put a hand to her heart. There was no questioning the sincerity of that gesture. I felt the echo of it in my own heart. “We’ll call and let her know you’re on your way.”

“Think how nice it’ll be for you two to meet,” Shirley said, “with so much in common. Something positive to counteract whatever Nervie’s up to with her lying ways.”

Bringing up Nervie again almost brought me out of my textile haze. But an Art Embroidery table runner that had the twins swooning? Their mama’s mama—my great-great-grandmother—had excelled at embroidery, and the twins did lovely work, too. So how could it hurt me to go take a look? How could I resist?
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Ardis finally came back downstairs trailed by a young woman. They each carried two of our four-pound cones of rug wool nestled in the crooks of their arms.

“Like babies. Like delightful twins,” Geneva said. She draped herself over the cash register. “Our twins left too soon, and I miss them terribly.”

“I don’t,” Ardis said.

“Pardon?” the customer buying the rug wool asked.

Geneva snickered. “A rookie mistake for the newly haunted to make.”

“Sorry,” Ardis said to the customer. “There’s a little glitch here with the register, and I didn’t finish that sentence. What I meant to say is that I don’t know what got into me, because I forgot to tell you it’s your lucky day. You get a ten percent discount when you buy four cones.”

“That’s wonderful,” the woman said. “Thank you.”

“You’ll bankrupt the business if you give a discount every time you forget that you look nutty when you talk to me in front of the hauntless,” Geneva said.

“I don’t make that mistake often,” Ardis said, handing back the woman’s credit card but looking at Geneva. “And if I’d made it today, it would have haunted me all afternoon.”

I bagged the cones, and Ardis went to hold the door for the woman. Geneva watched, silent. When Ardis came back to the counter, Geneva floated up to the ceiling fan and sat with her back to us.

“Nice sale,” I said.

“About the discount—”

“No worries. It was a fine idea.”

We heard a hmph from Geneva.

“Speaking of which”—Ardis nodded toward the disgruntled glitch on the fan—“did I hear someone scream a while back?”

“If you thought you did, then why didn’t you run back down the stairs as fast as you went up them when the twins arrived? You abandoned me.”

She looked crushed. “I did, didn’t I? I’m sorry, hon, but you know how it is. With those two, sometimes I simply can’t.”

“It boggles my mind, sometimes, how we can be related,” Geneva said over her shoulder.

It was fair to say that fact boggled all our minds. We’d discovered that Geneva, who’d died in her early twenties, was Ardis’s great-great-aunt. We couldn’t tell if they looked anything alike. Geneva, indistinct at the best of times, wasn’t . . . it might be kindest to say she didn’t look herself. She’d watched, listened to, and sometimes mimicked Ardis since moving to the shop. But Ardis had only known about and “known” Geneva less than two months, and their similarities seemed to go deeper than acting skills or rubbing off on each other could account for.

“What did the twins want?” Ardis asked.

While I told her, she found the bakery bag under the counter. She ate the second scone without seeming to give it much thought. She licked her fingers without much thought, either. The scone tasted good enough that she licked each finger twice.

“I’ve never heard that about Nervie,” she said. “It happens, of course, people calling someone else’s patterns their own. I know craftspeople at shows who don’t allow pictures of their work because they don’t want anyone going home to copy it and sell it themselves. Stealing.” She slapped the counter with the word. “If that’s what Nervie’s up to, that’s what it is.”

“If,” I said.

“Well, exactly,” Ardis said. “Did you ask the twins how they know?”

“They said they don’t like to gossip.”

“Absolute baloney,” Ardis said. “But, Kath?” She waited until I looked her squarely in the eyes. “Don’t let those two get you mixed up in any of their meddling. You have enough of Ivy in you that you could turn the twins into putty in your hands, if you want to. Ivy had her ways. Keep that in mind.” She touched the braided bracelet on her wrist. She’d never asked how it worked. I wasn’t sure myself, even though I’d made it for her. But I’d followed a recipe in one of Granny’s private dye journals, and that bracelet let Ardis see and hear Geneva. Granny did, indeed, have her ways.

“You said you heard something about Nervie, too,” I said.

“I nearly forgot. She’s going to teach embroidery classes at the Vault.”

“There and here? If not, that could cut into our business.”

“Will cut into it,” Ardis said. “She hasn’t said anything to you about it?”

“No, and I haven’t heard anything about classes of any kind being offered there. Joe might have heard something, but he hasn’t said.”

“Where is he?”

“Handy-manning? Fishing? Thinking about fishing? I’m not sure.”

“So call him,” Ardis said.

Joe and I might be a thing, but lean, loping Joe’s employment was casual and his whereabouts often hard to pin down. Ardis liked Joe, though she more often called him Ten, short for Tennyson. Tennyson Yeats Dunbar. He’d rechristened himself Joe before he hit high school. He’d been one of her favorite students at Blue Plum Elementary. But it irritated her that she couldn’t pin down the nature of our “thingness” any more easily than she’d ever been able to pin down Joe.

I tapped in Joe’s number, but the call went to voice mail. I left a message saying only that I’d see him later, eliciting further irritation from Ardis. “Well, it isn’t like we have a monopoly on classes,” I said. “I don’t know where they’d have them, anyway. The old boardroom upstairs was the only space big enough, but they took down the walls and opened it for a gallery.”

“Maybe they’ll have them in the gallery,” Ardis said. “Creative use of space in a place devoted to the creative arts. I should write ad copy for them. I should ask Nervie about the classes, too, but she beetles in and out of here so fast she’s hard to catch.”

“So call her,” I said.

“Better in person.”

“Take a lesson from Argyle,” Geneva said. “Lie in wait and pounce on her. It’s as simple as that.”

“I like it,” Ardis said. “As simple as having another scone, too.” She picked up the bakery bag, then seemed surprised it was empty. “Well, they were delicious. Be sure to tell Mel. As for Nervie, I’ll pounce carefully. She’s been known to have a temper.”

“Really?” I said.

“Old stories, anyway,” Ardis said. “Did the twins tell you why they thought you needed to know about Nervie’s patterns? What do you suppose they’re up to?”

“What makes you think the darling twins are up to something?” Geneva asked.

“Because they’re Spiveys,” Ardis said. “It’s what they do. Kath?”

“I didn’t ask them why,” I said, “and they didn’t tell.”

Ardis pointed her finger at me. “I repeat: do not let them get you tangled up in . . . in . . . I don’t know what.”

“I won’t.”

“As simple as that?”

“Simple as that.”

“Good. I see Ivy shining in your eyes when you say that.”

“It’s nice to know I’ve got her with me when I need her. Do you mind if I run over to the Vault at lunch?”

“Say hi to Joe for me.”

“If he’s there. To see a table runner, too. Do you know Belinda Moyer?”

“I’ve known a few Moyers. I don’t remember a Belinda.” Ardis leaned closer, squinting at my face. “I know Ivy’s still in there, but now your eyes have a look I haven’t seen much of lately. This table runner—is it the call of the wild textile?”

“Howling like a wolf under the full moon, luring me away?”

“Away?” Geneva flapped down from the fan and threw her arms around the mannequin to gape at me over its shoulder. “Away where?”

“From all this.” They followed my hand as I waved it vaguely at the displays.

Geneva had told me that watching life in the shop was better than most of the TV shows she’d been glued to in the decades before we met. Most of the shows, anyway; knitting needles and crochet hooks could never replace cop shows or her beloved Marshal Dillon and his six-guns and horses. But in the raspberries, oranges, and burgundies of the wool, I saw responsibilities, obligations, and bills. Knowing Ardis, she saw those, too. And judging by the pinched lines between her eyebrows, I guessed she also saw the Cat’s sturdy old walls and wondered if or when I’d wake up and want to escape them, or the Cat, or Blue Plum. Time for reassurances.

“Ardis?”

“Hm?”

“See the roving hanging on the wall? On the right, there. Do you know what I see in that splash of fuchsia? Security and friendship.”

Geneva floated over to the roving and leaned her cheek against it.

“I’ve always loved that color,” Ardis said.

“Me, too.” Even through the gray filter of a ghost. “My life is full. I have things to do and people I care about. Right here. It’s still full of textiles, too. They’re just mostly in a pre-woven, pre-knitted, pre-crocheted state.”

“They’re in a state of limbo,” Geneva said, “like your favorite GFF.”

“Ivy would be proud of you,” Ardis said. “She was proud of your career, too, though, and no one would blame you for missing it. You had a good thing going.”

“Now I have this.”

“It doesn’t have to be gone for good.”

“Speaking of going.” I checked my phone. “Time flies. I’ll go to lunch early, if that’s all right. It’s a pretty day for a walk. A pretty day to see something pretty.”

“Well, Joe’s always been the better-looking Dunbar boy, but I’d call him handsome before I called him pretty.” She expected a laugh and accepted the one I gave her more easily than the reassurances she needed every so often.

“Pretty Boy Joe has a ring to it, though,” I said. “Ardis, don’t worry about the table runner. Even if it’s the most amazing, the most astounding, the most fabulous and historic piece it’s been my honor to behold, I’ll look, and possibly heave a sigh, but then I’ll turn my back on it and come right back here.”

“It’s Ivy’s steel that’s glinting in your eyes.”
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I wondered if anyone else saw Granny shining in my eyes as I greeted them on my way to the Vault. The old guys sitting on the bench in front of the courthouse, who spent more time reminiscing than keeping up on current events, called out, “Hey there, Ivy,” when I passed. They saw her just in my size and shape. I waved back. I liked being recognized that way, but those were reactions to generalities. I liked Ardis’s recognition better. Granny had known Ardis for years, and she’d let Ardis get closer than most.

Rachel Meeks, a loan officer at the new bank, waved when she saw me. She was trying to get a scarecrow to sit up on a hay bale by the bank’s front door. Other scarecrows and corn shocks dotted the streets here and there, part of the town’s “Feeling Festive for Fall” campaign to bring people, not to mention their dollars, to Main Street.

According to Granny, if a cuteness scale existed for measuring small towns, Blue Plum sat at the bug’s ear end of it. That was a good thing, she’d explained to me when I was five. I’d agreed, picturing tiny, perfect firefly ears. I still agreed. I also knew I was lucky she’d built her business soundly enough that I could stay in Blue Plum and make a living. Cuteness and town campaigns didn’t guarantee success to every business enterprise. The town had lost a car parts store a few years back, and several restaurants had come and gone, though Mel’s on Main managed to hang in there. Mel felt lucky, too. She said it was the luck of the ladle and larder that kept her serving up soup and sandwiches. She glossed over the hard work and long hours she put into it but readily gave credit to community involvement as an ingredient for the café’s longevity. Granny had believed in that, too. It isn’t just that Blue Plum supports us and so we support Blue Plum, she’d say. It’s that we are Blue Plum. It’s a simple as that.

A block beyond the new bank, newsprint covered the four tall, arched front windows and front door of the old one. The transformation of the building from defunct bank to the Blue Plum Vault was still a work in progress, but it was about to become the newest business in town. Businesses, plural, to be accurate. The brainchild of the Blue Plum Area Arts Council, and Gar Brown in particular, the Vault was going to be a collection of small arts-related shops housed in the newly renovated and repurposed building. The big reveal would come at the grand opening on Saturday. After Gar’s death, there’d been talk about changing the name from the Blue Plum Vault and Gallery to the Garland Brown Gallery. There was also talk about postponing the opening. Both were decided against. People saw the project as Gar’s baby. He’d started as a teller in that bank, and he’d come up with the idea of calling it the Vault. Keeping the name and opening it on schedule was a tribute to him.

I went up the two limestone steps to the front door. It was locked. I’d expected that, and I knocked. And, as simple as that, Nervie Bales opened the door.






THREE
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Kath? You all right?”

“Nervie. Hi.” I hadn’t realized how nervy I’d now feel around her. Thank you, Shirley and Mercy. I’d already talked myself out of worrying about her patterns—not my patterns, not my problem. And I could let Ardis do the pouncing about whether she meant to teach classes at the Weaver’s Cat as well as at the Vault.

“You’re probably looking for Sierra,” Nervie said. “She’s around here, somewhere.”

I didn’t correct her.

Nervie swung the door open. “You don’t mind looking for her yourself, do you?” She relocked the door behind me and didn’t wait for an answer, instead trailing, “Lots to do before the opening,” over her shoulder as she disappeared.

Minerva “Nervie” Bales wasn’t easy to get to know. She reminded me of a darter, one of the quick, tiny fish native to Tennessee’s streams and rivers. Joe had introduced me to a few. He liked them, and I could see why. They were pretty little things, in their own fishy way. Nervie was pretty, too, in a way that suggested it didn’t matter to her. I liked that about her, even if I didn’t see her often enough, or long enough, to know if I liked more than that about her. She was probably in her mid-fifties, although I didn’t know that for sure, either. She taught her crewel embroidery class at the Cat, but as Ardis said, she beetled in and out so fast, I rarely spoke more than a few words to her.

A voice called something upstairs and another, more muffled, answered. Five of the shop spaces were located on the second floor, as well as the gallery in the newly opened-up area in the middle. I’d met a few of the merchants when I “helped” Joe with the finish work. Floyd Decker, a retired antique dealer, had taken one of the spaces on the first floor. He’d missed the business and decided to keep his hand in this way. Simon Grace was selling used books. I looked forward to prowling their shops. I’d met a metalworker, too, but couldn’t remember her name. Her welding mask and blowtorch had made more of an impression on me.

Sierra Estep, whom Nervie assumed I’d come looking for, was almost certainly busier getting ready for the opening weekend than Nervie. Sierra was the newly minted MA in arts administration hired by the Blue Plum Area Arts Council to run the Vault. In the few times we’d talked, I’d learned that she topped me by three or four inches, loved leggings and tunic tops with bold patterns, dyed her long, straight hair cherry red, and could load a heavy roll of newsprint into her car without much trouble. She lived in an apartment on the third floor of the bank building. We’d by no means forged a deep friendship over those details, but we were on good terms.

Sierra wouldn’t miss me, so I didn’t go looking for her. I didn’t look for Joe, either. He wasn’t answering texts or his phone, which wasn’t that unusual. He might be on the road between Blue Plum and Asheville. Or there were plenty of places, most of them small creeks with trout and darters, with spotty-to-nonexistent cell service. He liked those places. I liked textiles. I rubbed my hands and went looking for a table runner.

I didn’t have any real standing at the Vault, for Nervie to let me in and turn me loose to wander. But, having been there off and on with Joe, I wasn’t a total stranger. Joe had bartered the finish work in exchange for the smallest shop space, rent-free, for a year. He painted exquisite postcard-size watercolors and planned to sell them and hand-tied trout flies.

The first floor waited quietly. No need for anyone at the information and sales desk without shoppers. Sierra might be in her office down the hall toward the back of the building. I pictured her answering questions from one person on the phone while simultaneously typing answers in an email to someone else. She might have been relaxing over lunch in her apartment, but I doubted that.

The Arts Council, calling the venture a co-op, had rented the shop spaces to a mix of craftspeople and merchants. The spaces were carved out of the old bank floor plan, upstairs and down, some in the original offices, some in newly created alcoves, one in the vault itself. The doors had been widened to give the feeling of shops in a mall. None of the shops would carry a huge amount of stock, and the shopkeepers wouldn’t all keep regular hours in their spaces. Customers would shop and pay at the information and sales desk on their way out. A few renters had moved their wares into their spaces over the weekend, and the rest were scheduled to move in over the next few days. If I was Sierra, I’d be anticipating fires right now and have my boots on, ready to stamp them out.

Smells hadn’t settled into place at the Vault yet. Paint, varnish, and new wood scents hung in the air. They were exciting smells, smells with promise, but also unfinished. They were one of the reasons for the staggered move-in dates. The last lick of paint had gone on the night before.

A hamburger with onions lingered in the air, too, making me hungry. I followed that scent trail up the stairs. Halfway up, someone on the second floor turned on a blare of country music. Then turned it up.

“Down!” someone above me shouted. “Turn it down! For—”

The last part of the objection was drowned out as the volume increased again, the twang and guitar threatening to rupture my eardrums. Then they stopped so abruptly I felt disoriented. Gingerly, I crept up the last few steps.

The open gallery space lay before me. To my left, a woman with braids around her head still cringed in a doorway, her eyes squeezed shut. Nervie stood in the next opening. Both women had their hands over their ears. Nervie’s eyes were open, though, and she stared at a room directly across the gallery.

“Honest to Pete,” Nervie said through gritted teeth.

“Sorry, sorry,” a high voice called from the room Nervie had a bead on.

The cringing woman with the braids opened her eyes, gave her whole body a quick, shuddering shake, and went back into her shop. She might be the jewelry maker, an enamelist Joe had told me about. The braids matched part of his three-word description—braided, brilliant, quiet. I hoped her ears recovered.

“Honest to Pete,” Nervie said again, this time louder and more clearly.

“You know I didn’t mean it,” came the singsong answer. The owner of the voice still hadn’t made an appearance. In fact, she sounded farther away.

Nervie muttered something I didn’t hear but thought I might agree with, and then she went back into her own shop. Neither she nor the enamelist had noticed me at the top of the stairs. I crossed the gallery space toward the suspect door and saw the broad backside of a woman as she leaned over a box. I knocked on the doorframe.

“I said I’m sorry,” the woman said. She didn’t look up from her rummaging. “I just got confused between the ding dang up and the down buttons. Silly updates. They’re always messing with things.”

I waited for her to take a breath then knocked again. “Hi. Are you Belinda?”

“You’d think I killed a cat, for cripe’s sake. Oh.” The woman still bent over, looked at me from under her right arm, and in the half nanosecond between her high-pitched for cripe’s sake and higher-pitched oh, her face went from squint-eyed and complaining to wide-eyed and smiling. “Well, hey,” she said, coming upright. “What can I do for you?”

“You’re Belinda?”

“I can’t imagine who else I’d want to be.”

“I’m Kath Rutledge from over at the Weaver’s Cat.”

“Nice to meet you. Welcome to Belle’s Vintage and Antique Linens.” Belinda flourished a gesture toward the corner where a sign stood on one end. The ornate, scrolling letters weren’t easy to read sideways. The sign obviously pleased her, though, and I took her word for what it said. Belinda was less ornate. She looked anywhere from mid-forties to late-fifties. Her poufy ’do didn’t bring the top of her head level with my eyes.

I looked around the space. None of the shops at the Vault were terribly big, and Belle’s was about the size of a small bedroom. Belinda had hung some of her linens and set others in folded stacks on white wire shelves. She still had boxes to unpack. Her vintage and antique linens skewed heavily to the vintage. I’d expected that. They’d be easier to come by. I didn’t spy a fabulous table runner anywhere.

“What can I do for you, Kathy?”

“It’s just Kath.”

Belinda’s smile receded a fraction of an inch, cooling a degree or two as it went. “You know we aren’t open to the public yet, don’t you?”

“I do, yes, sorry. I stopped by to see your table runner.”

“And how did you get in? Did someone leave the door unlocked? Again?” Her voice rose in pitch as she aimed those questions out the door. Toward the other women? Toward Nervie? She seemed to be listening for a response from across the gallery. I was glad when I didn’t hear one.
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