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    Chapter 1


    1


    Perhaps if she simply avoided eye contact.


    Thea James turned her back on the partygoers, paying attention to the dessert buffet instead. The Quilt-Without-Guilt Guild had surpassed their Christmas potluck standard. Among a bounty of petite cakes, cookies, puffs, and bars, Thea found her own offering, a plate of blueberry tartlets. They appeared untouched. Strange. She pulled them to the front of the culinary display.


    “Thea! Why are you hiding out in the desserts when I need your help?” The familiar voice of fellow guild member, Heather Ann Brewster, hinted at desperation.


    Turning with reluctance, Thea morphed into hospitality mode. “Blueberry tartlet?”


    “What?” Heather Ann viewed the diminutive dessert, gave a small shudder, and then had the grace to look apologetic. “Ah . . . no, thanks. I haven’t browsed the appetizers yet. Anyway, I can’t think about food now. I’m too upset.”


    Thea shoved her reluctance aside. “What seems to be the problem, Heather Ann?” This time.


    “You know the publicity banner we had made? The one advertising the quilt show next weekend? The one supposed to be hanging over the entrance to Old Town?”


    “Supposed to be hanging over the entrance? I thought they put it up yesterday.” Thea calculated the days left until the show opened. Today was Sunday, and tonight’s kickoff quilt show soirée started the festivities. The main event was scheduled for next Saturday. Folks needed to be aware of the date so they’d attend en masse.


    “City utility workers were supposed to put it up. Oh, and it’s beautiful, Thea. In bold letters it says, ‘1st Annual Blocks on the Walk Quilt Show, Pioneer Park’ and the date.”


    “Good . . . very good. So why isn’t it hanging up?”


    “I had the letters made in red, too. Sort of reminds me of Janny Rice’s redwork quilt, you know? Perhaps she’ll place with hers. Beautiful embroidery.” Heather Ann seemed lost in the vision, green eyes staring at nothing.


    “Heather Ann. Focus, hon. You said there was a problem. As the quilt show chairperson, I want to help.” Well, that was a lie. Helping was overrated. Thea wanted to eat some desserts. And she wasn’t the chairperson. Another fib. Rather, the co-chair, along with Prudy Levasich.


    Where was the elusive Prudy, anyway? Probably showing off her twin sister, Trudy, visiting from the East Coast. The co-chair’s co-twin. If Prudy stuck around now and then, she could co-solve these problems with Thea.


    “You have to do something! The Larkindale City Planning Commission won’t let us put up the banner.” The desperation returned to Heather Ann’s tone, sending her voice to a higher key.


    “Why not?”


    “It’s not up to code. They said the banner needs holes cut in it so the wind will flow through and not blow it down.”


    “Makes sense. Without the holes, it could act more like a sail,” Thea said. “Can’t you cut some?”


    “I guess.” Heather Ann looked uncomfortable. “But I don’t know how big to make the holes. Or how many. The banner was expensive. I don’t want to ruin it.”


    “Very responsible.” Thea considered the options. “I have an idea. Call the Larkin Lake Resort. They’re always putting banners up for some event. The Fly-Fishing Derby. And the Daisy Pedal Bike Race, right?”


    “Oh, you’re good.” Heather Ann’s expression turned eager, like a puppy about to score a treat.


    “Whatever size they advise, be sure you use the white space and don’t cut into those big red letters you chose. That way people will only see the letters and not notice the holes.” Thea gave Heather Ann an encouraging pat on the shoulder. “Sound okay?”


    “Sounds great. Thanks so much, Thea. I’m on it.” Heather Ann dashed away, blonde ponytail bouncing, presumably to make the call.


    Or grab a few appetizers.


    Which seemed an even better idea to Thea.


    “Well, aren’t you just the CEO. Or is that dictator?” Renée Fowler pushed up against Thea in jest, as she used to do when they were teens.


    “Oh, stop.” Thea grinned at her best friend since fifth grade, recently returned home from a long honeymoon tour of Europe.


    She had missed Renée terribly. But something seemed off between them. Had the travels changed Renée? She certainly looked different. More elegant. Her brown hair, cut in Paris, was styled in a fashionable pixie cut. But weren’t her large gray eyes filled with disapproval now? Or was the still single Thea a little jealous of her friend’s marriage and new life?


    Thea studied the crowd. “A wonderful turnout, don’t you think? I’ve been watching for him but have yet to see Dr. Cottle. Did he already check in?”


    “How would I know, Thea?” Renée asked. “I may own the Inn, but I don’t keep up on what time every guest walks through the door.”


    Not a hint of a thank-you for recommending Renée and Howie’s Heritage House Inn as lodging for their illustrious judge and guest speaker, Dr. Niles Cottle. Typical treatment from Renée since her return to Larkindale.


    Thea waved to a friend of Gram’s. “Everyone seems to be enjoying themselves. And no better place to do it than in Mary-Alice Wentworth’s garden. Exquisite, isn’t it?”


    Glorious roses edged a pavestone patio, which surrounded a sparkling pond, highlighted by the spectacular fountain in the pond’s center. Water poured endlessly from an urn held by a graceful granite lady. The effect was more than tranquil. It was hypnotic. Tables with bistro chairs dotted the grounds, and this evening’s attendees alternately chatted in groups or relaxed with a cool drink. A number of quilts were displayed near the walkway, staging a quilt show preview and adding a folksy feel. Thea’s mother’s string quartet played various classical selections with so much enthusiasm the occasional sour note went unnoticed.


    Except maybe by Renée, who now winced as if she had stepped on a nail.


    Uh-oh. Thea grabbed the dessert plate and shoved it at her friend. “How about a nice blueberry tartlet?”


    “Tartlet?” Renée’s distasteful look increased. “What’s in the filling? And look how thick the crust is, Thea. You must use very cold dough to make a flaky crust.”


    Crestfallen, Thea placed the plate back on the table. “Tasted good to me.”


    “They probably are good, for Larkindale. I do like the antique serving plate though,” Renée said. “My tastes have refined so much from my exposure to other cultures. Like what I’m wearing, for instance.” She smoothed out her simple black dress. “In Europe, everyone wears something elegant like this. Understated, you know? Your dress is much too frilly. Too yesterday.”


    “Oh.” Thea’s cheeks burned. Was it no longer okay to like yesterday’s fashions best? Her vintage cocktail dress had been a steal from the family’s antique store, James & Co. Antique Emporium. Certain the cut was flattering to her figure, Thea also thought the cobalt color and purple tulle overlay brought out the periwinkle blue in her eyes. Both Mum and Gram had agreed.


    “But the pouffy skirt is a great illusion. One’s not sure if it’s so full because of your curves or the dress’s design.” Renée put a hand on her hip and once-overed her friend. “I could never pull it off. It would just hang on my slender frame. But those strappy sandals are cute. A nice change from your clogs.”


    Thea was beginning to wonder why she was friends with Renée.


    And where was Dr. Cottle?


    Thea studied the gathering again but didn’t see him. Their hostess, Mary-Alice, was also missing. Perhaps she was inside greeting him this minute.


    Leaning toward Thea, Renée said, “Here comes your Cole Mason. So handsome. Did you see him chatting with Mayor Suzanne Stiles for more than a half hour? You better watch out, Miss Thea. Step it up or you’ll remain Miss Thea for a long, long time.”


    “He’s not my Cole Mason, and he can talk to whoever he likes!” Thea almost hissed at her friend as Cole approached them. His roving reporter role tonight was to cover the quilt show kickoff soirée for the Larkindale Lamplight’s society pages. Surely he wouldn’t report any petty problems from putting on the show. It could result in a definite damper on attendance at the official opening.


    Moving past a sullen Renée and closer to Thea, Cole flashed his disarming dimples. Then appearing stunned, he stopped and said. “You look so . . . nice! Am I writing about the wrong subject for the Lamplight? How about a full-page spread of you in your dress?”


    Renée rolled her eyes.


    “No comment,” Thea said, laughter in her voice. “What are you planning to cover?” Making her a feature story was not an option. He had to be kidding. Especially if she looked as chunky in her dress as Renée seemed to say. And the camera added what? Thea sucked in her stomach.


    Cole’s attention had diverted to the treat table. “What do you call this delicious-looking sweet?” He plunked a pink petit four on a faux-china plate. “I don’t want to get the name wrong in my article.”


    Relieved, Thea named each dessert. Cole listed it in his notebook and took still shots with his smartphone. Without embarrassment, he snuck a few more tempting treats.


    “And this . . . ,” she swept her hand in front of the tartlets with a flourish, “is what I made. Blueberry tartlets. Care to sample one?”


    So far, Renée stood silent. But apparently she’d reached her etiquette limit. “You don’t want to eat those, Cole. They’re made by our peanut-butter-and-pickle sandwich queen here. Need I say more?”


    “Good recommendation. I’ll take two.” Cole stacked the tarts on the last empty spot on his plate.


    The tiny triumph tasted like sugar. But Thea wondered if Renée, with her newly acquired European sensibilities, was right.


    “Perhaps I should have used raspberries instead of blueberries,” Thea said. “Might have looked more appetizing.”


    “I doubt it,” Renée said. “Probably would have looked like coddled blood.”


    Coddled blood? Coddle? What was familiar about that word? Then Thea shivered, remembering Dr. Cottle was still a no-show. What if something horrible had happened to him?


    She surveyed the party once more. Mary-Alice’s favorite nephew appeared to have captivated a small audience, his hands in motion, probably spouting his expertise on the family quilt, “Larkin’s Treasure.” The string quartet sawed with vigor. Thea spotted Prudy hard at work, gabbing with the guests. Or was it Trudy? Thea’s Aunt Elena, along with a few others, admired a magnificent Grandmother’s Garden quilt displayed on the walkway.


    But no Dr. Cottle.


    Cole’s voice cut through her concerns. “You know, these look so good, I think I’ll take another one in case we run out before I’ve had my fill.” He balanced another tartlet atop the others and winked at Thea.


    Renée blew out a sigh. “You are quite the risk-taker, Mr. Mason.” She waved a dismissal and strolled toward the mayor, probably for a little update on her conversation with Cole.


    That’s it. That’s all I can take. I’m leaving before one more person says boo to me.


    Cole’s hand briefly touched the middle of Thea’s back, stopping her flight, his dark eyes inquisitive. “Are you quite sure she’s your best friend?”


    No. She wasn’t sure anymore. But what could she say? Thea groped for a reason for her friend’s bad behavior. In the search, she found an emptiness she couldn’t name.


    “Renée’s . . . not been herself since she got back from Europe.”


    “A lingering case of jet lag. That’s probably it,” Cole said.


    Thea looked up, grateful for his kindness.


    “So where’s the famous Dr. Cottle?” Cole asked, changing the subject. “I’ve heard he can read the stitches on a fastball from the nosebleed section at Yankee Stadium.”


    “So they say. He’s a major leaguer on quilts and quilting in our state,” Thea said. “In fact, I should go see if there’s been any word of him. Folks came tonight to hear his talk about the Wentworth legacy quilt.”


    “You go then. I’ll pacify myself with a blueberry tartlet.” Cole stuffed a whole one in his mouth and started chewing, pleasure written all over his face.


    Did he like it or was he trying to cheer her up?


    Maybe she didn’t want to know.


    Thea excused herself and strode purposefully toward the house. No eye contact. No eye contact. No eye contact. She managed to slip through the French doors, muting her mother’s Mozart, and putting a wall between herself and the problems outside.


    She closed her eyes. See no evil.


    Beyond the glass door, a distant voice called out, “Has anyone seen Thea?”


    She clicked the door closed.


    Hear no evil.
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    Wandering through the great room and past the kitchen, Thea didn’t see Dr. Cottle or Mary-Alice. In fact, she didn’t see anyone.


    Stepping into Mary-Alice’s sitting room, she found herself blessedly alone. Thea stared out the window, willing Dr. Cottle to come, wondering if something sinister had befallen the famed quilt expert. Get a grip, Thea.


    Thea pressed her nose against the leaded windowpane, searching for any sign of him among the passersby. Various vehicles drove past the Wentworth Mansion, but she didn’t see a man wearing those trademark sphere-shaped spectacles.


    Thea sensed someone behind her and whirled around. As she did so, she stumbled against an elderly woman, who fell backward into a potted ficus tree.


    “Mary-Alice!” Thea lunged and grabbed a bony elbow, rescuing the woman from a close encounter with some potting soil. Thea slipped her arm around Mary-Alice Wentworth in a supportive gesture. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in.”


    “I’m the one who should apologize, interrupting your quiet time.” Mary-Alice shook out her skirt. She appeared unflustered, in spite of the episode.


    Thea brushed a brown leaf from Mary-Alice’s soft, gray curls and straightened the elder’s necklace with its attached silver key. Thea was soothing herself as much as her friend.


    “I was hoping for a glimpse of Dr. Cottle,” Thea said. “We can’t start the festivities without him.”


    “Too late, my dear.” Mary-Alice’s eyes hinted at mischief. “I think we already have!”


    “I guess it’s true. In fact, our celebration seems like a success.” But Thea didn’t believe her own words. How could it be anything but a disappointment if the guest of honor didn’t appear?


    “You’ve done a wonderful job arranging it,” Mary-Alice said.


    “Thanks. But I’m only a co-chair.” Thea hoped she sounded suitably humble. “Prudy, my quilt show co-partner, deserves some of the credit, no doubt.”


    “Oh, no doubt.” Mary-Alice gave an impish wink. She sat on an elegant Queen Anne chair and opened a drawer in the matching desk. “Now, where did I put that letter?”


    “What letter?”


    “The one from Dr. Cottle.” Mary-Alice riffled through the drawer’s contents, then opened and explored another.


    Ah, yes. The late Dr. Cottle. Thea caught herself as if the thought might become true in more ways than one. How silly.


    To divert herself, she watched Mary-Alice’s feverish search, then turned back to the window, flooded by an uneasy feeling. Thea squinted to scrutinize the passing population again. Not a single Cottle. No one even Cottle-like. She gave a dejected sigh.


    “It’s not here. I must have left it upstairs in the bedroom.” Mary-Alice’s voice disrupted Thea’s thoughts, bringing her back to the lost letter.


    “Do you want me to help you look?” Thea noted the open drawers and mussed desktop.


    “Bless you, my dear. But you have better things to do than help a forgetful old woman find her missing mail.”


    “Pish-posh, as Mum would say. I’d be happy to help.” Thea leaned over and squeezed the elder’s hand, which wrinkled like crepe paper.


    Mary-Alice surveyed the room. “I was so sure it was here.” She lifted the blotter on the desktop and checked underneath.


    “What’s in the letter?”


    “Something about the quilt, ‘Larkin’s Treasure.’ New information about the old mystery of great riches attached to it. And so interesting, too. But . . . oh, my.” Mary-Alice looked up, disheartened. “I’m afraid I’ve forgotten what it said.”


    Made by a granddaughter of Larkin McLeod, the beloved wife of town founder Hastings McLeod, “Larkin’s Treasure” was considered one of the finest examples of late nineteenth-century textiles. Plus, legend allowed the old crazy quilt contained a secret about great riches.


    Mary-Alice, a direct descendant of the McLeod line, had tired of guarding the old family heirloom from thievery and donated it to the State Quilt & Textile Museum. However, for the weekend’s festivities, arrangements had been made to loan “Larkin’s Treasure” back. It was now safely locked inside a display case in Larkindale’s own Hastings McLeod Museum—the only key clipped to the chain around Mary-Alice’s neck.


    “I’m sure we’ll find the letter soon.” Thea started toward the sofa and tripped on the corner of a thick throw rug, stubbing her sandaled toe. A sharp pain shot through her foot, and she bit her lip to keep the tears at bay. She waited a moment for Mary-Alice to stop ransacking the room and offer a word of comfort. But the woman foraged on.


    “You know so much about the history of the quilt,” Thea said, while rubbing the damaged digit against the back of her leg, “you’ll be able to enchant everyone with the story.”


    “It’s kind of you to say, my dear. But you should hear Kenneth. Why, he’s out back right now, enthralling the guests with talk of secret maps and family feuds and all sorts of nonsense about ‘Larkin’s Treasure.’ He can certainly spin an intriguing tale. In truth, my great-nephew’s almost as knowledgeable about the old quilt as our visiting expert.”


    What visiting expert?


    “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to check in my bedroom to see if it’s where I left that pesky letter.” Mary-Alice turned toward the staircase in the foyer. “Stay as long as you like, my dear. I always find this room restful.”


    Thea sat on the edge of a chenille-covered chaise where she could still see out the window and arranged her voluminous skirt about her legs, crossed at the ankle in a most ladylike fashion. She appreciated the effect of sparkly sandal straps around each foot, and she noted no evidence of trauma to her offended toe.


    The sound of Mary-Alice’s footsteps faded as Thea studied the sitting room.


    A grandmother clock emitted a clear tick, audible above the sounds of the soirée. Thea’s glance took in the charming fireplace with marble tiling and dark oak surround. She could imagine Mary-Alice stitching away on her latest quilt project on cool winter evenings, fire crackling, hot tea on a tray, and her little dog, Moxie, at her feet.


    Where was Moxie, anyway? Maybe the wiggly, white puffball was secured in the big bedroom Mary-Alice once shared with her husband of nearly fifty years. How lonesome she must feel without Professor Wentworth. She lived alone in this cavernous old house, once filled with the sounds of many feet on the stairs. Of course, Mary-Alice would say she wasn’t alone.


    “I do get lonely for my husband, Seth, but I am never alone. The Lord is always with me,” she often said. “And He’s a marvelous companion. Life with Him is worth living.”


    The clock chimed half-past the hour. Seven-thirty. Thea dragged her thoughts back to the present problem. What was keeping Cottle? She should get back to her guests. And whatever mayhem might wait in ambush. Thea again squinted through the windowpanes. Completely Cottleless.


    Enough. She needed to take her mind off the Cottle crisis, even an imaginary one. Though it didn’t help when Moxie’s little erratic yaps started from somewhere upstairs. In response, Thea’s brain birthed the vision of a few baying Baskerville hounds. And mists and danger and. . . .


    Perhaps she could discover if Mary-Alice’s missing letter was still in the sitting room. Thea wandered onto the wool rug, this time careful to clear her silver sandals over the thick edge. She patted along the top of a bookshelf, then chided herself. Much too high for her petite friend to reach. Thea noticed a short stack of periodicals on a lower shelf. Maybe it got stuck in a magazine? She flipped the pages of the Saturday Evening Post, Quilting World, Christianity Today, and a couple of local publications. No letter.


    What about the antique linen press? An unlikely prospect, but Thea opened the door to reveal the stack of colorful quilts. On top was a scrappy, log-cabin quilt, reminiscent of Thea’s own first creation and quilt show entry. She pulled it out of the cabinet and stroked the soft fabric, admiring the design. Something fell from the folds and scored a direct hit to her exposed pinkies.


    Thea leaned down and found an envelope lying at an angle atop her foot. “Hello, what have we here?” Addressed to her hostess, the envelope’s return address was the official logo of the California State Quilt & Textile Museum.


    This must be the lost letter! Would Mary-Alice mind if Thea examined the contents? She hesitated and turned over the envelope, wondering what to do.


    Then, from deep inside the house, she heard a high-pitched sound, chilling as a chalkboard screech.


    A blood-curdling scream.
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    Something’s happened to Mary-Alice!” Thea shoved the quilt and letter back into the linen press and charged upstairs. On the landing, she stopped to listen. Moxie’s muffled bark a steady staccato. A sound of someone’s cry, “Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh, no . . .” drifted from Mary-Alice’s room. Thea’s stomach spun into an agitation cycle as she willed herself forward. Moxie’s yapping increased.


    Thea knocked lightly, then pushed open the heavy double doors. Nothing seemed amiss, except for some open drawers—perhaps Mary-Alice’s continued search for the letter. On second scan, Thea saw a woman flattened against the far wall, sniveling as she stared across the room. Had she been ransacking it? Thea noted the woman’s fawn, forties-style suit and the tiny pillbox hat angled atop auburn curls. At any other time, it was a look to enchant an antiquer’s heart. But Thea was far from enchanted right now.


    “Excuse me, but did you just scream?” she asked.


    The woman nodded once, adding no more information, other than continuing her horrified gaze at something beyond the bed. The barking seemed to be coming from Mary-Alice’s walk-in closet. Thea turned the knob, and the door swung open. Moxie’s nails clicked against the hardwood as she sped beneath the bed.


    Thea edged around the bed, peering past the ornate footboard. Mary-Alice’s inert form lay sprawled across the oak floor. Next to her mistress, the faithful Moxie made soft sounds of distress.


    “Oh, no!” Thea said, echoing the strange woman’s words. Had her elderly friend suffered a heart attack?


    “She’s dead, isn’t she? There’s . . . blo . . . blood on her blouse.” The woman pointed a shaky finger.


    The scarlet smear on the collar alarmed Thea. Had Mary-Alice hurt her head in a fall? Or had the unthinkable happened and someone else caused the fall? Someone like the woman weeping against the wall?


    “Move, Moxie. You’re in the way. Off you go.” Thea knelt down and, giving the dog a small shove, picked up Mary-Alice’s delicate wrist. A feeble throb told her to hope. “I think she’s alive. Call 911!”


    The woman ignored Thea’s directive and mumbled, “I didn’t do anything. It wasn’t me. I don’t know what happened to her. I just popped in to freshen up and found—”


    “Toss me the phone, then!” Thea held out her hand.


    No response from the woman except her continued denials. It was maddening.


    A noise at the double doors caused Thea to look up.


    Kenneth Ransome, Mary-Alice’s great-nephew, burst into the bedroom like a human cannonball. “Is somebody hurt? Where’s my great-aunt? Who made that unholy yowl?” His overbite almost a snarl, he glared at the woman now cowering beside the bathroom wall.


    “Over here, Kenneth.” Thea strained her neck and waved him over. “It’s your great-aunt. There’s been . . . an accident.”


    It had to be true. Who would want to harm Mary-Alice Wentworth?


    “An accident?” Kenneth rushed around the bed to Mary-Alice’s side. His bulk nearly knocked Thea flat. Squatting, he began to stroke his great-aunt’s arm with a meaty hand, tender against her silky sleeve.


    “Oh, no!” he said, repeating the words of the day. “Wake up, Auntie. Don’t leave me!” He stopped stroking her arm and waved his big hand back and forth in a fan-like gesture.


    Nice try. Their hostess was still out cold.


    “She’s not in a coma, is she? Could she just be overcome with the heat?” He gave Thea an expectant look from beneath bushy brows. “Don’t old ladies have the vapors or something?”


    Thea stared at Kenneth. Funny, he didn’t look like he’d been reading Victorian novels. She must remind herself never to depend on him in a disaster.


    Where was the telephone? The empty charger sat on the bedside table.


    “Do either of you have a phone?” Thea asked, first facing the woman, then Kenneth. Apparently not. Nor did Thea. She remembered seeing a cell phone in the sitting room.


    Frantic, she said, “Kenneth, stay with Mary-Alice. I’ll go downstairs and call 911.” Then she wavered. Would an emergency response take too long? In a house full of people, surely someone knew life-saving techniques. Maybe it was the best way to begin. She darted for the doors and froze.


    A number of guests had silently squished inside the bedroom, building a blockade. Thea held out her hands, imploring. “Is there a doctor in the house?” The familiar cliché left her lips before she could check herself. And just her luck, too. Cole Mason stood among the crowd.


    “Dr. Wellman is downstairs,” Cole said. “I’ll bring him right up.” He worked his way out of the room, directing others out as well. “Mary-Alice needs some air. Let’s wait downstairs.”


    Thea called out her thanks and returned to Mary-Alice, wanting to do something. Perhaps a pillow under her hostess’s head?


    No. What if there was a neck injury? Thea grabbed a thick, mohair throw and covered Mary-Alice’s limbs. What else could Thea do for her friend? Say a prayer?


    The crowd withdrew, one by one, though some still sought a glimpse of Mary-Alice. The woman-stranger hiccupped and clamped a hand over her mouth. Then, with one economizing move, she wiped a few tears with her suit sleeve.


    “Who are you, anyway?” Kenneth stopped patting his aunt’s arm and stared at the woman. It seemed he might say more, but something turned his attention back to Mary-Alice. “Wait! She’s coming around.”


    Mary-Alice groaned and turned toward her nephew. “Kenneth?” Her voice was just above a whisper. “What happened?”


    “You don’t remember?” He tucked the soft throw around her shoulders. “Never mind. Just rest. I’ll take care of you, Auntie. I promise.”


    “I’ll take care of my mother, thank you.” A new voice inserted itself into the scene, causing Thea to look up. A fiftyish woman wearing an emerald green pantsuit marched across the room, speaking with authority, “Kenneth, go back to the party and do what you do best. Blow out a bunch of blarney about the old quilt.”


    Louisa Wentworth Carver, the current relative residing in the mansion, snapped back the white, whole-cloth quilt adorning Mary-Alice’s bed, a take-charge maneuver. She stared hard at her cousin through eyes accentuated by dark brows, lips red as a stop sign. Her chin-length blackened hair contrasted a dried-plaster complexion, giving her a Goth look.


    Thea glanced at Kenneth, puzzled. How odd Louisa hadn’t even bothered to come to her mother’s side. Did her dislike of her cousin keep her from offering assistance?


    “We were doing fine without you,” Kenneth said. He smiled back down at his aunt, showing twenty-something front teeth. “Weren’t we, Auntie?”


    “Oh, sure. I can see that.” Louisa plumped the pillows up until they stood at attention. “What I don’t see is why I have to hear about my mother’s misfortune from strangers.”


    “They’re not strangers.” Thea bristled. She rose and marched around to where Louisa was straightening the sheets. “They are friends. And family. Like you.”


    Louisa sent Thea a glare of disapproval. “Of course. Pardon me for not noting all the good will in this house when my poor mother is lying in a bloody heap on the floor.” She gave the mattress a slap and spoke directly to Kenneth, ignoring further interaction with Thea. “Now, lift her up here and carefully! I’d help you, but I have a bad back. Mother will be much more comfortable in her own bed than lying on the hardwood.”


    “You’re not seriously suggesting we move her, are you?” Kenneth asked.


    Louisa straightened, as if set to debate. “As her daughter, I have the authority to—”


    “Stop arguing, you two!” Mary-Alice’s weak whisper silenced them both. “My head. . . .” She closed her eyes again.


    Thea longed to cradle her friend’s head and deck her daughter at the same time. Before she could do any decking, Dr. Wellman entered the bedroom, followed by Cole.


    “Where’s our patient?” Wellman, wearing the look of an unmade bed, had once been Mary-Alice’s personal physician. Now retired, he only made house calls when dinner was involved. But he always carried his medical bag, just in case someone needed his expertise. The old doctor hurried over to where Mary-Alice lay and stooped, setting down his bag. He rummaged inside and pulled out his stethoscope.


    “Now this might be a little cold.” Dr. Wellman pressed the tool to his patient’s chest. The tubing snaked across her blouse. “Are you awake, my dear?”


    “Barely.” Mary-Alice spoke with an effort, eyes still shut. “Listening to my family fight makes me want to sleep until next week.” She attempted a weak smile.


    “Too bad.” Wellman glanced up at those gathered nearby. “Maybe you can give us some privacy while I conduct my examination. I’ll let you know when I’m through.”


    He bent down, and as they left the room, Thea heard him ask, “Do you know my name, my dear? Or, better yet, can you remember yours?” followed by a chuckle.


    Thea closed the door and joined the others in the spacious hall. Kenneth, face colored with concern, kept watch on the bedroom. Louisa tapped her foot. The strange woman stood away from the rest, an outsider. Cole took out a small, spiral-bound book and jotted notes.


    Wait a minute.


    “You’re not going to write a news article about this terrible experience, are you?” Thea knew he was good at his job, but was this necessary?


    “Don’t worry, I’ll keep it off-the-record.” Cole winked at Thea. “Just a few notes, in case the police get involved.”


    “Police?” Kenneth looked stricken. “Are you saying my great-aunt’s fall was not an accident?”


    “Not exactly,” Cole said. He paused, apparently thinking it over. “But when Mary-Alice remembers what happened, there may be no choice but to involve the police.”


    “Oh, no, oh, no, oh, no!” The strange woman clasped and unclasped her hands. “I need to go . . . to . . . er . . . visit the powder room. Excuse me.” Surprising them all, she turned and shot down the hallway with hurried steps.


    “Wait! Wait!” Arms flailing, Kenneth lunged after the escapee. He grabbed her sleeve before she disappeared down the back stairs and dragged her back to their little circle.


    “Do you mind?” She jerked her arm away, her first sign of spunk. Kneading the offended limb, she gazed at the stairwell with longing.


    Thea and Cole exchanged astonished looks as if agreeing the situation was going badly off-script.


    “Sorry, ma’am,” Kenneth exaggerated the second word. He moved to bar her way in case she got stair-happy again. “Who invited you to our family crisis?”


    The woman winced at his words, returning to her mouse-like self. “Of course. How . . . how rude of me.” She backed up a bit from Kenneth’s looming figure. “My name is Odette Milsap. How do you do?” Odette put out a timid hand.


    “What are you doing here? Upstairs?” Kenneth asked, snubbing the shake. “Specifically, what were you doing in my great-aunt’s boudoir?”


    “Good question.” Louisa, in lady-of-the-manor mode, crossed her arms and shifted her weight to one hip.


    “Oh, no.” Odette’s eyes filled. “I’m just a visitor. I didn’t hurt anyone. Especially not Mrs. Wentworth!” She sniffed and dug in her pockets. “I’m harmless as a kitten. At least, my Charles used to say so. God rest his soul. He’s been gone for five long years.”


    “Lucky dude,” Kenneth said in a low voice.


    In spite of her annoyance with Odette, Thea could see they were all ganging up on the woman. Putting aside her wish to join the gang, Thea switched subjects. “Would someone please go downstairs and inform the other guests what we know so far? I’m worried the small crowd who saw Mary-Alice passed out on the floor may have already gotten some gossip going.”


    “Good thinking. I’m in.” Cole closed his notebook and deposited it back into his pocket. He gave a guy-slap to Kenneth’s broad back. “Why don’t you and I do the honors, Ken? I could use your help.”


    “Well . . .” Kenneth didn’t seem so keen on the idea. Or maybe he just didn’t like being called Ken.


    “What if someone saw something important?” Cole asked.


    Kenneth considered. “Okay. I’m in, too.”


    “Great.” Cole steered Kenneth across to the staircase, asking him questions as they went. He glanced back at Thea once, gesturing toward Odette with his chin, an encouragement to get the scoop.


    The stranger’s expression seemed wary, and she turned toward the stairs again as if to exit but was unable, corralled. Not only by Thea’s presence, but also by Louisa’s, who edged closer, staring at Odette, indictment in her eyes.


    A bad situation had just worsened.


    The bedroom door opened, and Dr. Wellman poked his head out. “Louisa, I wonder if you might come in and talk to your mother. She is refusing my recommendation to go to the hospital for an evaluation.”


    “But she’s okay?” Louisa dropped her Cruella De Ville countenance. “Does she need to go?”


    “I expect she’s fine. Resting comfortably in bed, petting her puppy. And except for a bad headache, seems almost herself now.” Wellman stole the rest of the way into the hall, securing the bedroom door behind him. “She’s rubbing the back of her head. A little bleeding, not much. But head wounds can be risky.”


    As much as she didn’t want to ask the question, Thea wanted the doctor’s expert opinion. “Do you think someone might have, you know, hit her?”


    What if it was true? Okay, maybe not the anxious Odette. But someone else? What if there was a psycho at the soirée?


    “Couldn’t say. I expect she fell. She doesn’t remember.”


    Thea cut her eyes to Odette, who apparently was attempting to fade away by inching backward. Did she know something about Mary-Alice’s fall? Something she wasn’t telling?


    “What about a stroke?” Louisa asked. “Maybe she lost her balance and hit her head.”


    “I see no sign of a stroke. But they will rule it out at the hospital.” Dr. Wellman tiptoed back to the door, beckoning Louisa to follow. “She’s got an ugly knot on the back of her head. And head traumas are deceiving. Even if she feels fine, she may not be. I want her checked out by a medical team just to be safe. I’ll make the call.” He patted his pocket, indicating he was armed with a cell phone. Then the doctor disappeared into the room, leaving the door open just enough for Louisa to enter.


    “How will I get her to go?” Louisa looked at Thea and shrugged. “You know Mother never does anything unless she wants to do it.”


    “You’re right.” Thea thought a moment. “Tell her you’re packing a bag for her trip to the hospital in case she has to stay. Then pick out things she wouldn’t want to take. On purpose.”


    “I get it.” Louisa smiled, looking quite unlike her uncivil self. “She won’t like me choosing for her. She’ll soon be busy controlling the situation, I expect. Thanks.” She disappeared into the bedroom.


    Pleased she could be of assistance, Thea turned to tackle the Odette dilemma. Down the hall, the woman inched along the polished oak floors toward the back stairs.


    “Halt!” Thea said.


    Halt? Who says halt these days?


    Odette halted. She spun slowly around until she faced Thea, who flaunted her sternest, don’t-mess-with-me manner.


    “Odette Milsap. We need to talk.”
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