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Chapter 1
Every small town has its traditions. Bliss, Texas, is no exception. We have your typical holiday parades and summer concerts, sure. But the big deal on the annual town calendar in Bliss is the Margaret Moffette Lea Pageant and Ball. Or the Margaret Festival, as the locals call it. The event used to be one of the dividing lines between the haves and the have-nots in our small town. If you weren�t a Margaret, you were a have-not.
I was never a Margaret.
Which meant it was a funny twist of fate that I�d been hired to make dresses for a few of this year�s debutantes.
I was back in my hometown after being away for more than fifteen years. I�d inherited my great-grandmother�s house on Mockingbird Lane and had turned the front section into Buttons & Bows, my custom dressmaking boutique. My great-grandmother�s spirit was alive and well and keeping me company, although effective communication with her was a might dicey and difficult. The best thing, though, was that after years of thinking the Cassidy family legend (a charm bestowed upon the women in my family by our ancestor Butch Cassidy�s wish upon an Argentinean fountain long ago) had skipped over me, I now knew that it hadn�t.
I had magical dressmaking abilities.
Which meant that when I created dresses for people, their wishes and dreams, both good and bad, came true. Unfortunately, my charm was relatively new to me and didn�t manifest on command. I needed a needle, thread, and a real sense of who a person was before it seemed to work.
�That�s not a stage,� I said, pushing my square-framed glasses up on the bridge of my nose and staring in dismay at the raised wooden walkway running through the center of the Bliss Country Club�s event room. �That�s a catwalk.�
�And it�s a big one.� Josie Kincaid, n�e Sandoval, stood next to me. We both frowned at the four-foot-wide, twenty-eight-foot long, five-foot-tall T-shaped monstrosity. As a former New York fashion designer, I knew my catwalks, and this one was the granddaddy of all runways. It was lit with summer runway splendor. Floor lights were already installed along the edges, while bright intelligent stage lights stood like sentries to the gray carpeted platform. Mrs. Zinnia James, chair of this year�s pageant, had clearly spared no expense. She�d just directed her dollars in the wrong direction.
A charge of mischievousness shot through me. I looked at Josie. She looked at me, a glimmer in her eyes. And without a single word, we both scurried to the steps leading up to the stage. I dropped my sewing bag, and with one more look at each other, followed by determined nods in unison, we sashayed down the wooden runway, sucking in our cheeks, pouting our lips, and swinging our hips the way any model worth her salt would do.
At the end, we stopped to pose. �Oo-la-la.� Josie gave a little hip wiggle before sashaying back down the runway. �The room�s nice,� she tossed over her shoulder.
�Yeah, it is.� Celebrating Sam Houston�s presidency of the Republic of Texas was an annual monthlong event, culminating in the debutante ball that would take place in this very room. Bliss�s finest families, all primed and dressed to the nines, would watch their daughters make their formal entrance into polite society.
�You�re a natural,� I said, following her back down the catwalk. �You sure you were never a Margaret?� Of course I knew Josie had never participated. Neither one of us had the pedigree. Josie came from a working-class, immigrant mother, and I was descended from an outlaw. Not quite debutante material.
�Positive,� she said. �But my daughter, if I ever have one? She�ll be a Margaret.� She whirled around and wagged a finger at me. �Which reminds me. I want you to pencil that in. Little baby girl Kincaid. Margaret dress. Date unknown, but whenever she�s sixteen, I want you making her dress. Deal?�
I eyed her stomach. Josie was shorter than me and curvy in all the right places, but I didn�t detect even the slightest bit of a baby bump. �Josie, you�re not�?�
She waved away the very idea. �Not yet. Give a girl a chance to be married for a few months, would you?�
I laughed. �Take all the time you need. Rest assured, baby girl Kincaid, sixteen plus years from now, will have a gorgeous Margaret gown handmade and hand-beaded by Harlow Cassidy.�
I�d been commissioned to make three dresses this year�at a cost of nearly fifteen thousand dollars each and with a nice profit built in�including one for Zinnia James�s granddaughter, Libby. The wealthy residents of Bliss spared no expense for their daughters� pageant gowns. The first two dresses were done, and I was thrilled with how they�d turned out, but I was struggling with Libby�s.
And being summoned to the club by Mrs. James was interfering with my precious sewing time� time I couldn�t afford to squander.
�Right,� Josie scoffed. �You�ll be so famous for your couture clothing that my poor baby girl�s gonna have to get her dress made by one of the Lafayette sisters. They�re old now. In sixteen years, they�ll be ancient.�
I didn�t want to be famous. Able to make a comfortable living doing what I loved�that was my goal. �They still look good, but sixteen years is a long time. I�ll save the date for your not-yet-conceived daughter.�
�Good,� she said with a satisfied nod, twirling around and curtsying for the empty banquet room. �Now, what do you think the senator�s wife wants to talk to you about?�
�I was just wondering the same thing.� It was freaky how Josie could read my mind sometimes. We�d reconnected only a few months ago, just before her wedding to the town�s most eligible bachelor, Nate Kincaid. Her sparkly personality and infectious smile had helped her win Nate�s heart; plus she had breathed new life into Seed-n-Bead, the shop she now owned on the town square. It had also made her my confidant since I�d moved back to Bliss. I�d never really had a best friend, but Josie�and Madelyn Brighton, the catch-all photographer for Bliss and a connoisseur of all things supernatural�was pretty close. �And I have no idea. It was all very clandestine. The note was in my mailbox. No stamp, so she hand delivered it.�
�Aha,� Josie said, wagging her index finger at me. �She had someone else deliver a note to you. She is the type to have other people do her bidding. So basically, you�re her lackey.�
�I�m not her lackey,� I said. But actually, the thought had occurred to me. �Mrs. James loves Buttons and Bows. She comes in all the time, for the smallest little thing. She brought me a special piece of silk ribbon a few days ago. Said it had been her grandmother�s hair ribbon and she wanted me to somehow use it on Libby�s dress.�
�Oh, like something borrowed, something blue.�
�Exactly.�
She glanced at my brown and white Dena Rooney-Berg bag sitting back on the stage. You could just see the orange handles of my Fiskars poking out through the open zipper. �Does she want you to do a fitting, or something?�
�No, I did an alteration job over in Glen Rose.� I pushed my glasses onto the top of my head and added, �A fashion emergency. The woman is part of a skit at her family reunion tonight, and the dress didn�t fit.�
�I might need some alterations on my clothes, too, if I don�t quit eating all the pastries from Villa Farina,� Josie said, patting her behind.
I laughed as I maneuvered myself off the runway. I changed the subject. �Did I tell you that Mrs. James and my grandmother were friends when they were kids and that they actually fought over my grandfather?�
She gaped at me�a full-on chin drop that left her mouth wide open. �No, really? Like in a if Mrs. James had won his heart instead of Coleta, you wouldn�t have been born kind of way?�
As I nodded, a noise from behind caught my attention. I turned just as a black, square box sitting on a card table softly whirred to life. The cord snaked down from the machine and attached to a heavy orange extension cord that disappeared behind the newly installed black ceiling-to-floor curtains.
The mechanism of the machine, visible through a wide cutout, held something yellow. It began a slow rotation and�
�Bubbles!� Josie giggled, reaching up to catch one in the palm of her hand when they drifted our way.
Muffled footsteps came from backstage, growing louder as the bubble machine settled into maximum output, letting out a silent stream of glistening soap spheres.
Suddenly a man�s voice, curt and tinged with judgment, carried out to us. �It�s a might early for that, isn�t it?�
There was a surprised gasp, then a woman said, �I believe in being prepared.�
�That�s Mrs. James,� I whispered to Josie. The senator�s wife had a commanding and easily recognizable voice. She was all business, in a Southern lady kind of way.
�I thought it was a pageant, not a monkey show.�
I would have said fashion show, but I�d thought the very same thing. The catwalk was all wrong for the event. There would be a pageant, during which Mr. and Mrs. Allen, Mrs. James�s daughter and son-in-law, would play the esteemed roles of Sam Houston and Margaret Moffette Lea. The society girls and their beaus would be escorted out, and they would all perform several elaborate and authentic dances for the audience. �We need the stage, but not the runway,� I said to Josie. �But,� I added, �they could use this catwalk for the winter fashion show. Mrs. James mentioned her plans to me a while back.� I kept my voice low. �A winter wonderland theme featuring the women of Bliss. She wants me to be in charge of it. This exact catwalk will be perfect for that.�
Josie�s olive complexion sparkled, suddenly lit up from inside. �A fashion show? That sounds divine! Can I be in it?�
�Shhh!� I held my finger to my lips, flicking my gaze backstage. Even though Josie and I had been here first and I�d been summoned, I suddenly felt like we were intruding on a private conversation. �You�re married to the former most eligible bachelor in town,� I whispered. �Heck, in all of Hood County. I�m sure you�ll be the main attraction.� Even without the gold band on her ring finger and Nate Kincaid on her arm, Josie was a picture of loveliness. She glowed. I liked to think it was the magic I�d sewn into the seams of the wedding gown I�d made for her, or the dreams I�d infused as I painstakingly looped each thread through each individual bead.
�Why are you here?�
I jerked at the harshness in Mrs. James�s voice, whipping around to face her. But she wasn�t talking to us. She was still hidden behind the velvet curtains.
�She�s talking to him,� Josie said under her breath.
Now I really didn�t want to be here. My heart slid from my throat back down to its proper position and I was about to tell Josie we should skedaddle, but the man�s voice shot out again. �I�ve been waiting,� he said. �Unless you don�t want this thing to go on as planned.�
Mrs. James scoffed. �Oh, it�s happening, whether you approve or not. Now, you may leave.�
There was a heavy pause. Josie and I looked at each other, both of us with raised eyebrows and pinched lips. They sounded madder than a barrel of trapped water moccasins.
Finally, he spoke again. �Sam Houston was married three times�is that somethin� to be proud of? Do you really want these girls to be someone�s third wife? Children should be raised by their parents. That�s what we should be modelin�, not this� this� this.�
�Isn�t that calling the kettle black,� Mrs. James snapped. �If you believed that, we wouldn�t be having this conversation.�
I told myself that eavesdropping was bad, but I was riveted. Pageants, big hair, and a love of Sam Houston were practically Texas requirements, but this guy didn�t buy into it.
�You�ve been here long enough to know that we are presenting Bliss�s daughters to society. These girls, sir,� Mrs. James intoned haughtily, �go through an arduous year of preparation for an upper-class lifestyle. They receive an education in etiquette, good manners, and bearing. They�ve attended rounds of parties and afternoon teas that began last September. A truly prepared Margaret knows how to greet and introduce people, knows the importance of writing proper invitations and thank-you notes, and will be able to host with poise, manners, and social grace, something every man wants for his daughter or his wife. Wouldn�t you agree��
He snorted, cutting Mrs. James off again; he was clearly lacking in social grace. �I�m talkin� �bout girls who don�t have the right pedigree. What about them, hmm?� I imagined him making air quotes as he said this. �They�re just shit outta luck. A little elitist, don�t you think?�
Mrs. James cleared her throat, likely swallowing down her desire to slap the man for his impudence and his language. �That is not your concern.�
�Oh, but it is. All the poor girls who can�t afford the price tag��
�The pageant is for everyone, not just those girls who are being presented. It�s our town�s show of patriotism. It stems,� she said more forcefully, �from our love of God and country. We have a scholarship fund, you know. Why must you make a fuss?� she hissed.
The man sneered, �It�s not about patriotism. It�s for show, and it�s all a lie. All of it,� he repeated. He said something else, but we couldn�t quite hear.
�Over my dead body,� Mrs. James asserted, but the next thing out of her mouth was calm and controlled. �Our pageant sets the tone of social life that filters down and elevates the whole of Bliss. You will not spoil it, and you will not get what you want.�
�Wanna bet?�
�Enough, sir.� There wasn�t a bit of compromise in Mrs. James�s voice. �It�s quite a good thing you don�t have a daughter, don�t you think?�
�Harsh,� Josie whispered.
�Yeah,� I whispered back.
He spoke with slow deliberation, grinding out his words. �If I did, would she be welcome here?�
He was like Cesar Chavez, representing the little guy, the people with no voice. I liked Mrs. James, but I totally saw his side of things. I wished I could drag him outside, tell him that my family did go back five generations in Bliss, but that hadn�t made me want to participate in the pageant and I�d turned out just fine. Better than fine, in fact.
�You have no right to be here. You cannot come in here and tell me how to run this pageant,� Mrs. James said. �The Margaret Society works on this event all year long. It runs like clockwork, and nothing will stop it from happening. Not you. Not anything. The Lafayette sisters have devoted their lives to it, for heaven�s sake. It�s a tradition��
�I work here. I have every right to be here. This pageant and ball��he said it like he could barely stand to utter the words��is a circus. Do you make them do tricks and show their teeth and the bottom of their shoes?�
�You�re just the golf pro,� she said, her voice dripping with disdain. �That hardly qualifies you to comment on our tradition.�
�Really low blow,� Josie whispered.
He gave a bitter laugh. �I may not come from a wealthy family� Oh, wait. Neither do you. Oh, yes, I�ve done my research. The Heckers were just a mercantile family. Shopkeepers.� He scoffed. �You act all high and mighty, but you�re no better than me. At least I�m honest about it, unlike most of you. You go to your luncheons and get your plastic surgery and play dress up like you�re some kind of Texas royalty, but you�re all frauds, throwing parties and doing whatever you can to make people think you�re something you�re not. If you only knew how easy it is to forge your credentials� Oh, wait�,� he snapped. �You do. You�ve written family histories for all the girls, whether they�re legitimate or not.� He laughed, adding a snide, �Kind of like a lawyer who never passed the bar or a doctor without a license�a Margaret without a pedigree. Might bring down the whole town.�
�We�re done here,� Mrs. James said tautly.
�Are we? I told you, I�d back off if��
�I said, enough!�
His voice dripped with sarcasm. �You better watch your temper or your face might crack. Then who will put all the pieces back together again?�
Josie and I stood frozen in place as the heels of Mrs. James�s pumps clicked against the vintage hand-scraped hardwood floor of the back stage. We�d eavesdropped for too long and now it would be impossible to pretend we hadn�t heard the knockdown fight between Mrs. James and the country club�s golf pro. Any second, she was going to round the corner of the curtains and see us. My breath was itching to be released from my lungs, but I held it in, nervous as all get-out, afraid one little exhalation would reveal our presence.
I snuck a look at Josie. Her face looked exactly like I imagined mine did�horrified that we were about to be caught. Catching her attention, I held my left palm out flat while pretending to walk my right index and middle fingers across it. She notched her head toward the side door that led right into the parking lot. Could we tiptoe out without them knowing?
She had on a pair of coral linen shorts, a draped black beaded blouse, and suede-and-rhinestone Yellow Box flip-flops, a staple in nearly every Texas woman�s closet. With their rubber soles, they were also quiet�perfect for sneaking out of a room.
I, on the other hand, had started my day with a red gingham dress trimmed with white lace, a jean jacket, and black cowboy boots that may as well have had taps on the soles, they were so loud. We had to give it a try, though. She scurried off the end of the catwalk; then we hunched over and tiptoed across the room, probably looking like the worst spies in history.
Mrs. James and the man�s voices rose again, agitated and loud. �We�re done here��
He cut her off. �Not until��
�I said we�re done. You will leave now, sir,� Mrs. James said, a good dose of venom in her voice, �or you�ll regret it.�
Before we heard his response, I pulled open the door and Josie and I snuck out into the muggy late-July heat of North Texas.

Chapter 2
It took me a good long while to shake out of my mind the blowout between Mrs. James and the man she�d been arguing with, but I�d managed, and now, back at home, I got to thinking about Libby Allen�s Margaret dress again.
�You want it like this?� Will Flores looked down at me from the second to top step of his eight-foot ladder, his deep, rumbling voice knocking me out of my reflections. He held one part of a pulley up to the ceiling.
�Looks good,� I said, hiding a crooked smile as I looked over the top of my glasses, thinking he looked just as good as the pulley�s placement. He was like Toby Keith and Tim McGraw, with a little bad boy Pancho Villa all rolled into one package, and there he was, smack dab in the middle of my sewing workroom. I wondered what my great-grandmother would think of her former dining room housing a custom-rigged dressmaking pulley system made and installed by the man she�d intentionally brought into my life.
If I knew Meemaw, she was doing a country two-step, pleased as punch at her matchmaking. He seemed to find plenty of time to come around and repair the things on my to-do list, which had been Meemaw�s doing, too. Before she passed on, she�d made a deal with Will that I�d give his daughter sewing lessons in exchange for his handyman work around the old farmhouse. Things were working out just how she�d planned them.
The front door to the shop suddenly flung open and my new assistant, who happened to be Will�s sixteen-year-old daughter and a budding seamstress in her own right, Gracie, appeared in the threshold. My apprentice. She was a pantheon of fashion, what with her cockeyed gingham cap, Hollister T-shirt, and white capris. A girl after my own heart. �What�s that?� she asked, sidling up to me and peering at the contraption her dad was installing.
�Your dad�s installing a pulley system so I can work on Libby Allen�s Margaret dress without it dragging on the floor.� After Josie Sandoval�s wedding dress and the hassle of keeping the train off the floor, I�d come up with the pulley idea. Any long gown could be strung up on the contraption, I could do handwork on the skirts without worry, and with one pull of the rope, I could safely store the dress at ceiling level, out of the way and completely secure. �I just sketched the idea out and��I flourished my hand toward Will, still on the ladder, carefully screwing the first piece of the pulley system into the ceiling��voila! He figured it out and now he�s installing it.�
The drill bit slipped and he cursed under his breath.
�Maybe we should get started on the attic,� Gracie said, looking at her dad with a wary eye. �Best to be out of his way if it�s not going too well.�
Being my part-time assistant included helping with the arduous task of clearing out my grandmother�s things from the attic. From her enthusiasm, though, Gracie seemed to enjoy being at Buttons & Bows as much as I liked having her around. We were good company for each other.
�Good plan,� I said. We left Will to the innovation of his dressmaking pulley system and headed upstairs. Gracie gazed at the pictures elbowing their way up the wall. She stopped at an old discolored photograph of a young, solemn-faced couple, tilting her head to the left, studying the photo as if she wanted to memorize every last detail.
�That�s Butch Cassidy and my great-great-great-grandmother, Texana Harlow. I was named after her.�
�That�s him?� She scrunched up her nose. �He�s got such a big face.�
There weren�t many photographs of Butch Cassidy. I�d looked plenty when I was a kid trying to research my family lineage. The ones that did exist didn�t show him as a particularly handsome man. Paul Newman, who made Butch come to life on the silver screen, was a good sight more handsome. �More like a wide jaw,� I said.
�And that�s the outlaw gang?� she asked, pointing to another photograph from Loretta Mae�s tribute to the Cassidy�s colorful family history.
�Yup. Butch is in the center. That�s Sundance on the left. Will Carver and Kid Curry are there,� I said, pointing to one seated man, and another standing behind.
�And who�s that guy?� she asked, pointing at the figure seated in front of Kid Curry.
�That guy,� I said, �is actually Laura Bullion. She was the only Hole-in-the-Wall Gang member who was a woman.�
�Really? A woman outlaw?� She leaned closer. �Huh. You�re right.�
�She robbed her share of trains, from what I know.� We started back up the stairs, ending up in what used to be Loretta Mae�s bedroom but was now mine. Meemaw had kept a tidy house, but her cleanliness downstairs had been at the expense of general organization in the attic. She�d been spry till the end�the end having come when she was well into her eighties�but venturing into the dark attic space through the door off the master bedroom had probably gotten to be too much; haphazardly stacked boxes and miscellaneous stuff were pretty much everywhere.
�Here we go,� I said. The door creaked as I pulled it open. When I�d first inherited the old house, the lightbulbs in the attic had long since burned out. Another reason she�d probably steered clear of the place, letting things pile up instead of clearing them out. It had taken me a flashlight, an hour, and a dicey few minutes standing on top of a wobbly chair just to replace two bulbs.
�So your great-grandma really liked her family history, huh?� Gracie asked as we pulled boxes from the attic and stacked them in my bedroom. I�d made the decision to go through them, one by one, but after just fifteen minutes, I could tell it was going to take forever to make a sliver of headway.
�She loves, er, loved being connected to Butch Cassidy,� I said, correcting my slip of the tongue before Gracie noticed. I had to watch that. I knew Meemaw�s spirit was hanging around, but no one else did and it needed to stay that way. The town already thought my family was strange because of our secret supernatural talents. The family charm manifested itself in different ways, and we tried to keep it under the radar, but I got the sense that many people in town thought there was something odd about my family. It was pretty tough to explain the mysterious goings-on with my mother and her ornery green thumb and the special way my grandmother had with her favorite animal, goats. Mama had taken to growing lavender lately and was trying her hand at lotions and soaps. I had no doubt her crop would yield more lavender than she�d know what to do with. Enter Nana�s goats. They were one another�s check and balance. Nana could get her Nubians and Lamanchas to do anything, even chow down on the overgrown vegetation my mother was behind.
People called us eccentric, but they came from miles away to get Nana�s goat cheeses, invited Mama over for garden consultations, and hopefully, if I was lucky, they�d start contracting with me to make them custom clothing.
�That�s pretty cool.� Gracie bit her lip like she wasn�t sure if she should continue. �But after you told me about him,� she finally said, �I looked him up and��
�And no Harlow woman is mentioned,� I finished, sensing where she was going with her train of thought.
�Someone named Etta Place is��
�Etta was Sundance�s girlfriend.�
�But the article I read said they sorta� um� shared.�
Why was it that Gracie brought up tough subjects with me? I knew her mom had dropped her off with her dad when she was a tiny little thing and had never looked back, but Will was a hands-on father. Couldn�t she talk to him about these things? I�d met Gracie only a few months ago and I grappled with how honest to be with her about close, personal subjects.
Of course, if she�d read anything, then she had to know already where Sundance and Butch met Etta Place. I decided honesty was the best policy. Gracie was a teenager, after all. It wasn�t like she didn�t know how the world worked. �She was a prostitute down in San Antonio,� I finally said.
�Yeah, I read that, too.�
We dragged another box out of the attic, finally creating a path to the wardrobe sitting against the back wall. My target. I�d wanted to rifle through it since I�d moved in, but I�d never made it past the endless jars of buttons and bows. I�d taken dozens of them downstairs to display on an antique bookshelf, but there were still more Mason jars filled with the collectibles. Along with magic and the farmhouse, I�d inherited my great-grandmother�s love of notions. I was constantly adding to the Cassidy collection.
�Most of the women those outlaws hooked up with were. Prostitutes, I mean,� I continued as we picked through the narrow path we�d made to the wardrobe. �So, yeah, Etta might have dated Butch first.�
�Guess times were different back then,� she said.
�Yeah.� I didn�t think times were so different. I knew plenty of women who�d been two-timed by the men they�d loved. Secrets and lies seemed to transcend time. I pulled at the wardrobe door, but it held fast. Locked. �Do you see a key?� I asked, glad to change the subject.
We both searched around the hulking cabinet. There was no ornate key in sight. No key of any kind, in fact.
�What�s in there?� Gracie asked.
�When I was a kid, the wardrobe was downstairs. Loretta Mae kept stacks and stacks of fabric in it. I�m not sure when�or how�it got up here, but I�ve been wanting to look through those old fabric pieces since I moved back.� I backtracked to the wall of jars and ran my fingertips over the outside of the glass containers, stopping when I noticed a small jelly jar filled with needles. Maybe I could pick the lock.
I took hold of it, trying to pull it closer, but it didn�t budge.
Strange. Moving the other jars out of the way, I got a better grip and rocked it back and forth. Finally, it started to come loose and I was able to grab it and yank it free.
A nagging feeling settled in my gut. None of the other containers were stuck to the shelf. I looked at the wood, then at the bottom of the jar. There were no marks. No glue. Nothing that should have prevented me from lifting it right off.
Curious, but then things at 2112 Mockingbird Lane had been curious lately, especially with Meemaw�s invisible spirit flitting around. The jar held a variety of needles: thin, traditional sharps; long-eyed embroidery needles; shorter ones for quilting; long milliners� needles; as well as an assortment of specialty types. Meemaw had them all, from blunt-tipped darning and tapestry, to long, thin doll needles, to heavy curved upholstery needles. She even had a good selection of spiral eye sides, probably to help her with threading as her vision failed.
There was bound to be something in the jar that would work. I went back to Gracie and the wardrobe.
Crouching down in front of the lock, I peered at it, gauging which needle might possibly work to disengage the lock. I started with a tatting needle. It was long and had the same thickness for its entire length. Even so, it was too short.
�Try this one,� Gracie said after I dropped the tatting needle back into the jar.
�The blunt-tipped tapestry needle.� It looked to be a size 13, the largest width available. �Good choice.� Gracie was a natural. But was she a natural seamstress, fingersmith, or locksmith�that was the question. As I plucked it from her open palm, I suddenly knew what it must feel like to be a surgeon asking his OR nurse for a scalpel or clamps. Sewing wasn�t the same as surgery, but just like in the medical world, the variety of tools at a dressmaker�s disposal was vast.
I carefully poked the needle into the keyhole of the armoire�s lock and wiggled it. Around and around the needle went, but still, I couldn�t find the mechanism.
�I can try,� Gracie said.
I was learning to expect the unexpected in Bliss. Just a few months ago, I�d found myself smack dab in the middle of a murder case. Small towns, it turned out, were just as dangerous as the big city. Teaching Gracie to disengage a lock could be considered a life skill. I held out the tapestry needed, but she shook her head, holding up the longest upholstery needle instead.
�Wise, your choice is, my young apprentice,� I said with a wink.
She laughed. �That was the worst Yoda I�ve ever heard.�
I tossed my twin ponytails over my shoulder with as much mock indignation as I could muster. �Maybe, but I get an A for effort.�
She sank to her knees, but the needle slipped from her fingertips just before she could plunge it into the lock. She grumbled, scrambling to find it. �There you are,� she said, but the needle had rolled into the crevice between two of the wooden floorboards and she couldn�t get it out. I handed her the tatting needle so she could pry the first one free. A few seconds later, she was ready, and this time she held her grip as she plunged the needle into the lock. She wiggled it around for a good minute before sitting back on her heels, sighing in frustration. �I don�t think this is going to work.�
Yeah, I was beginning to think the same thing. �Let me try one more time.� I took her upholstery needle in one hand, my tapestry needle in the other, and jabbed them both in at the same time. A cold breeze floated over me. A shiver ran down my spine. I peered at the window, but I already knew it was sealed shut from the last time Meemaw had had the house painted. Saving money until Buttons & Bows really took off meant that, although it was hot, I was running the air conditioner as infrequently as possible. It wasn�t on at the moment. Which left only one explanation. First the jar of needles stuck to the shelf; then Gracie�s butterfingers with the needle and the stubborn lock on the armoire. Finally, the cold air, when normally Meemaw surrounded me with a pocket of warmth. She was here, and she didn�t want me to open this cupboard for some reason.
�You�re not going to stop me,� I muttered.
�What?�
�Oh, nothing,� I said to Gracie. �Just talking to the lock.� I rotated the needles around and around and around, unwilling to give up. I had no idea why Meemaw wouldn�t want me to see what was inside, but she�d transferred the deed to my name the day I was born, and everything in the house was now mine. She had to have known I�d go through the attic eventually.
I wiggled the needles some more, poking them in and out and moving them all around. Finally, one of them landed in a crevice. I sucked in a surprised breath, then froze, afraid that if I moved, the needle would fall out of the lock mechanism. Slowly, I readjusted my hold on the upholstery needle, holding it firmly in place. With my left hand, I carefully moved the tapestry needle, trying to maneuver it into the same hole as the other one.
My fingers started to cramp. Perspiration beaded on my forehead. One of the needles slipped. �Damn.� I muttered under my breath, carefully working to try to find the hole. I kept at it, but didn�t make any headway. �I give up,� I finally said, then suddenly blurted, �Oh. Oh!� as the tapestry needle slid into the hole beside the upholstery needle.
Like a kangaroo, Gracie bounced up and hovered by my side. �You got it? Is it opening?�
I bit my lower lip, closing my eyes to try and feel my way. Still moving the needles around, this time within the hole, I tried to find a way to disengage the lock.
Gracie sucked in a breath, holding it as she batted her hands against her thighs. �Harlow, is it working?� she said after a loud exhale.
The heavier, blunter needle finally landed on a raised piece within the mechanism. I pushed, depressing the tiny movable button. The lock clicked and disengaged. �Take hold of the handle,� I whispered, afraid that if I spoke too loudly, the needle would lose its precarious hold on the button.
Gracie reached over my arm and grabbed the brass pull-tab handle.
From somewhere behind us, the steady clomping of footsteps sounded.
Gracie shivered as another cold breeze blew by us. �What is that?� she said, peering around her. �The air�s not on.�
I shrugged, playing it off. �Old houses. You know.�
�Right. Like the creaking pipes. This place is totally haunted.�
How right she was.
The footsteps behind us grew closer. I felt my grip on the two needles slipping. �Open the door, Gracie,� I urged.
�Hello?� Will�s voice cut through the atmospheric silence of the attic and then, suddenly, he was behind us. �What�s going on?� he asked, just as his daughter swung open the armoire door and we both squealed. �This the piece you want moved downstairs?�
I nodded as a little gust of air blew through the dank room, catching the left door of the armoire and swinging it closed. I grabbed it, opening it again and holding it firm. �Nice try,� I murmured under my breath so only Meemaw would be able to hear me. The fabric I remembered being in the cupboard was no longer there, and for the life of me, I couldn�t imagine why my great-grandmother, Loretta Mae Harlow Cassidy, wouldn�t want me to see the three stunning and painstakingly detailed gowns that hung on the wooden rod before me.
�Wow.� Gracie stared at them, awestruck, like she�d discovered Cinderella�s gowns.
�Yeah.� I stared. They were beautiful, each one different from the next, unique, ornate, and made from the finest fabrics and trims.
�Kind of old-fashioned, aren�t they?� Will said.
Both Gracie and I peered up at him, frowning. Just like a man not to appreciate the beauty of a period gown. �Yes,� I said, �but that�s the point.� A few months ago I�d learned from Mrs. Zinnia James that my own grandmother had been a Margaret in her day, but she wouldn�t have needed three dresses. Who else could they belong to? I knew my mother hadn�t been in the pageant, but had my great-grandmother, or her mother, Cressida? �They�re replicas from the 1800s,� I said. �They�re supposed to be old-fashioned.�
Gracie stood back, her lips pulled to the side. I�d learned over the last few months that this was her deep-in-thought expression. She raised her hand like she was in class. �Why did your great-grandmother lock up the cupboard?� she asked. �Ooo, ooo, ooo! Do you think they could be stolen?�
I frowned, considering. Stolen from whom? And by whom? And why would Meemaw keep these gowns on the down low, hiding them, even from me? Unless they were valuable� I inspected them more closely. They looked like they�d been made around the same time, and the quality�both of the fabrics and the workmanship�was excellent. From the perfect spacing and straight lines, I was sure the backstitching had been done by machine, but I felt sure that on an original 1800s dress, it would have been done by hand. �No, I don�t think they�re originals.�
Gracie carefully took the pale green silk gown from the satin-covered hanger and held it up to herself.
Will gave a low whistle. �You�d make a stunning debutante, Daughter.�
Gracie blushed. �Why thank you, Father.� She fanned out the folds of the skirt and twirled around like a fairy princess.
Will folded his arms across his chest. �Um, listen, Gracie. I know you said you didn�t want to be part of the pageant, but are you sure?�
She stopped, gazing up at her father. �You can�t just say you want to be a Margaret, Dad. It�s, like, invitation only. Holly was invited ages ago. You have to, like, train.�
Will looked at me for confirmation. �Oh?�
�I heard Mrs. James say the girls have been practicing since last September,� I said with an apologetic shrug.
Gracie hung the dress over her arm, looking a little disappointed. I cleared my throat. �I�ve got an in with a society member,� I said. �I could ask��
They both turned to look at me. Gracie�s eyes opened wide, a grin playing on her lips. �Really? You�d do that? Like, ask one of those society ladies?�
I nodded. Mrs. James had been part of the Margaret Society since her debut�the same pageant Nana had participated in. Being a central figure in the society must mean you could influence who was chosen as the year�s Margarets.
Mrs. James had told me that the minute her granddaughter Libby was born, she�d contracted Trudy and Fern Lafayette to make the dress. It was planned sixteen years in advance, but she�d since had a big falling-out with the sisters when the Margaret Society elected her president. The Lafayette sisters had been in charge of the pageant and ball for years and years, and they had not liked having control of the festivities wrested from their hands.
The last nail in the coffin was when Mrs. James hired me, instead of the Lafayette sisters, to make her granddaughter�s dress. Now Trudy and Fern Lafayette were in a full-on feud with Zinnia James.
�You don�t think it�s too late?� Will asked me.
�I don�t know,� I said, although more than a smidgen of doubt had seized me. My business arrangement with Mrs. James didn�t mean she owed me anything�more like I owed her something�but I could ask.
Gracie�s face lit up and I knew I would promise Mrs. James just about anything if she�d let her be a Margaret.
As she held the dress back up, an imperfection in the fabric of the bodice caught my eye. I leaned closer, the pad of my finger brushing against it.
�Maybe I could wear this?� she asked, but she saw my expression and frowned in response. �What�s wrong?�
�There�s a tear here,� I said, pointing at the inch-and-a-half-long gash in the fabric. �Like someone grabbed hold and ripped it apart, all the way through to the boning.� I leaned closer, noticing something else. �And look, the edges are frayed. This wasn�t a clean tear.�
Will bent down next to me to get a better look, his fresh soapy scent overpowered by the mothball smell wafting from the armoire. �No?�
I took the dress from Gracie, noticing another tear at the armhole. I brought it closer to get a better look and fingered the ripped fabric for a moment, then flipped the bodice down to see the underside.
A little jolt went through me, and a sudden flash of emotions. Anger. Betrayal. Lies. �No,� I said. �This dress has history.� But what it was, I had no idea.

Chapter 3
�Hello?� A singsong voice drifted up the stairs, through my bedroom, and into the attic. �Anyone home?�
�Up here,� I called, pushing my curiosity aside for now.
A door slammed downstairs and I heard the muffled conversation of two female voices.
�Harlow Cassidy, where are you? I brought Libby in for her fitting.�
Speak of the devil. Mrs. Zinnia James. �Coming!� A knot of guilt formed in my gut, like I was keeping a secret. She�d left me a message, asking why I hadn�t shown for our meeting at the golf club, but I�d been a chicken and hadn�t called back yet. I didn�t want to fess up that I�d overheard the ugly argument between her and the golf pro. Another ping of anxiety flitted through me. And now I had to ask her if she could pull some strings so Gracie could be a Margaret. A sudden vision of me on my knees, hands clasped, begging her, flashed through my mind.
I�d do whatever it took to make it happen. Despite not knowing each other very long, Gracie had a special place in my heart. It might take a year for most girls to train to be a debutante, but Gracie would be a quick study. I just knew it.
I left Will and Gracie in the attic and hurried to the landing, throwing down a quick greeting. Mrs. James stood at the base of the staircase, her silvery hair shimmering like a halo.
�So sorry I wasn�t able to meet you earlier,� I said, the lie heavy on my tongue. I hurried on. �I�m not quite ready to fit Libby again, but I�ll show you the gown.� I skipped down the stairs, meeting them at the bottom. The dresses flitted back into my mind. Considering that she�d been the one to tell me that my grandmother, Coleta Cassidy, had been a Margaret, she�d appreciate the discovery and maybe she�d know something about them. �I was going through some of Meemaw�s things in the attic. You�ll never guess what I found,� I said brightly.
�In Loretta Mae�s attic?� She held a perfectly French-manicured finger to her lips, thinking. �Knowing your great-grandmother and her penchant for fine fabrics and collecting, I�d say you found her collection of antique lace.�
Libby looked like she�d rather be anywhere but here. She meandered over to the rack of ready-to-wear clothing at the far end of the room and perused the garments leftover from my stint at Maximilian Designs in New York, along with my own experimental pieces, and the few samples I�d managed to make over the long, hot summer.
It was true. Meemaw did love fine fabrics, along with her abundant collection of buttons and trims, but I hadn�t rediscovered the lace yet. �No, no fabrics yet, but I�m sure you�re right. There are probably stacks and stacks of them buried in there somewhere. No,� I said, rubbing my hands together excitedly as I led her back into the main room of Buttons & Bows. It had been Meemaw�s living room and still contained her old olive green and gold paisley damask sofa and love seat, her freestanding oval mirror, and a few other pieces from my childhood, but the rest I�d brought in. Together, it worked perfectly, creating a comfortable and warm blend of the past and the present. �There�s an old armoire up there. Inside it, we found three period dresses. I think they might be Margaret dresses.�
Her brow furrowed. �Three? Well, doesn�t that just take the cake? Being in the pageant was the last thing Coleta wanted to do. I wouldn�t have thought she�d have kept her dress all these years.�
My thought exactly. Waltzes at a debutante ball weren�t my grandmother�s style. She loved her farm and her goats. Right now, she was fully entrenched in a new venture: making body butter with goat milk. �Why did she do the pageant?� I asked.
�Dalton, of course,� Mrs. James said without even a nanosecond of hesitation.
I sank down onto the red velvet settee and stared. �My grandfather?�
�No other reason. His family goes back nearly as far as the Kincaids in Hood County, you know. He was to be a beau, whether he wanted to be one or not.�
�A beau?� Not having been part of the festival when I was a teenager meant I was ignorant about the finer details.
�That�s what the escorts are called,� she explained.
�So if Nana hadn�t participated in the pageant and been a Margaret, Granddaddy would have been someone else�s beau?�
Mrs. James glanced at Libby, who was holding up a white and navy yacht dress reminiscent of Debbie Reynolds in Singing in the Rain. A faint smile played on her lips. She saw us looking, the tiniest dimple in her cheek quickly vanished, and she whirled around, hanging it back up on the rack. Her shoulders curled in on themselves. It looked to me like Libby Allen wished she could be invisible and I suddenly knew what her deepest desire was. Not for the first time, I thanked Butch Cassidy for wishing upon that Argentinean fountain and bestowing his descendants with charms. As I continued to work on Libby�s Margaret dress, I�d stitch confidence into the seams and trim it with hopes for poise. By the time Elizabeth Allen, aka Libby, came out to Hood County society, she�d succeed in any situation with aplomb.
�Not just someone else�s,� Mrs. James said quietly after she turned back to me. �Mine.�
�Ohhh,� I said. �So she decided to be in the pageant to woo my grandfather?�
Mrs. James nodded. �Exactly. Coleta is nobody�s fool.�
I suddenly understood why Meemaw had tried to keep me out of the armoire. She knew I�d ask questions and root out the complicated love story of my own grandparents. And yet all that mattered to me was that Nana had ended up with Dalton Massie, my granddaddy, and Mrs. James had married Senator Jebediah James, a distant relation of Etta Place, the woman the Sundance Kid had loved. I found it ironic that our family stories intersected, but it all seemed to have worked out.
The sound of footsteps descending from upstairs interrupted us. We turned just as Will and Gracie rounded the corner into the main room of Buttons & Bows. �Mrs. James,� Will said, taking her offered hand.
�Always a pleasure to see you, Mr. Flores.� She nodded at Gracie. �Miss Flores,� she said to Gracie. �Do you know my granddaughter, Libby? You look to be about the same age.�
Gracie met Libby�s eyes. �Sure.� She lifted her hand in a casual greeting. �Hey.�
Libby kept her chin angled down, but flipped her hand up in a half wave. �Hey,� she said, her voice so soft I could hardly hear it. I had a feeling even the mere idea of being a Margaret was taking a huge toll on the shy girl.
�I love that one, but it doesn�t fit me,� Gracie said to Libby, pointing to a vintage-inspired swing dress. Stretch poplin, a gathered halter bodice with a back tie, side zipper, and a full circle skirt made it fun and flirty. The design had come to me one night and I�d been compelled to make it. It hadn�t been for me, but I hadn�t been willing to sell it.
Libby held it up, fanning the full skirt out. Her voice came out a little soft and breathy. �It�s pretty.�
�It�s totally you. Try it on!� Gracie pushed her toward the privacy screen in the workroom.
A splash of pink colored Libby�s cheeks. �Really? You think so?�
�Oh yeah. Wait a sec�you can wear it to the parade! Go ahead. See if it fits.�
Libby reappeared a minute later. An image of her shot like a bullet into my mind. In the vision her hair was pulled back, a big pink flower tucked behind her ear to match the retro pink rose fabric. My skin flushed with goose bumps as she spun around, the skirt scalloping out around her as she twirled. No wonder I hadn�t been able to sell it; it belonged to her. Of course I didn�t know how that was possible since I hadn�t known Libby when I�d made the dress.
�Looks like I�m buying that dress for my granddaughter,� Mrs. James said with a smile.
I nodded, pleased but preoccupied. Was my charm evolving, or was I just discovering a new facet to it? Either way, I didn�t understand how I could make the perfect garment for someone I didn�t know. But this dress, made before I�d ever met Libby, couldn�t be for anyone else.
Wearing the dress perked up Libby, and I could see a newfound confidence already flowing through her. She listened with wide-eyed admiration as Gracie chattered on about being a dressmaker�s apprentice.
Will, seizing the opportunity to get back to work, sidled by, grabbed his drill, and climbed up the ladder.
�What in tarnation is that?� Mrs. James asked, her gaze following him up the ladder until she was peering at the contraption against the ceiling.
�It�s a dress pulley,� I said. �My own invention��
�More of a collaboration,� Will interjected, looking down at me. �Your idea, my execution.�
�I�m the brains. He�s the brawn,� I said with a laugh.
He scowled down at me, but a glimmer of playfulness shone in his eyes. �I�m gonna let that go for now, Cassidy, but we�re gonna talk about it later.�
�Yes, sir,� I said, giving him a salute. Turning back to Mrs. James, I continued. �We devised it so that I can work on gowns and not worry about the fabric dragging on the ground. Isn�t it great?�
She gazed up at it, a befuddled expression on her face. �How does it work?�
�The gown goes there,� I said, pointing to the wood-framed shape in the center with the lightweight dress form. �When I�m not working on it, I can activate the pulley and the whole thing will be secure at the ceiling.�
She nodded, her lips curved up in an impressed smile. �Quite ingenious, Harlow.�
I agreed, but my pride swelled at her praise. I didn�t know her well, but I�d already gathered that Mrs. James didn�t dole out many compliments.
�Libby,� I called. �Come see your Margaret dress.�
She and Gracie both appeared at the French doors that separated the workroom, formerly Meemaw�s dining room, from the main room of Buttons & Bows. �Is it ready?� Gracie asked. From the twinkle in her eyes, anyone would have thought it was her gown about to be revealed. Libby, on the other hand, stood a foot behind Gracie, her eyes never quite meeting mine.
�No, not ready. But close.� I winked at Libby, and beckoned her into the workroom. �Look,� I said, pointing to the dress in the corner. It hung, inside out, on Meemaw�s old dress form, the skirt of the gown pluming at the hem. �I�ll be ready to do another fitting day after tomorrow. Can you come back?�
Libby nodded as Mrs. James said, �Her mother can bring her.�
�Perfect,� I said, carefully unpinning the shoulder seams of the 1820s-style dress and folding back the lining to give them a glimpse of the bodice. Margaret Moffette Lea had been born in 1819, so the dress was an earlier style from what the original Margaret would have worn, but I thought I could get away with it. There were no Margaret police, as far as I knew.
I�d basted the sections together before I�d stitched them, but now the crisscross long basting threads weren�t necessary. �Let me cut these so you can get a better look,� I said, searching the room for my sewing bag. Then I remembered. �Darn. I left it at the country club��
The buzz of the drill sounded and Will called down from the ladder, �Gonna be loud for a quick minute.�
I found another pair of scissors, my favorite red-handled Ginghers that Gracie had been using lately, and started snipping the basting stitches while Will drilled a handful of screws into the pulley�s frame. I pulled the dress off the form and carefully turned it right side out so Libby could get a good look at the design. The short sleeves were gathered with strips of vertical ruffles and a twisted and layered trim at the squared neckline. The bodice would have a heavy patterned appliqu�, and the straight skirt, when it was finished, would have two rows of small ruffles. It was from the early 1820s rather than the later decades when hoops and corsets really took hold in the fashion world. When I�d met Libby the first time, I knew a simpler pattern would make her feel more comfortable. She�d be one of the most beautiful belles at the ball�of that, I was certain.
�It�s lovely, Harlow,� Mrs. James shouted above the drill. The grating sound stopped as she added, �Just lovely,� her voice loud in the suddenly quiet room.
Will holstered his drill, starting down the ladder as Mrs. James lowered her voice and turned to her granddaughter. �Libby, what do you think?�
�I love it!� Gracie gushed. �That color is totally perfect for you.�
Libby�s cheeks turned rosy and a little dimple dented the left side of her face as she smiled slightly. Her lips parted when she looked back at the gown. I couldn�t be sure, but it looked to me like a mix of thrill and nerves on her face. �I�I like it,� she said, lightly touching the sky blue silk with the pads of her fingertips. �A lot.�
Mrs. James pulled me aside as the girls looked at the detail work on the gown and Will packed up his tools for the day. �Sorry you didn�t make it to see me yesterday,� she said. One side of her mouth lifted and she smiled. Her face looked rather worn and wrinkled. She was usually fresh as a daisy, as Meemaw would say, but not today.
�Oh, well�� I trailed off, hoping she wouldn�t press me. I didn�t want to tell her I�d overheard the argument she�d had.
�It�s a good thing,� she continued. �The workmen brought a runway instead of a stage extension, if you can believe it. Completely wrong. They�ll be replacing it in a day or two.�
I heaved a Texas-sized sigh. �Oh, good. A runway!� I said, throwing all my effort into pretending I hadn�t seen the catwalk. �That wouldn�t have worked at all.� I drew in a bolstering breath. Now was as good a time as any to broach the subject of Gracie participating in the festival. �Mrs. James,� I said quietly, �Gracie was thinking she might like to be a Margaret. I know it�s late, but I was hoping��
I�d spoken softly so no one else would hear me, and I didn�t see Will�s ears perk or his attention shift from his toolbox, but I sensed that he was suddenly focused on hearing Mrs. James�s response.
The senator�s wife didn�t bat an eyelash. �It is late, but for you, Harlow, anything. We�ll have to work her in, and of course she�ll need a gown and an escort. We don�t have an entrance fee, of course, but there is the donation.�
I felt my eyes glaze as she rattled off a few more stipulations. Being a Margaret was serious business.
Will�s shoulders had relaxed and he�d gone back to packing up his tools. His daughter was in the pageant.
Mrs. James wrapped up with me. �Come by the club tomorrow. If Gracie is going to be a Margaret, I�ll need your help reorganizing the lineup and writing her pedigree. Not that it matters a lick, but rules are rules. First thing, say, eight o�clock?�
I forced a smile. I didn�t think it would be hard to add a girl to the roster, but Mrs. James was not the type of person you argued with. She had certain expectations and when she said jump, people were expected to ask, �How high?�
So while I wanted to say, �I really should concentrate on Libby�s dress� and now I have Gracie�s to make too,� instead I tried not to let my shoulders sag, and said, �See you bright and early.�

Chapter 4
July in North Texas is no picnic. It was only seven forty-five in the morning, but the heat index was already at the extreme-caution level. The humidity didn�t help. The second I walked outside, the moisture clung to my skin. My curly hair, pulled up into my standard ponytails on either side of my head, instantly frizzed. And I was one hundred percent positive that I was melting from the inside out.
There was nothing to do but grin and bear it. I knew it took a season for a body to acclimate to a region�s weather patterns and I�d been back in Bliss for only a few months. I grabbed a bottle of water before climbing into my ancient pickup truck, formerly owned by my great-grandmother and recently brought back to working order by Bubba of Bubba Murphy�s repair shop. The one thing Bubba didn�t fix was the air conditioner, which meant I�d look like a drowned rat by the time I got where I was going. Far from swanky country club material, but I�d been summoned by Mrs. James. Enough said.
I opened the window as I drove, but only hot air blew over me. By the time I�d made the thirteen-mile drive to the Bliss Country Club, the blond streak in my hair, a trait all the Cassidy women shared, had broken free from its restraints and hung limply down the side of my face. I did my best to tuck it back into place.
The parking lot was bursting, but only a handful of golfers were on the course. Maybe they�d all woken up with the roosters and were already on the back nine. But the second I stepped inside the air-conditioned lobby of the club and heard the hushed and agitated undertones of the people milling around, I knew the back nine wasn�t seeing all the action; every golfer in town appeared to be right here. Seeking refuge from the heat and humidity? Possibly, but the knot in my gut was telling me that something else was going on.
The whispering seemed to stop as I pushed through the throng of people toward the ballroom. Was it my imagination, or was everyone looking at me, and not in a Look, it�s the dressmaker, Harlow Cassidy, and isn�t she an icon of fashion? way, but in a Let�s give her a wide berth like you�d give one of the Salem witches kind of way.
Like day-old pea soup, the crowd thickened at the doorway to the ballroom. �Excuse me,� I repeated over and over, finally bursting through the choked entrance. The room, complete with the monstrous catwalk, looked just like it had when I�d been here with Josie. Except that the runway lights blazed. Odd, since it was so early.
I�d worn slacks this morning�not my usual clothing choice, but the club had a dress code. I�d done my share of rule-breaking as a kid. Now I was strictly a by-the-book kind of gal.
In and out, that was my goal. I wanted to get back to the shop, work on Libby�s dress, fit Gracie for hers, and ponder the ripped gown from Meemaw�s old armoire.
Mrs. James was nowhere in sight. Peering at the stage, I spotted my sewing bag, just where I�d set it down and forgotten it. It had been knocked over, the contents spilled out onto the stage. When no one was looking, I climbed onto the catwalk and was just ready to scurry down it when a voice called from behind.
�Ms. Cassidy.�
I spun around. Everyone seemed to be staring, but I couldn�t see who�d actually called me. A thread of anxiety slithered through my veins. From the moment I�d walked into the club, I�d felt like something strange was definitely going on, but now I was beginning to think it had something to do with me.
Paranoia? Being a Cassidy meant people had always looked at me like I might be about to cast a spell on them, but this� this felt different. Less cautious suspicion and more morbid curiosity.
I started down the runway, stopping short when I heard my name again. �Harlow Cassidy?�
This time when I turned around, the runway lights were like a spotlight and Rebecca Qui�ones, reporter for channel 8 news, looked up at me from the end of the catwalk. She held a microphone at her side, her navy skirt and cream-colored blouse were crisp and unwrinkled, and her slick black hair was a ribbon of silk flowing down her back. I thought of my own limp hair and wondered how she withstood the brutality of the weather. �I�d like to ask you a few questions,� she said.
I put my palm to my chest. �Me?�
She flicked a look at the man who stood off to her side. He nodded, flipped a switch on the bulky black television camera perched on his shoulder, and suddenly I knew we were rolling.
�You are Harlow Cassidy?� Rebecca Qui�ones asked.
I opened my mouth to respond, but before I could answer, she went on.
�The same Harlow Cassidy who owns Buttons and Bows? You�re a custom dressmaker and fashion designer, is that right?�
�That�s right,� I said, the coil of nerves that wound through me tightening their hold. How did she know who I was, and why would she care?
�What�s your relationship with Macon Vance?�
My mind raced. I closed my eyes for a moment to think. Behind my eyelids, streaks of color and memories smeared. �Macon who?� I said. If it was someone from my childhood here in Bliss, I couldn�t remember. �I think you have the wrong person.�
�Macon Vance, Ms. Cassidy. The golf pro for the country club.�
�I don�t know him,� I said as I turned around. I wanted to find Mrs. James, do what I had to do to get Gracie on the schedule for the pageant, and get home to work.
I heard the dull thump of rushing footsteps and suddenly Rebecca Qui�ones was in step with me, albeit on the ground next to the catwalk instead of on the platform itself. �Isn�t that your sewing bag?� she asked, pointing to the end of the stage. Suddenly I saw that Sheriff Hoss McClaine had crouched next to my Dena Rooney-Berg bag.
�Y-yes.� Red flags shot up in my head and my mouth grew dry.
�And what do you keep in your sewing bag, Ms. Cassidy? Needles? Scissors? Tape measure?�
The same items that could be found in any dressmaker�s bag. Criminy, what did this woman want? I gathered up my gumption, stopped walking, and turned to face her. �Why do you ask, Ms. Qui�ones? Do you have a rip in your skirt that needs mending?�
She gave a smile, and I wondered if the effort would crack her makeup. It didn�t. But it did show me that even her teeth were perfect. Straight and pearly white, the perfect contrast to her olive skin. �No, Ms. Cassidy. My skirt�s fine, but thanks. Actually,� she said, growing serious again, �I�m wondering if you had a personal relationship with Mr. Vance, and if so��
�I don�t know any Mr. Vance,� I said, cutting her off.
�Macon Vance? The golf pro here at the club,� she repeated.
I shrugged. �Yeah, you already said that. I�m not a member here.�
�That�s right. You�re here because�� She paused and tilted her head to the side. �Why are you here?�
�I�m a dressmaker,� I said. �I�m making gowns for some of the Margarets. Now if you�ll excuse me, I�m looking for someone.�
As I approached, the sheriff suddenly stood, his voice raised. �Dust it,� he said to one of his lackeys. Rebecca Qui�ones watched me. Behind her, the camera was still rolling. �I wouldn�t be surprised if the sheriff wants to take a closer look at your sewing supplies, Ms. Cassidy,� she said. There was a snarky little edge to her tone that made me think she knew something I didn�t.
�Why?� I said, hesitating. Why was the sheriff here, anyway, and what needed dusting?
Rebecca Qui�ones stared at me. �You mean you haven�t heard?�
I looked around, noting the odd mix of somber voices and bustling activity. Suddenly, I felt like I�d been transported back to the porch of 2112 Mockingbird Lane, watching a crime scene unfold in front of me. The same feeling I�d had then�one of helpless shock�came over me. It couldn�t happen twice, could it? Not another� death? �Heard what?� I said, my voice as somber as the newscaster�s expression.
�The golf pro, Macon Vance,� she said. She pointed a perfectly manicured acrylic nail in the direction of stage left. �He was found murdered, and I believe the sheriff was just about to take your bag, and everything in it, into evidence.�
The breath suddenly left my lungs, heat spread to my cheeks, and a wave of dizziness slipped over me. �Murdered?� I looked back toward my bag of supplies, and noticed something I hadn�t seen a minute ago. My inexpensive, orange-handled Fiskars were on the ground, a good couple of feet from my bag, like they�d been dropped in a hurry. I started, a lump catching in my throat. They didn�t look right. The blades were open and stained with something dark. �How?� I asked, barely choking the words out.
Rebecca Qui�ones had followed my gaze. From the corner of my eye, I saw her wave her microphone. The cameraman moved in closer, getting a tight shot of me. I tried to turn my back, but Rebecca said, �Stabbed,� and I froze. Because I suddenly knew what the dark substance on the blades was.
Blood.

Chapter 5
Sheriff McClaine, also known as my mother�s secret boyfriend, shooed the looky-loos from the room, then leveled his gaze at me. �Harlow, speak of the devil.�
�What do you mean?� I asked, a solid dose of wariness in my voice.
�Guess you heard about the murder,� he said. �I reckon this is yours?� He gestured to the scattered sewing items.
�Yes, sir.� I thought the sheriff and I had had a little breakthrough after Josie Sandoval�s wedding, but the murder at the golf club seemed to have sent him back to his curmudgeonly state. I jammed my hands on my hips. �I came to collect my bag, and to meet Mrs. James.�
�And just why is your bag here?� he asked in his slow, John Wayne style.
His manner of speaking might be slow and Southern, but his mind was sharp as a tack. I bristled. �I accidentally left it here the other day. I�m working on some of the Margaret dresses.�
�Uh-huh,� he said, tilting his cream-colored straw cowboy hat back on his head. Then he added, �Seems like murder follows you.�
I gulped, not liking this conversation at all, and hoping Rebecca Qui�ones and her cameraman had gone far, far way. �I heard, yes, sir.� I was thirty-three, but the sheriff sent me reeling back to being a scolded sixteen-year-old.
�A man was stabbed.�
�Yes, sir,� I said, the words catching in my throat.
�And your fingerprints�ll be all over those scissors there, I reckon,� he said, pointing to the scissors that one of his gloved deputies was sliding into a plastic evidence bag.
�They�re my dressmaking shears,� I said, �so, yes, sir, I reckon they will.�
The sheriff opened his mouth to speak, but stopped, instead waving at someone over my shoulder. �Find anything?
�And you didn�t know Mr. Vance?� he said to me a second later.
In my heart, I knew Hoss McClaine couldn�t possibly think I had anything to do with the golf pro�s death, but I also knew he had a job to do. I shook my head. �Never even heard of him until that reporter mentioned his name.�
The scattered items from my sewing bag had been numbered, and now I saw Madelyn Brighton, her dark skin shimmery from the heat, her short black hair plastered against her head, and her navy slacks and a colorful blouse sticking to her plump body. She�d come onto the stage, Canon camera lifted to her face, snapping picture after picture of the crime scene.
�Can I have my bag back?� I asked.
�No can do,� a deputy said, coming up beside me with his cowboy swagger. He couldn�t have been more than five ten, and was lean and handsome, even in his khaki deputy uniform. He was clean shaven, though I got the feeling he let his whiskers go scruffy when he was off duty. Well, if he ever took a day off, which I wasn�t clear on, considering I couldn�t get a vision of him in anything other than his khakis. Of course, maybe my gift of visualizing people and clothing that would flatter them was selective and limited. My charm was not always under my control.
I gave up any hope of seeing those sewing supplies�or my Dena Rooney-Berg bag�again and started a mental list of what I�d need to replace. Tape measure, pins, seam ripper, spools of thread�
�Why�d you bring your sewing scissors to a golf club?� the deputy asked me. His brown eyes narrowed and he studied me like he thought I had a secret or two. Which I did. They were just unrelated to Macon Vance.
�Like I told the sheriff, Deputy, um��
�McClaine.�
�No, not the sheriff�� I stopped, looked from one man to the other, then did a double take. �You�re� Gavin?� As in Hoss McClaine�s son? I tried not to stare, but I couldn�t help it. He�d been a few years younger than me and I don�t think I�d ever uttered three words to him. He�d been the shyest boy in school, which had made him fodder for Derek Kincaid and his posse of entitled rich kids, but hadn�t gotten him involved in much else.
He nodded and the corner of his mouth lifted in a cocky smile. I got the feeling he liked shocking people who remembered him as the ninety-pound weakling. �All grown up.�
Yes, indeed. �I had no idea you were a deputy,� I said, thinking he might give the town�s crop of preeminent bachelors a run for their money. If you could get past the cocky attitude.
He knocked back his straw cowboy hat, identical to his dad�s, and stared me down. �Just transferred from Fort Worth. Heartwarming trip down memory lane,� he said with a heavy drawl. �Now, back to my question, Miss Cassidy� It is Miss, isn�t it?� Deputy Gavin cracked that satisfied smile again, like he was privy to the fact that being a thirty-three-year-old unmarried woman meant you were past your prime and on a downhill slide.
�Yes,� I said, throwing my shoulders back and my chin up.
He nodded, his left eye narrowing slightly. His father looked from him to me, then back to him. He patted Gavin on the shoulder. �Looks like you can handle this. ME�s here. Come find me when you�re done.� And he ambled off behind the velvet curtain.
Gavin didn�t miss a beat. �Why did you bring your scissors to a golf club?�
I threw one arm out and gestured to the runway and stage lights. The room was deathly quiet with all the people cleared out. I lowered my voice to compensate. �The Margaret Moffette Lea Pageant and Ball. I�m making dresses for a few of the girls. I came to meet Mrs. James��
�The senator�s wife?�
As he pulled a notebook out of his pants pocket and poised the tip of a miniature pencil on the page, my heart stopped. �Y-yes, but��
�Zinnia?� he said, but he seemed to be talking more to himself than to me. He gave a single nod, then said, �Continue.�
�She just wanted some ideas��
��Bout what?�
�I�m not actually sure,� I admitted.
�Right,� he blurted, as if he�d made some great discovery. �Because she didn�t know you�d been here, isn�t that right?�
Nerves pricked the surface of my skin. �I�I, uh, n-no. We didn�t end up talking, which is why I�m back here now.�
�Did she ask you to meet her here?�
�That�s right.�
�To give her some ideas?�
I didn�t like the way this was going, but there was no escape. �To talk about plans for the ball��
�Festival business. I see. And did you sew something for her?�
�Here? No, I��
�Yet you brought your sewing bag. With scissors. Why? Did you think you were going to sew something? Did she give you the impression she needed you to sew something?�
�No, I�d just come from doing some alterations, but��
I stopped as his eyes narrowed. He tilted his head to one side. �Mighty convenient, don�t you think?�
�Mrs. James is a good woman,� I said. I had to stop myself from wagging my finger. �You�re barking up the wrong tree, Gavin McClaine.�
�Was I talking about Mrs. James?� he said, accusation lacing his voice.
I gulped, his meaning loud and clear.
�Why�d you leave the bag?� he continued.
�I� um�� I bit my lip. What I�d said so far had come out all wrong.
�Harlow,� he pressed, adjusting his hat lower on his forehead. �Answer the question. Why�d you leave the bag?�
�I didn�t mean to,� I said. �I put it down while I was looking at the catwalk. Mrs. James was� um� she was busy.� The argument she�d been having with� with� Oh, Lord. She�d been arguing with the golf pro. Who was now dead. My skin turned clammy. This was not good. �I, um, I decided I�d catch up with her later and I left.�
�And the bag�,� he said, leaving the rest of the sentence hanging there.
�I forgot about it.� I pointed to the spot where I�d left it. �I set it down, was looking around, and I forgot.�
It might have been the truth, but he wasn�t done asking questions. �Did she specifically ask you to bring your scissors?�
My skin pricked and dark swirls danced behind my eyelids. So now we were talking about Mrs. James. �No, of course not. She didn�t ask me to bring anything. It�s a sewing bag. I always keep a pair of scissors in it.�
�Uh huh.�
My mind suddenly reeled back to the moment I�d seen Josie�s maid of honor dead in my front yard. To being questioned. To the horrible feeling of being a suspect in a murder investigation. Criminy. Was I a suspect? And had I just made Mrs. James a suspect? �Neither one of us had anything to do with this,� I said, defending Mrs. James even though the tiniest bit of doubt crept through me. She hadn�t looked herself yesterday. Surely it wasn�t because she�d been about to take someone�s life. Right?
�Does she know what you keep in your sewing bag?� he repeated.
�She�s never seen my sewing bag, so she wouldn�t know what I keep in it,� I snapped. �And she didn�t ask me to bring it.� Gavin McClaine was as unrelenting as his dad had been when I�d been busted breaking and entering at the Grange Hall when I was sixteen. He didn�t care that I�d just been trying to recover our school�s mascot costume�a massive bronco�that my brother Red had taken. When it came to high school football in Texas, a prank was sacrilege. You just didn�t mess with football.
He ignored my frustration and went on. �What was Mrs. James busy doing? Why didn�t you meet with her?�
I hesitated, my sails deflating. I liked Mrs. James, but the fact was, I didn�t know her very well. What if� �I don�t know,� I finally said. �She was, um, talking to someone. I figured I�d catch up with her later.�
�Uh huh. Who was she talking to?� His miniature pencil scratched against the notepad again.
�I couldn�t see. I didn�t want to interrupt��
�But she asked you to meet her.�
�But she was busy��
�And you couldn�t see who was she talking to?� God, he had a bad habit of interrupting me.
I shrugged. �No, Gavin��
�Deputy,� he corrected.
I rolled my eyes, but not before he saw. I was not scoring any points with Deputy Sheriff Gavin McClaine. �Deputy,� I said. �I couldn�t see.� I pointed to beyond the bubble machine. �They were back there and I was out here.�
He clearly didn�t like my story, but after a few more questions, he finally let me go. I caught a glimpse of Macon Vance�s muddy shoes�still on his feet�as I left. Only one thought circled in my mind. Could Mrs. James have done this?

Chapter 6
Another murder in Bliss. Not so blissful, I thought. I parked my old jalopy of a pickup truck in front of the Italian pasticceria, Villa Farina, on the square. Bobby Farina was a third-generation baker who lived out his family�s tradition of producing delectable Italian mini pastries, but today what I needed was an iced coffee. My stomach was still churning from seeing MaconVance�s dead body. Butter and sugar might do me in.
Lord almighty, I really had brought the violence of New York City back with me to Texas.
Gina, the college student who seemed to live at Villa Farina, was like a sight for sore eyes. Her two-toned black-and-red hair was pulled back into a ponytail, little curls sticking to her hairline from the early-morning heat and her proximity to the kitchen, where hot ovens were going throughout the day. The buildings on the square were old, drafty as hell, and inefficient as all get-out. �Y�all are up and out early this mornin�, Harlow.�
Gina�s looks belied her soft nature. Drop her in Jersey City and she�d fit right in� until she opened her mouth to speak and her Texas quirk came out. �Y�all� was her standard word, something only a true Southerner could understand. �I�ve been over to the country club.� I leaned in, a thread of guilt winding through me. I wasn�t an inherently gossipy person, but anxiety at another murder in Bliss had formed a knot in the center of my gut and telling someone else about it might help unwind it. �There was a murder.�
�No,� she said, her voice barely a breath. She glanced over her shoulder, then over mine. No one was in line behind me. �Who?� she asked.
�Macon Vance��
She gasped. �The golfer? N-no, really?� Her already pale face drained completely.
I nodded. �The place was a madhouse. The local news was there, and tons of looky-loos.�
Her voice dropped to a low whisper. �How?�
I lowered my voice to match hers. �He was stabbed.�
Her hand went to her heart and she turned a little green. �Did they arrest anyone?�
�Not yet,� I said, secretly praying Mrs. James and I would steered clear of the county jailhouse.
She sucked in a deep breath, recovering her nineteen-year-old composure. Death was hard to take, I thought, no matter the age. �A lot of suspects, I bet.�
I blinked. �You think?�
Instead of answering, she waved another clerk over. �I�m gonna take five. Can y�all cover for me?�
The teenage boy smirked. �Yeah, Gina, I think I can handle the crowd.�
Right, since the crowd was all still at the country club.
Gina rolled her eyes as she came around the end of the glass pastry-case counter. She grabbed my arm and dragged me to a little round table in front of the caf�. She snuck another look around the bakery before focusing on me. �You never heard the gossip about him?�
I shook my head. I�d been back in Bliss for a few months, but it took more time than that to get caught up on the rumor mill.
One side of her mouth angled down in a lopsided frown. �The way I hear it around here is that he makes�I mean, made�a lot of lonely housewives happy and a lot of absent husbands less missed.�
�Ah,� I said, a lightbulb going on above my head. �So Macon Vance was a golf pro in the��I cleared my throat��tennis pro sense. Got it.�
�Everyone knows it.�
I looked around the shop. Did they all know about Macon Vance�s extracurricular activities? And if they did, why hadn�t he been run outta town on a rail?
There were a few familiar faces, some of whom I�d seen at the Kincaids� big fund-raising gala a few months back. I recognized Mrs. Eleanor Mcafferty, streaks of blond highlights prominent in her severely pulled back hair, sipping a frothy coffee drink with the �ber pulled-together Mrs. Helen Abernathy and a third woman I�d never seen before. A man and a woman whispered together in the corner. She looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn�t place her. A group of men I recognized from the golf club this morning stood on the sidewalk outside the shop�s front window, but I couldn�t put names to their faces. A few sprite teens, up mighty early for a summer day and looking awfully distraught about it, sat at a round top, a plate of croissants between them.
�Everyone?� I asked.
She nodded her head, brows pulled together into a V. �Everyone. I can�t believe y�all hadn�t heard that.�
�I�ve been holed up making clothes.�
�Right. For the Margaret Ball, I hear.� She waved her hands. �Not my thing.�
I smiled. �Wasn�t mine, either, but the gowns are beautiful. Is there anything you don�t hear, Gina?�
�Nope.� I would have expected a little smile from her. Instead, her already thin lips drew into an even thinner line. �So they really don�t know who did it?�
I didn�t blame her for feeling anxious. A murderer was on the loose�not a comforting thought. But I sensed there was something else Gina wanted to say. I put both my palms against the tabletop. �What�s wrong?�
She paled again, looking downright pasty. �I was just wondering if�� She trailed off.
�Wondering what?�
After a glance over her shoulder, she leaned closer and whispered, �He was in here yesterday, talking on his cell phone.�
�Uh huh,� I said, knowing there had to be more.
�Not talking, exactly,� she said. �More like arguing. Really loud. It didn�t sound good. He didn�t sound good.�
�Do you think it might have something to do with the murder?� I asked.
She shrugged her bony shoulders. �I guess I don�t really know. Sh-should I, like, talk to someone?�
�If you think you know something��
She made a face. �Like the sheriff? He doesn�t like me, not since I rammed a bunch of mailboxes when I was, like, sixteen. He holds a grudge.�
Been there and done that.
Gavin McClaine�s smug face popped into my head. �There�s a new deputy in town,� I said, sounding like I was quoting a line from a Western movie. Not that he�d be much better than Hoss McClaine, but I kept that thought to myself. Gavin and his dad were both single-minded, passionate, and direct to the point of being rude, but Hoss McClaine was good at what he did, and the apple doesn�t usually fall far from the tree. I was betting Gavin was a fine deputy, just like his daddy.
�How �bout I tell y�all and you decide if it�s worth sharing?�
My hands pressed harder against the table. I couldn�t believe I was getting sucked into another murder. Did Meemaw curse me? When she was alive, whatever she wanted, she got. That had been her Cassidy charm. Had she wanted me thoroughly wrapped up in Bliss�s small-town dramas? Was that why, for the second time since I�d been back home, I found myself in the thick of a murder investigation?
I shook my head. �Gina, I�m just a dressmaker��
�But the scuttlebutt around town is that you helped figure out what happened to Nell Gellen.� She threw another glance around the bakery. The line at the counter had grown and the buzz of conversation had grown right alongside it. �Dang it all. I gotta get back.�
�Okay��
She raised one hand, and just like that, I stopped. �Just listen,� she rushed on. �I know who Mr. Vance was talking to.�
�You mean arguing with?� I asked.
�Right. On his cell phone. Look�you know I�m adopted, right?�
I nodded. I had heard the story about her adoption from my mother. Gina�s biological parents had made an arrangement with her adoptive parents before she was born. They�d already had four children, and Gina was just one too many. If she drove a few towns over, she had four siblings who hadn�t been given away. Poor thing.
The women sitting across from us threw their heads back and giggled, their high-pitched laughter just a little bit grating this early in the morning, especially in light of the murder; though in their defense, they might well be ignorant about Macon Vance. It wasn�t just me. One or two of the teenaged boys looked just as aggravated by the laughter.
�That�s why it struck me,� Gina was saying. �He kept repeating that his daughter had a right to know who her father is. Boy, I know what that feels like.�
�Wait.� My mind whirled as I connected the dots. �He has a kid who doesn�t know he�s the father?�
She shrugged, but she didn�t look unsure. �That�s what it sounded like.�
�Do you know who it is?� I prompted when she didn�t offer anything else, but she shook her head. I paused, then asked the big question. �Who�s the mother?�
She snorted. �Take your pick.�
Right. The golf pro who got around.
After a minute, Gina lowered her chin. �You look like you have an idea,� Gina said, her chin lowered, lips pouty.
I pressed my fingertips between my tense eyebrows. �I do?�
�Yeah, you do.�
�I don�t. No ideas.� But as she scraped her chair back and started to stand, I decided to share my suspicion. �Unless��
She plopped back down. �Unless what?�
�You said he made lots of unhappy housewives happy, right?�
�Right.�
�So what if he had an affair with a married woman and she got pregnant. That�s a pretty good reason to be kept out of the child�s life, right?�
A dollop of color returned to Gina�s cheeks. �Hey, Harlow, that�s pretty good.� She sat up straight, looked off to the side like she was giving my idea considerable thought, but then she shook her head. �So then some angry woman, the mother of his child, stabbed him?�
�I don�t know�� Unless a woman was particularly strong or had the element of surprise, it seemed unlikely that stabbing by scissors would be the method chosen for murder. Which meant�
�The husband,� we both said at the same time.
�If only we knew who his daughter is�was? No, is�,� Gina said, �we�d know who the pretend father is, and voila! We�d catch a murderer.�
If only it were that easy.
�I gotta get back,� she said. She scooted behind the counter and made my iced coffee. Moments later I waved, heading back into the heat. I had Margaret gowns to work on, Gracie�s pedigree to write, and family history to sort out.
What I did not have was a murder to solve.
Somehow it consumed my thoughts anyway.

Chapter 7
My old farmhouse has been in the Cassidy family since Meemaw was a little girl. Now here I was, back in Bliss after a long, grueling stint as a minion in a New York City fashion empire. Just driving up Mockingbird Lane from the square sent a wave of comfort through me.
The driveway ran along the left side of the house. I parked Meemaw�s beat-up old truck under the row of possumwood trees, climbed the back porch, iced coffee in hand, and entered the house through the kitchen. The Dutch door, along with the buttercup retro-styled appliances, were my favorite features of the house. Meemaw had had an eye for style and she�d always known what she wanted. The vintage stamped metal bodies of the stove, dishwasher, and refrigerator made the kitchen the most welcoming room in the house. Next to my sewing workroom, I spent most of my time right here.
But not today. Instead I headed straight for the workroom, but as I passed the staircase, I heard a series of grunting sounds, followed by a loud thump, that echoed through the house. I stopped short. My first thought was that Meemaw was up to no good, rattling the pipes or some other such ghostly activity, but the sounds came again and the hair on the back of my neck rose. Men. My heartbeat revved. There were men in my house.
I didn�t have anything valuable except a legendary and elusive trinket Butch Cassidy had supposedly sent to Texana Harlow, my great-great-great-grandmother, but no one had ever seen hide nor hair of it, so who knew if it even existed.
Panic raised goose bumps on every ounce of my flesh. Frantic, I searched for a weapon, trying to stay calm, but this was Bliss. I dealt with armadillos, snakes, and goats�not intruders. Maybe Bliss wasn�t as insulated as I�d thought.
I spotted my collapsible umbrella in the corner by the front door. That was as good as it was going to get. I snatched it up, flourishing it in front of me as I tiptoed up the stairs. Stopping at the landing, I peered up. A man�s back came into view. I caught my breath. I had nothing valuable to steal�unless you were a seamstress�but from the heaving and groaning, whoever was up there had his eyes on a big ticket item.
I wielded the closed umbrella, wishing Meemaw would somehow provide me with something slightly more threatening. Instead I heard the faint squeak, squeak, bang of the gate out front as it whipped open, then slammed against the latch. It sounded almost like a� laugh. Meemaw?
�The sheriff,� I muttered. As much as I didn�t want to talk to the man right now, what with Gavin McClaine�s thinly veiled suspicion about the presence of my sewing bag and scissors at the crime scene, calling him was my best option for rescue. I turned to race for the phone, but it was too late to make a call. The man at the top of the stairs came fully into view. There was something about him�
He turned and saw me, his surprise instantly morphing into wry mirth as his gaze zeroed in on my umbrella.
�Will Flores,� I said with as much indignation as I could muster, jamming one hand on my hip. �What are you doing here?�
I had my answer the next second as his burden came into view. Meemaw�s armoire! �Moving this for you,� he said, straining under the weight. �I told you I�d come by today.�
What with the summons by Mrs. James and the murder, I�d completely forgotten I�d asked him. He took the deal he�d made with Meemaw seriously, coming by nearly every day to tackle something on my to-do list.
I knocked my forehead with the heel of my hand. �Right! Sorry��
He set his end of the armoire down, carefully turning it so it could be maneuvered down the stairs. He notched his chin at the umbrella I still wielded like a sword. �What are you planning to do with that?�
I looked from him to the umbrella and back to him, a sheepish grin on my face. In one lightning quick move, I tossed it down the stairs. It landed with a thump by the olive-green-painted antique dining table. �You know Texas weather. Wait five minutes and it�ll change. You never know when the rain�ll hit.�
�I guess you don�t,� he said, barely stifling a laugh.
�We doing this, or what?� someone said, and on the count of three, the armoire was up and being moved again.
�Oh,� I screeched, backing down the stairs. My feet, tucked snugly in my burnt red Frye harness cowboy boots, tangled under me. I stumbled, catching myself on the banister.
Will, a navy bandana wrapped around his head, shot me a look over his shoulder. �You okay?�
Besides the fact that he and his homies had nearly given me a heart attack, I was peachy. ��Course. I just didn�t expect to find you here��
The antique armoire banged against the wall, knocking down the picture of Butch Cassidy and his gang. It crashed, the glass from the frame shattering against the hard wood of the stairs.
Will lurched back, slamming his back against the wall, his muscles straining as he somehow managed to stabilize the armoire. �They were available early,� he said through his teeth, �so we came over. I tried to call you��
One of the men held tight to the right side of the piece, but growled. �Jesus, Buck. You got it now?�
�It slipped. Sorry �bout that.�
�That�s George Taylor,� Will said, his neck still straining as he nodded toward the man on his right. �And that�s Buckley Hughes.�
They grunted at me as they started back down the stairs. �Oh!� I backed up. �Watch your step. You�re almost to the landing. That�s right.� I took another step backward. �Two more. One more��
�Harlow.� Will followed up the warning with another low guttural sound. He rarely used my first name, and truth be told, it sounded strange when he did.
My turn to say sorry. �Just be careful,� I pleaded, my arms outstretched. As if I could catch the armoire the three men were maneuvering down the stairs if they happened to lose their balance�again�and drop the monstrous antique.
Not without a little otherworldly help.
Buckley, better known as the town�s dermatologist and Will�s neighbor, cursed under his breath.
�You got it?� Will said through his clenched teeth.
�Fine,� Buckley managed, but the pulsing vein in his forehead sent another jolt of worry through me. I didn�t know how the armoire had gotten into the attic in the first place, but I�d been bound and determined to have it back downstairs where it belonged. For as long as I could remember, it had stood sentry in the front room of 2112 Mockingbird Lane. The room didn�t feel complete without it. If they dropped it�
Buckley�s foot slipped on the next step. He stumbled and the armoire wobbled.
�Damn it!� George barked. �Do you have it?�
They all found their balance again and steadied their grip. �Damn thing�s a whale,� one of them muttered.
At the landing, Will set the bottom down. The other men pushed the armoire upright and they turned it. A minute later, Will�s muscles strained under his white T-shirt as he lifted the base again, tilted the whole thing until it leaned on its side, and George and the doctor found their hold.
I backed down the rest of the stairs, palms out, trying to stay out of their way, not wanting to look lest they drop it, but afraid to turn my gaze away. �Careful,� I said as one of them stumbled again and they lurched, the armoire rocking unsteadily.
�Is there a clear path?� Will said, his jaw tensing from the extra effort of speaking.
I scurried from the stairs to the front room, checking to make sure there were no obstacles. �All clear,� I called. �Meemaw,� I whispered beseechingly into the room. If my great-grandmother was around, now was the time for her to make her presence known to me. I�d seen her move pages in a book, slam doors, rattle pipes, work the sewing machine, and a slew of other mysterious ghostly activities. She hadn�t moved heavy antique furniture as far as I knew, but the armoire was hers. Surely she could help.
�Shit,� one of the men said. They lurched again, struggling under the weight. Will lost his footing and listed to the right. A warm breeze, not comforting on a hot July morning, swirled around me. �Help them,� I muttered under my breath so only my great-grandmother could hear.
�What the hell is in here?� George�s voice strained under the exertion. Scuttlebutt was that he was one of the most desired bachelors in town, rising in status since Nate Kincaid married Josie a few months back. Blond hair. Sun-bronzed skin. And a wicked smile that I didn�t trust for a second. I could see why women were attracted to him, but I much preferred the solid, rugged good looks of Will Flores. Swarthy, goatee, the barest hint of gray in his sideburns, and a devoted father, to boot. He was the whole package. Meemaw had nailed that one.
�Watch it, Buckley,� he said through his teeth.
�I�m going to drop it�,� Buckley blurted, but a split second later, he stopped short. The warm breeze blew past me and I could almost see it encircling them. They all breathed easier and Buckley said, �Whew! That�s better.�
They made it to the bottom of the stairs, setting the massive piece down to regroup. �Man, this thing is a monster,� George said.
Buckley ran his hand down the side of the aged wood. �But beautiful.�
�Gotta be, what, a hundred and fifty years old, right?� Will asked. He pulled the left door open, stopping abruptly. �What the devil�? The dresses are still in it? Jesus, no wonder it�s so heavy.� He turned, looking at me like I�d duped them. �You didn�t take them out?�
�You didn�t check first?� I retorted. �If I�d known you were coming over to move it, I would have,� I said. �I�ve been a little distracted by murder, this morning.�
George and Buckley both turned to stare at me. �Murder?� they said, echoing each other.
I nodded, feeling a little like the town crier. My only consolation was that the whole thing would be reported by Rebecca Qui�ones on the midday news. �The golf pro from Bliss Country Club. They found him dead this morning.�
�Are you sure it was murder?� George asked, rubbing his biceps. I got the distinct impression he was trying to make me look at them, like I�d find the bulging muscles enticing. I rolled my eyes and he stopped, apparently getting the message that he wasn�t my cup of sweet tea. �Damn murder epidemic around here,� he said. His eyes glinted and his lips twitched. �Too bad he didn�t leave a grieving widow.�
Will leveled a disbelieving look at George. �Nice, Taylor. Guy�s not even six feet under yet.�
�I don�t have women flocking to me to get their damn wrinkles annihilated like Buck,� he shot back. �Or repair work to be done.� He winked at me and I bristled. Will and I weren�t even officially dating, but apparently George Taylor thought we were. �I have to seize every opportunity that comes along.�
�Get off it. You have no shortage of female companionship,� Buckley said lightly, but his eyes were wide and he looked shaken. �Poor bastard.�
I was pretty sure he was talking about Macon Vance, and not George Taylor.
Buckley cleared his throat and gave George a crooked, if sad, grin. �And if you ever want to learn to give treatments to women��
George scoffed, good and loud. �No thanks. I�ll take �em when you�re done with �em.�
I shook my head, amazed at men and their ability to bury their emotions, as I raised puzzled eyebrows at Will.
�Cosmetic surgery,� he mouthed.
Ahhh. Now I understood what I was missing. George liked the women after Buckley was done making sure they were wrinkle free. My fingers fluttered over my forehead. I was still relatively wrinkle free, but one day I wouldn�t be. I preferred the unadulterated face, but I filed away Buckley Hughes�s name� just in case.
Will bent down to grab hold of the armoire again. �Come on,� he said. �Let�s get this done.� The three men tilted the antique to its side again. �One. Two�� On three, a warm breeze swirled past me for the third time and encircled them as they lifted.
�Did it get lighter?� George asked, sounding puzzled.
�Sure seems to have.� Buckley took away one hand to prove the point. �Much lighter.�
I smiled to myself. Meemaw to the rescue.
The men practically glided through the dining room, down the two steps into the front room of Buttons & Bows, and in no time they�d situated the armoire against the north wall. Anyone coming up the walk to my shop who happened to glance in the picture window would see the stately nineteenth-century pine piece. Every time I looked at it, I�d think of my great-grandmother.
�How�d Vance die?� the doctor asked after I�d offered them iced tea.
Guilt at being connected to the murder weapon wound through me. �He was stabbed,� I said after swallowing the lump in my throat. I kept on the down low the fact that my sewing shears had been used.
�We just played a foursome last week. Poor bastard,� he muttered again.
We sat in silence for a good minute, each of us thinking about poor Macon Vance. Player or not, he surely hadn�t deserved to die.
�Anything else you need moved while we�re here?� Will asked after a spell.
I hadn�t planned on imposing anymore, but since he�d asked� �Texana�s old trunk is up there,� I said. It was a conversation piece, as well as a bit of my family�s history. From what I remembered of the stories, it was possible it had belonged to one of the Hole-in-the-Wall Gang, if not Butch Cassidy himself.
They hightailed it back upstairs, and within a few minutes, they were situating the oak-slatted, flattopped trunk next to the front door.
�Stabbed,� George said to Buckley, shaking his head. �I can�t believe it.� They�d both downed glasses of sweet tea and were walking down the porch steps toward the flower-covered archway leading to the sidewalk.
Buckley shook his head. �What a way to go. Must be a lot of sad women in Bliss,� he added. �A lot of sad women.�
�But a lot of happy husbands,� George quipped.
As their voices drifted away, Will opened the door and started to usher me inside. Before I could thank him for his help, a white Mercedes screeched to a halt in front of my vine-covered arbor. A woman tumbled out of the car and flew up the flagstone walkway. �Harlow,� she called, waving me down. �My dear, wait.�
�Mrs. James.� I scrambled down the porch steps, Will on my heels. �What�s wrong?�
�Everything,� she said, her voice shakier than a hive of buzzing hornets. �Absolutely everything.�

Chapter 8
Will and Mrs. James sat at the round pine table in the kitchen while, ever the Southern hostess, I busied myself pouring glasses of lemonade and laying out a plate of shortbread cookies. Mrs. James cleared her throat and flicked her wrist to look at her watch. �I suppose it�s a little early, yet, but I might could use a splash of vodka in that lemonade.�
I bit my lower lip, two thoughts racing through my head. It definitely was early in the day to be adding anything alcoholic to a glass of lemonade, but she was clearly agitated and if it would help calm her down, she was probably right. She could use it.
The second thing was that she�d slipped from her careful senator�s wife diction to the down-home country girl she�d grown up as. �Might could� was a verb construction that I bet no other state in the union understood or used. Texans, though, could pull it off� and with finesse.
�Will,� I said, waving him over as I shoved my glasses on top of my head to hold back my hair. �Would you�� I pointed to the cabinet above the buttercup-colored refrigerator. He was a good five inches taller than I was, which put him around six feet. Tall enough to rifle through the few bottles of spirits I�d stashed away for special occasions.
He tilted the bottle over the glass of lemonade, his back to Mrs. James, pretending to pour more than he actually did. He met my eyes and I gave a little nod. It was A-OK with me that he�d added only the smallest splash to the drink. Mrs. James had gone pale since she�d arrived. Half a shot of alcohol wasn�t going to fix whatever was troubling her.
Will and I sat down at the table, sipping our own, straight lemonade. �What�s wrong, Mrs. James?� I asked. �Is it something with the pageant?� She didn�t answer, so I rambled on. �I plan on working on Libby�s dress all afternoon, and Will�s here so we can write up that pedigree thing for Gracie.�
He raised his eyebrows at me and I shrugged. We�d have to wing it if Mrs. James didn�t find her voice pretty soon.
She nodded absently. Her glass was already empty, only a few melted ice cubes skimming the bottom. �What is it?� I asked again. �Did something happen�? Is the senator��
She waved away my concern. �Jeb�s just fine,� she said, her accent softening the vowel and drawing out her words. �No, it�s worse��
I snuck a glance at Will, imagining for a second that he was my husband. I�d be devastated if anything happened to him. What could be worse than something being wrong with your spouse�? Oh no. �Is it one of your children? Did something happen��
She nodded, but said, �N-no� it�s just�� Poor woman. She didn�t know up from down at the moment. Will took her glass and refilled it, adding another splash of vodka. I leaned forward, cupping my hands over one of hers. There was only one other thing that could be upsetting her, at least that I could think of. �What is it? You can tell me,� I urged.
The healthy swig of the drink Will handed her seemed to spread through her like wildfire. Her eyes went from glazed to flashing in a split second and she snapped her hand away from mine. She sat up straight and took another sip. �It�s that damn golfer,� she said, sucking her lips over her teeth after she spoke. �Macon Vance.�
Will sat back down, stroking his goatee. �Did you know him?�
�Know him?� She looked at Will as if he�d suddenly sprouted pig�s ears. �No. Not at all. That is, of course I saw him around the club, but no, I didn�t know him. No,� she added, a touch more thoughtfully. �No,� she repeated hoarsely, �and I didn�t want to know him.�
�What did you want to tell me, Mrs. James?� I asked, wanting to cut to the chase. This conversation was getting us nowhere mighty fast.
�I�d say that I�m in a heap of trouble.� She looked at Will, eyeing him suspiciously for a moment before blinking and shifting her gaze to me. �I can trust you, I suppose? Of course I can. That�s why I came here,� she mumbled to herself.
We waited, again, for her to keep talking, but criminy, she was taking her sweet time�which went against everything I knew about Mrs. Zinnia James. In the short time I�d known her, she�d been brutally honest. So why the sudden closed lips?
She�d come here, I reminded myself, so I had a free pass to pry. �You said that everything was wrong. What�s everything?�
She lifted her lemonade cooler to her mouth and knocked back the last of it. �It�s all gone to hell,� she finally said.
�What has?�
�My granddaughter�s future��
My eyes flew open wide. �Why? The sheriff isn�t shutting down the pageant, is he?� The streetlights had been adorned with festival flags and the invitations had been sent out. The catwalk was up. The lights were situated. Heck, even the bubble machine was all set. The debutantes would be devastated if the event were canceled. The Margaret Moffette Lea Pageant and Ball was a Bliss institution. A tradition akin to Fourth of July, Blue Bell ice cream, and pecan pie. Not to mention the investment I�d already made in the dress pulley contraption Will had installed. I didn�t have another wedding dress lined up yet. The commission from Libby�s dress was meant to pay for the pulley. I tossed up a silent prayer.
�No. Goodness, no.� She looked at me like I�d plumb lost my mind.
Which is exactly how I was looking at her. �Then what is it, Mrs. James?�
She stood up, did a slow loop around the kitchen, her heels clicking against the tile, then turned to face us. �The other day at the club,� she said to me. �You told me you weren�t there, but you were.� My jaw dropped open, but she continued before I could stammer out an excuse for lying to her. �The day you left your sewing bag.�
�Y-yes��
�You didn�t wait to talk to me��
�You were� busy.�
�Busy,� she repeated.
I nodded my head. �Busy.�
�So you heard?�
I nodded. We couldn�t have blocked out the argument if we�d tried.
�You were with the newly minted Mrs. Nate Kincaid, correct?� she continued.
I swallowed the lump in my throat. �Yes.� I�d told the deputy and the sheriff that I�d been there with Josie Kincaid. I tried to shove away the fact that I�d omitted the argument from the story I�d told, but from the tight expression on Mrs. James�s face, I suspected Josie hadn�t left out that tidbit.
She muttered under her breath, �She mentioned to the deputy, apparently, that she�d overheard a bit of a kerfuffle that morning.�
I wasn�t at all sure if the unspoken accusation that Josie had spilled the beans about something she shouldn�t have was real or my imagination. Either way, I was tongue-tied. There had been a kerfuffle, and we had overheard it. It wasn�t hard to put one and one together.
�Were you with Macon Vance?� Will asked.
I waited on the edge of my seat, wanting confirmation of what I thought I knew: that Mrs. James might not have known Macon Vance socially, but she knew him enough to argue with him over the pageant.
Mrs. James drew her mouth tight, a vertical bow of wrinkles shooting into her top lip. �Yes.�
�Your conversation sounded pretty, um��I weighed my words carefully��heated.�
�Yes, well, he was a contrary man. To say we didn�t see eye to eye on things would be understating the matter.�
Will and I raised our eyebrows at each other. Yikes. There was definitely no love lost between Mrs. James and Macon Vance.
I tilted my head to one side, considering what she�d told us just a minute earlier. �But you said you didn�t know him.�
�We�ve had� run-ins. He was an outsider. He didn�t understand the tradition here in Bliss,� she said.
A snippet of their argument came back to me. Do you check their teeth and the bottom of their shoes? Macon Vance might not have understood the tradition, but I thought he actually understood the rules of the pageant pretty well. And he didn�t like them.
�Why was he so against the pageant?� I asked.
She brushed the question away. �It really doesn�t matter,� she said. �Harlow, I�m here because I need your help.�
I didn�t know what she was going to say, but instinct was telling me to keep my nose out of it. I opened my mouth to protest, but she threw up her hand, quieting me. �Before you say anything, hear me out.�
Suddenly Will�s hand was on my knee, gently squeezing a warning. He shook his head, just barely, and muttered, �Your plate�s pretty full with the dresses, Cassidy.�
He was dead right, but Mrs. James looked desperate. As desperate as a plucked, face-lifted, silver-haired former Texas beauty queen can look. I nodded to her. �I�m listening.�
Will shook his head, taking his hand away from my leg, leaving a cold spot in its absence. �Something�s not right here, Cassidy,� he muttered so only I could hear. Water suddenly began dripping from the kitchen faucet. It started out sounding like plop, plop, plop, but to my ears ended up sounding like he�s right, he�s right, he�s right.
So Meemaw didn�t want me helping Mrs. James, either. But was that because I was already stretched thin, or was it the rift between Mrs. James and Nana?
She glanced at the clock, tapping her foot impatiently. �I�ve got crews picking up the runway and delivering the correct stage right this very minute. Everything is in order, but I�ve been summoned by the sheriff, my dear, and in case� in case I�m� unavoidably detained,� she said, �I�ll need you to run the final rehearsal.� She gave Will a pointed look. �Your daughter�s going to be in the program now, so you should be there to help. Make sure the stage is done properly, check the lighting, and such.�
I stared at her. �Unavoidably detained? But this is your baby, Mrs. James. You�ve been working on it all year. Where are you going?� I asked, but the second the words crossed my lips, I wanted to snatch them back. Fear tinged the pallor of her skin and I suddenly knew where she was going.
She was going to be arrested for the murder of Macon Vance. Anxiety raised goose bumps on my skin. Did she know what would happen next because she�d actually killed the man?
Another thought hurried into my mind. She�d summoned me to the club, where I�d left my bag. My scissors were the murder weapon. My skin turned clammy. Lord almighty, I might well end up in the cell right next to hers.

Chapter 9
Cursing the extra work I�d agreed to before Macon Vance was killed, I spent the next hour frantically finishing a skirt for one of my mother�s friends. I pinned a gore to the fabric of the skirt I�d cut apart, stitching the triangular piece in to give it more width. As I finished the top of the triangle by hand, my mind went over what Mrs. James had said. She�d made it clear. I was to go to the Lafayette sisters, masters of all things Margaret Moffette Lea, and get the lowdown on what still needed to be done before Bliss�s big night. Despite their Hatfield and McCoy feud over the changing of the guard, they were the only ones she trusted to get all of the details right. Event planning fell well outside my realm of expertise, but Mrs. James was paying me to take over for her�in case she was arrested�and the Margaret Moffette Lea Pageant and Ball must go on, with or without its chairwoman.
I had to believe Mrs. James was innocent. And I did. No matter the rift she and my grandmother might have had, or her sharp personality, I liked the woman.
Which meant a powwow with Fern and Trudy Lafayette.
Meemaw�s old Ford chugged down State Street, a stream of black exhaust in its wake. I peered in the rearview mirror at my contribution to poor air quality, then at the stickers in the lower left corner of the windshield. Both the registration and inspections were up to date, which was miraculous. I suspected that next time around�eight months from now�the truck might not be so lucky and I�d be back to walking. Which wouldn�t be a bad thing. I�d spent years hoofing my way around Manhattan, which also served to keep my weight down, but since I�d been back home and the walking had tapered off, I�d plumped up a tiny bit. Not so anyone but me would notice, but still.
I dropped off the skirt I�d finished altering before heading to the south side of town. The houses were sturdy brick structures without much flair or character. Meemaw�s old farmhouse oozed charm, but the Lafayette sisters� pink brick box sat on the corner of the street looking like a bottle of Pepto-Bismol had been poured over it. Birds-of-paradise and rounded boxwoods adorned the half-moon planters on either corner of the driveway, though the narrow strips of dirt alongside the walkway to the door sat unplanted.
�I�m sure they won�t want to talk to me,� I�d told Mrs. James about Fern and Trudy Lafayette, not wanting to face the dethroned queens of the Margarets. They�d had their hands in the pageant since they�d first moved from West Texas and participated in it sixty-some-odd years ago. They�d been Margarets first, and then, when it became clear to them that getting married and having their own daughters was not in their futures, they�d taken over the pageant. Every Bliss debutante became their daughter by default. They�d been in charge of the whole kit and caboodle, from the planning to the dressmaking�until this year when Trudy�s headaches had become almost debilitating. Everyone said she seemed better, but the festival committee had stepped in and suggested Zinnia James take over this year�s pageant. Now me? I didn�t think they�d welcome me with open arms.
�Those two old mockingbirds are harmless,� she�d said, brushing away my concern.
I wasn�t so sure. I�d taken three commissions from them this pageant season�four, if you counted Gracie�which I�d heard had ruffled their feathers pretty good. And after the blow of the Margaret Society stripping them of their control�ageism existed, even in Texas�I was pretty sure they weren�t going to want to talk to me.
After my third pass of their house, there was nothing to do but buck up and park. I�d worn coral capris, a funky patterned T-shirt with a flower design that looked a lot like one of the birds-of-paradise in the yard, and wedge sandals�none of which I�d made. Better not to flaunt my dressmaking skills. I needed the Lafayette sisters to make sure the pageant happened as scheduled. Alienation wouldn�t be a good thing.
But as I walked up the plain cement walkway, a prickly sensation crept up the back of my neck�like I was being watched. As if on cue, the lace curtains in the window to the right of the front door fluttered and I caught a glimpse of a face withdrawing. I raised my hand to knock, my knuckles just barely touching the fake wood door when it swung inward, nearly knocking me off my feet.
�Honey, I�m so sorry �bout that,� a low-pitched voice said. �I sure didn�t mean to catch you off guard.�
�It�s okay. No problem.� I straightened up to my full height and smiled�right into the eyes of the most Southern-looking woman I�d seen in a good, long while. More Southern, even, than Mrs. James. She was eighty if she was a day, but she carried her years well. She had perfect posture, her shoulders down and back, as if she practiced walking around with a book balanced on the top of her head. A strand of pearls perfectly accented her long, elegant neck. Despite the weight of the sticky July heat, she wore a lightweight, pale pink cardigan that complemented a floral skirt that hit midshin. The look was topped off with practical beige rubber-soled shoes.
While she wasn�t dainty, not by any stretch of the imagination, she wasn�t overly sturdy, either. Her short Jamie Lee Curtis hair intensified her stern demeanor. I could see how she might�ve intimidated men and why she�d never snagged herself a husband. As the thought circled around me, an image passed through my mind, like a blip from the future. She was� me� in forty or fifty years.
�Fern,� another voice, this one a bit higher pitched, called, �who�s that at the door?�
�She hasn�t given her name yet, Trudy,� the woman in front of me said over her shoulder. She turned back to me, giving me a good once-over. �You don�t look like you�re selling nothin�.� Like any good Southerner, she dropped the �g� off the end of the word�something I�d worked hard to stop doing while living in New York.
�No, ma�am, I�m not.�
The other Lafayette sister shuffled up behind the first. She wore her hair in an elaborate updo, had thick spidery eyelashes that had to be fake, wore a pair of jeggings with a long teal and black tunic, and had the same face as her sister, although hers was preserved quite a bit better. More moisturizer as a young woman, or wider-brimmed sun hats. �Let the girl in, why don�t you?� Trudy said.
I liked that idea. Preferably before they figured out who I was and shooed me off their property for jumping into their seamstress territory.
Fern held the door open for me and I passed through, following Trudy down the entry hall and into the linoleum-floored, Formica-countered kitchen. �Can I offer you some sweet tea?�
I accepted and a minute later they�d ushered me to one of the strange modular lounge sofas in the living room. Just like the sisters, the couches were a matching set. They were upholstered in pink silk, the curved and tufted pieces fitting together with a round occasional table situated between them. Hers and hers. I remembered the sisters around town when I was a child, but couldn�t remember ever seeing them up close and personal. They were one of a kind�the sisters, and the furniture. I sat on one sofa, crossing my legs. They sat side by side opposite me, looking like silver-haired, aged Barbie dolls.
�I guess I should introduce myself,� I began. �I�m Harlow Cassidy.�
Their reaction was instantaneous and synchronized. Sharply inhaled gasps, a pointed look at each other, and chins angling toward me. Trudy recovered her smile before Fern did. �Well now. Isn�t this somethin�, having you right here. We knew your great-grandmother, of course,� she said, her drawl as thick as a pot of baked beans.
�I think everyone in town knew Loretta Mae,� I offered, relieved they hadn�t hauled me off my feet and kicked me to the curb. That wouldn�t have been very Southern of them, but I�d feared it could happen just the same.
�What can we do for you?� Fern asked. Her voice didn�t have the same lightness her sister�s did. The fact that they were twins did not mean they had the same perspective or experiences.
I shifted on the furniture, uncrossing then recrossing my legs in the other direction. �Mrs. James� Zinnia James� said I should come speak with you.�Once again, their reaction was simultaneous, but this time it was Fern who spoke, and her anger was clear. �Did she, now?�
�Yes, ma�am. She asked me to� to help her with the pageant. I know how important it is�� Though not from personal experience.
Their expressions softened like butter that�s been sitting out for a spell. I clasped my hands together and continued. �Go see the Lafayette sisters, Mrs. James told me. They know everything there is to know about the pageant and ball. She�s just so� busy,� I added, praying that Mrs. James was passing in and out of the sheriff�s office and not staying for an extended visit. �So here I am.�
The laugh lines around Trudy�s eyes grew even softer, but Fern�s tightened. �Zinnia said that?� they both asked at the same time, but oddly, the emphasis was completely different. Trudy was surprised and sounded pleased with the possibility that Mrs. James had sent me their way, but Fern wasn�t so willing to let bygones be bygones.
I nodded. �She did. She said she�s really sorry you haven�t been involved in the pageant. She said that was a mistake.� I made up that part, but figured it was true on some level, and I knew it was what the Lafayette sisters needed to hear.
They both sat, waiting, so I continued. �I have a few questions. Do you mind?� I took a button-adorned lavender clothbound journal from my purse and flipped it open. �The stage is set��
�I heard tell that it was a runway,� Fern snapped, �not a stage.�
�It was a runway, but that was a mistake. It�s all been squared away.�
Fern harrumphed. Trudy didn�t pay her any mind. �That�s a relief. When we heard about the runway, we both thought the Margaret Moffette Lea Pageant and Ball was done for. Didn�t we, Fern?�
�Completely.�
�Oh, I understand,� I said, nodding. �But there�s no need to worry. The runway�s gone.�
�How are the rehearsals coming along?� Trudy sounded almost giddy. �I�ve been dying to poke my head in and check them out, but Fern doesn�t think that�s a good idea. Better that I stay out of Zinnia�s way, but we used to be such good friends. I made her gown, you know. Just like I made your grandmother�s��
�Wh-what?� You could have knocked me over with a feather. They�d made my grandmother�s Margaret gown? I thought Meemaw had made it. �Was it yellow?�
�Oh, yes. Coleta�s was like a gauze-covered sun and Zinnia�s was sky blue.�
�We were just learning back then��
�Like you are now,� Fern muttered, shooting daggers at me.
��so it took us months to make a single dress.� She slipped into a dreamy recollection. �We got to where we could make a dress in mere weeks. Satins, silks, and velvets. Every girl wears a corset and bloomer�did you know that? Oh, yes, of course you know that. You�re makin� two dresses, is that right?�
�Four, actually,� I said, counting Gracie�s into the mix, still shocked that Loretta Mae hadn�t made the dresses I�d found in the armoire.
�That�s just dandy for you. We�ve made� how many, Ferny?�
�Thirteen.�
�Of course. Lucky thirteen,� she said, chuckling nervously, a little vibrato in her voice, which told me she thought thirteen was actually unlucky. �And one more to finish.�
�Wait. There are only seventeen girls. I saw the list,� Fern said. �Who�s the last dress for?�
There was no fooling Fern; she was sharp as a tack. �That�s actually one of the things I need to talk with you about. There�s been an addition to the Margaret lineup.� I had a flash of my former life in New York. Ah, if the gang at Maximilian could see me now, talking about Sam Houston�s wife, corsets and bloomers, they�d be having full-blown conniption fits. �There was a last-minute addition. Mrs. James was going to help me write the� um��
�The pedigree?� Trudy prompted.
�Yes, but the whole thing with Macon Vance� Did you hear about that?�
Fern nodded gravely, pointing to the newspaper on the coffee table. Right there on the front page was a picture of Macon Vance, the mischievous hint of a dimple in his left cheek belying the fact that he was dead, with the headline: BLISS GOLF PRO STABBED WITH DRESSMAKER�S SHEARS.
My face turned hot and I looked down at my feet.
�They were your scissors, then?� Trudy asked.
I sort of half nodded, half shook my head, hoping we could get off the topic of murder and back to the festival. I took a sip of my iced tea, cleared my throat, and kept on. �I�m not quite sure how to write it, so I thought maybe��
Trudy seemed to get that I didn�t want to talk about my scissors and Macon Vance. She tilted her head to one side, her sad frown reaching from her eyebrows to her mouth. �You were never a Margaret, were you dear?�
�No,� I said, clenching my hands together underneath my journal.
�Of course we�ll help you,� Trudy said brightly. I thought I heard Fern growl under her breath. She was a good bit less enthusiastic. �Who�s the new Margaret? I wonder if we know the family.�
�Certainly not, or they would have come to us to make the dress.� Fern chastised Trudy as if she were speaking to a child. �Honestly, Trudy. After Zinnia stabbed us in the back like she did�� She trailed off, her eyes opening wide.
Trudy�s hand flew to her mouth, her fingers fluttering. �Oh, Ferny, you don�t think��
I looked from one to the other and back again, realizing what they were thinking. �Oh no. No, no.� I didn�t want to believe it could be true, and I certainly couldn�t leave here letting the Lafayette sisters think it was possible. �Mrs. James did not stab Macon Vance.�
Neither one of them looked convinced. �When Zinnia sets her mind to something, nothing gets in her way,� Fern said.
�Right.� Trudy�s back went ramrod straight. �Look at your own grandmother. Why Zinnia nearly broke Coleta and Dalton up more than once.�
I stared at the nodding sisters. Mrs. James had told me how she and my grandmother had been in love with the same man�my grandfather�and that Nana had won his heart the night of the Margaret Ball. She hadn�t mentioned any other love triangle incidents. �She did?�
�Goodness, yes,� Trudy said. She patted her wild updo, as if a single touch could tame the silvery flyaways.
�Before my grandparents were married, you mean.�
�Heavens, no,� Trudy said. �The way I heard the story, your mama was just a babe��
Fern interrupted, picking up the story as if she and Trudy were one person telling it. �Zinnia and Jeb were havin� trouble in the baby-making department��
�Not like their daughter,� Trudy said under her breath.
��and people around town said she was plumb sure it was Jeb�s fault.�
�Zinnia wanted to have a baby more than anything, so she went to Dalton��
�Your grandfather,� Fern clarified, in case I didn�t know who she was talking about.
��and propositioned him. She wanted him to father her child.�
�Shockin�,� Fern said.
�Utterly and completely,� Trudy agreed.
�But they didn�t� He didn�t�� My heart had stopped. Surely my grandfather, with his blue plaid shirts and belly hanging over his belt, hadn�t cheated on Nana. �They didn�t��
Fern shook her head, looking at me like I�d gone cuckoo. �Heavens, no. Have you seen their daughter, Sandra? She�s the spitting image of Jeb.�
Fern piped up. �They�re just rumors. Probably not even true, but you see why there�s no love lost between Zinnia and your grandmother.�
The rift between the two women was like a boulder in my stomach, but I reminded myself that fighting over a man, and even trying to steal him away from another, was not at all the same thing as murder. Mrs. James could be guilty of loving my grandfather, but that didn�t make her a killer.
After Trudy and Fern finished filling me in on the final dress rehearsal, Trudy stood up. �Would you like to see our atelier?�
Like any dressmaker worth her salt, my pulse skittered and I practically flew off the sofa. Seeing another seamstress�s workshop was like crack to an addict. And the Lafayette sisters? From what I knew, they didn�t let anyone into their studio who wasn�t having a Victorian dress made. �I�d love to.�
Trudy�s step suddenly had bounce to it and even the tension Fern had been holding seemed to roll off her as we sidled through the kitchen, into the backyard, across a gravel path, and into a separate building faced with the same pink bricks as the main house. We walked through the sliding glass door and into a dressmaker�s wonderland. Victorian gowns, their hoops making the skirts as wide around as Christmas trees, hung on headless mannequins. �Resplendent� had been one of Maximilian�s favorite words. If he uttered it in your presence about a project you were working on, you could live on the praise for months and months. It was the only word that came to mind as I stared at the array of nearly finished dresses. Fourteen of them.
It felt like a dream room decked out in silks, satins, and velvets. Trains and ruffling, lace and ribbon, beads and sequins. Each gown was a work of art. Inwardly, I gave a huge sigh of relief. The first two dresses I�d been commissioned to make were just as ornate and showstopping as these. Libby�s was simpler. The dress, after all, had to fit the wearer. And Gracie�s? I still hadn�t decided what to do for her. But seeing the Lafayette sisters� atelier and the presentation of gowns was filling my creative well with bolts of ideas.
�You do it all by hand?� I asked, my fingers floating over a pale rose-colored silk gown.
�Hand-done, each and every one.� Fern pointed to an ivory dress with tulle artfully draped along the bodice line. �You won�t see this attention to detail anywhere else in the country,� she said, exhibiting a wash of beading on one of the gowns. �Each bead is done one by one.�
�Corsets and petticoats?� I asked, although I knew the answer to every question in my mind. Yes, corsets, petticoats for the traditionalists, but crinoline for those who weren�t sticklers. A dress could weigh up to eighty pounds if it was heavy on the beading and had layers of petticoats. Wearing one would be like lugging around barbells, and that was one more reason I was glad I was well past the age of being a Margaret. At least that�s what I told myself.
�Ms. Cassidy?� Fern snapped her fingers in my face.
�Oh!� I blinked, lurching back a step. �I�m sorry. What were you saying?�
The look she gave me sent a shiver down my spine. Suspicious. Distrustful. As if she thought I were somehow secretly photographing the workshop so I could go back to Buttons & Bows and duplicate them all. �Who�s the girl you�ve added to the Margaret lineup?� she finally repeated.
Oh! They�d asked earlier, but we�d gotten sidetracked. �Her name�s Gracie Flores. She�s just the sweetest girl,� I gushed. �She�s become my right hand at my shop, you know. She already says she wants to go into fashion�� I trailed off when their mouths drooped to pronounced frowns. �What�s wrong?�
�Zinnia is okay with her being a Margaret?�
�Why wouldn�t she be?� I bristled, instantly reminded of why I hadn�t participated in the pageant when I was sixteen. Whoever was in charge wouldn�t have been okay with me. I wasn�t Margaret material because my grandmother and mother had turned their backs on the town tradition. �Gracie�s probably got more strength than Margaret Moffette Lea ever did,� I said, not knowing how much gumption the original Margaret had had. Probably quite a lot considering she�d married and sort of tamed Sam Houston, Texas�s most radical historical figure. �But yes, Mrs. James was�is�fine with adding Gracie. Like I said, we were going to write the pedigree��
�No reason, dear,� Trudy said, steering me toward a row of sewing machines and sergers.
�Two without,� Fern mumbled behind me.
She had a bad habit of talking under her breath and it was beginning to get on my nerves. I bit my tongue, barely stopping myself from blurting out something I�d regret. They didn�t even know Gracie. I couldn�t hardly stand them judging her. The gowns on the headless mannequins suddenly felt like fashionable nineteenth-century female soldiers closing in. �Two what?� I asked, heavy on the accent, my tone somehow light and friendly.
Trudy shot her sister a hush up look, then said, �Just that Margarets usually come from more� established families, shall we say? Families like the Kincaids��
�The Kincaids?� I said with a scoff. They�d been wrapped up in a murder not that long ago. They weren�t all that upstanding anymore.
�Gracie Flores isn�t your typical Margaret, is all,� Fern said, backtracking.
�But then again, Ferny, are there any typical girls, anymore?� In perfect sync, they both bowed their heads for a moment of silence over the lack of perfect Margarets.
As they raised their gazes again, I could suddenly picture Gracie in my mind, clear as a bell, dressed and primped in the sage green gown from Meemaw�s armoire. That would be her Margaret dress, I decided. No matter who it had once belonged to, it was going to have its second coming with Gracie Flores.

Chapter 10
The second I stepped through the flower-covered archway into my front yard, the scent of homemade cinnamon rolls encircled me. I closed my eyes, breathing in the ribbon of sweetness, letting it nearly lift me up and carry me up the porch steps. Nana must have let herself in, I realized as I took the little handmade sign saying I�d be back at eleven o�clock off the hook to the right of the door. Buttons & Bows wasn�t the type of shop scads of people happened by. It was a destination shop, a place you came if you wanted a custom dress made, or were hoping for a designer off-the-rack outfit. Closing every now and then to run errands wasn�t going to put me out of business.
I followed the cinnamon aroma through the dining room, stopping short in the kitchen. �Nana?�
My grandmother was not there baking pastries. �Mama?� I peeked through the door next to the butter yellow refrigerator. The washer and dryer sat just beyond the kitchen. The clothes that I�d moved into the dryer that morning were now neatly folded in a wicker laundry basket sitting just outside the utility room. �Mama?� Coming in and finishing my laundry wasn�t something my cowgirl mother, Tessa, tended to do, but was something Nana would do. But Nana�s Nubian goats followed her everywhere, a definite drawback to her charm. And they took the majority of her time. I didn�t think she�d take time from her new goat milk pomegranate moisturizer lotions to fold my wash and make cinnamon rolls.
No, the kitchen was empty, but the sweet smell lingered. As I shut the mudroom door, the sweet smell of the cinnamon rolls quickly hit a high note and then, as if someone had snapped their fingers, it simply vanished.
�Meemaw,� I whispered under my breath. Of course.
The faint whisper of a laugh floated in the room.
�I went to see the Lafayette sisters today,� I said to the empty room. I had taken to chatting with my great-grandmother, filling her in on my days. Meemaw was my secret, but one I�d have to share with Mama and Nana before too long. A thread of guilt wound through me each time I saw them and didn�t reveal that Loretta Mae wasn�t quite as dearly departed as they thought.
The soft sound of whispered words came to me, but dissolved into the air before I could make them out. She was trying to communicate with me� or maybe it was me that hadn�t figured out how to hear her. Either way, our interaction was more one-sided than I liked. I talked. She listened. And flung clothes out of the closet, moved my sewing notions, and flipped pages of books and magazines to communicate what she wanted with me.
�Mrs. James asked me to help her with the pageant,� I continued as I pulled a container of Nana�s goat cheese from the refrigerator, a box of crackers from the cupboard, and poured myself a tall glass of sweet tea. �Have you ever seen their atelier? Fourteen gowns, and they were all spectacular. It was like walking into a showroom. They do all the beading by hand. Did you know people get on their schedule when their daughters are newborns? They�d have to. All that handwork is so time-consuming, but you know, I could feel their love for it all. And I found out they made Nana�s Margaret gown��
I stopped short as the red-and-white-checkerboard curtains under the sink fluttered suddenly and the plantation shutters on the window above rattled. The lights, which I hadn�t switched on, flickered, and the trickling sound of water filling the mechanisms of the freezer�s ice maker magnified. �What? What�s wrong?�
The Dutch door leading to the back porch flung open. �Thelma Louise,� Nana called over her shoulder. �You stay put, you hear?� As she stepped out of her navy blue Crocs and turned toward me, the mayhem in the kitchen instantly stopped.
�Hey, Nana.�
My grandmother, standing there in her pristine white socks, stared at me. �Child, what in heaven�s name are you doin�?�
I was standing in the center of the kitchen, the box of crackers under my arm, the container of ch�vre in one hand, the class of sweet tea in the other, and a surprised expression on my face. It was as if I�d been frozen for a moment and Nana�s voice brought me back. �I was just� er� getting ready to have some of your cheese,� I finished. I�d almost revealed the secret�that I�d been chatting away with Meemaw�but the chaotic interruption made me hold my tongue and a sliver of skin at the hairline on my forehead tingled. I felt it was a sign she didn�t want Nana to know about her yet.
�Well, what are you waitin� for?� She took the cracker box and plopped down at the table, her fingers fluttering to her hairline, almost as if she were mirroring me. I started, realizing that the prickling sensation stemmed from the exact spot where all the Cassidy women�s dark hair streaked blond. Odd, I thought. Were we feeling the same thing, or was it a coincidence? Did she sense Loretta Mae?
�You buy the same crackers Meemaw did,� Nana said.
I set two plates and a knife on the table and she began spreading the ch�vre, filling up both the plates with the cracker rounds.
�Oh.� I looked at the box, realizing that it was the same brand. �I hadn�t realized.�
�You�re more like her than your mama or me ever were. You know that?�
I nodded. I was well into my thirties, but I felt like I was finally figuring out who I was and what I wanted and to hear that I reminded Nana of her mother filled me with a comfortable sense of home. �I didn�t think I wanted to come back to Bliss,� I said, �but Meemaw was right.�
�Meemaw was always right. What Meemaw wanted, Meemaw got.� She chuckled. �Right down to the crackers,� she said, pointing to the box. �I bet you didn�t even know you had a hankering for �em when you bought �em.� She nodded, as if she�d experienced the very same thing. �Happens to me all the time. I don�t know what I want, then, bam!� She slammed her open palm down on the table. �It hits me and a memory of Meemaw hits me at the same time. She had a gift, and sometimes�� She trailed off for a minute, staring off in the distance. �Sometimes I think she�s still here.�
Sometimes she is, I wanted to say.
As we finished our snack, I asked Nana, �Can you stay and help do a little beading?� I�d learned to sew from Meemaw, but Nana knew her way around a needle and thread. She was particularly good with the tedious hand-beading. Whenever I needed extra help, she usually sat by the open window and chatted under her breath with Thelma Louise and whatever other of her goats happened off her property and onto mine. She beaded and hand-sewed three times faster than I could, but her attention span was ten times shorter.
The Lafayette sisters had agreed to meet me at the country club at three o�clock to take a look at what was done and what still needed doing. That didn�t leave me much time and Libby�s gown beckoned.
�I can work for a spell.� I followed as she padded toward the workroom. �I have a new batch of lotion I�m working on,� she said over her shoulder, �but it can wai�� She stopped in her tracks and��Oomph!��I plowed right into her, lurching her past the French doors leading to the workroom and right into the old armoire Will and his friends had moved from the attic.
�This is just where it used to be,� she said, lightly running her hand down the side paneling of the wood.
�I remember. Red and I used to play hide-and-seek and whenever I hid in the armoire, he never found me.� My brother would shout my name from the top of his lungs. He�d even open the doors of the armoire and take a quick peak, but I�d shrink back into the corner behind the stacks of fabric, careful not to put my weight on the center floorboard where the buckled wood popped. It was as if I blended right into the paneling itself. I�d giggle to myself, then jump out when his back was turned, scaring him half to death.
It was only when I was about ten years old�too big to fit inside the cupboard without making the base creak and moan�that I realized that the armoire wasn�t magical and couldn�t transport me to Narnia. That was about the same time I figured out that Red only pretended not to see me. �Why was it in the attic?� I�d recently asked Mama the same question.
�No idea,� she said. �Meemaw never would say why she moved it up there.�
Nana�s wavy hair had taken on a charge of electricity, the flyaway strands reaching toward the ceiling. �How did you get it back down here?�
�Will Flores brought some friends by and they moved it down. It was tough. They got stuck on the landing, and I hadn�t taken out the��
She pulled open the doors and gasped, cutting me off. �Gowns,� she said, the word like a heavy breath floating in the room. �Oh my word. I haven�t seen these since� Where did they come from?� Her fingers fluttered over the fabrics just as mine had and although Nana was a goat-whisperer and her charm had nothing to do with sewing, I could almost hear her heartbeat speed up and see her breath settle over the silk.
I sat on the red plush settee. There had to be a reason these dresses had been kept secret all these years. Finally, I broached the subject in the forefront of my mind. �It was locked,� I said. �I used different needles to pick the lock and when we��
She looked up sharply. �We?�
�Gracie was with me.�
The green of Nana�s eyes, so similar to mine, had grown concentrated. She waved at me. �Yes, yes. Go on.�
�I used different needles to pick the lock,� I repeated. �We opened the doors and there they were.�
�Three dresses. They didn�t use to be in here. I didn�t know Meemaw still had �em.�
Nana was known to turn on her heels and blow out of a place if she didn�t like the subject of conversation or didn�t feel like talking anymore. I drew in a deep breath and gathered up my words, letting them waft out of my mouth gently so they wouldn�t send her scurrying back to her farm. �They are the� pageant dresses, right? Margaret gowns?�
She dropped her hand to her side and stood stone still, her back to me. She hadn�t bolted, which was good, but she wasn�t bursting with an accounting of the dresses� history, either. The air in the room thickened and felt suddenly heavy, the way it feels before a storm hits and the thunder rolls across a dark sky. �They�re a whole lot more than that, Harlow,� she finally said.
My brows lifted. �What do you mean, Nana?�
�I wore this one,� she said, taking the yellow gown out of the cupboard and holding it out. �The Lafayette sisters made it.�
�Why didn�t Meemaw make it?�
She closed her eyes like she was remembering. �They�d just moved from the Panhandle and missed their town, bless their hearts. They�ve long since settled here, but at the time, I reckon Meemaw was just trying to help �em build their business.�
�It�s what she wanted, and I guess it worked,� I said. �They have a good business.� Ah, Meemaw. Tears pricked behind my eyelids. She was with me, I knew, but I missed her touch. The sound of her voice. Her laughter. Breath caught in my throat as the sheer curtains on the picture window facing Mockingbird Lane fluttered. She was here now.
The faint scent of lavender settled my emotions. �Who wore the other two?� I asked Nana. Those dresses had a story to tell; I was sure of it.
�Zinnia James. �Course she was Zinnia Hecker back then.� Nana�s voice, usually sharp and focused, had taken on the dreamy quality of a memory. �I�d wanted her dress. The pale blue one. Thought it would make a certain young man take notice of me.�
�Granddaddy?�
She nodded. �Didn�t need the dress after all,� she said, smiling a little wistfully.
�What about that one?� I asked as she fanned out the skirt of the olive green gown Gracie liked so much. �I think I�d like to alter it so Gracie can wear it to the pageant.�
She sucked in a sharp breath. �Oh, no, Harlow. You, of all people, should know that that is not a good idea. These dresses have history, each belonging to its owner. They tell a tale. We don�t know� if� if�� Her voice faded away as if she�d lost herself in a memory.
My curiosity piqued and I leaned forward, my elbows on my knees. �We don�t know what?�
She hesitated before she said, �It doesn�t matter.�
�Why is it ripped, Nana? What happened�?�
A gust of air shot through the room and the doors to the armoire suddenly slammed closed. At the same moment, a low moan filled the air, the pipes in the ceiling above creaking and groaning. Nana started, looking first at the cupboard, then at the ceiling, her gaze finally landing on me. �What in tarnation�?�
�The house is settling I guess,� I said with a shrug, but my thoughts spiraled. It was as if Meemaw wanted to keep the history of these dresses locked up tight. But I�d found them, and she�d have to let me work with them.
Nana turned her skeptical face to me. �I grew up in this house, Harlow Jane Cassidy,� she said, her voice back to its usual sharpness. �That is not settling.�
I jumped as my lookbook flung open, the hard cover thumping against the coffee table. The pages fluttered back and forth, gently at first, then with such vigor that a photo of one of my earlier designs dislodged from its page and flew across the room, landing by the wall underneath the metal display board hanging on the far wall.
I lunged for the book, but it slid across the table as if it were attached to an invisible string and someone was pulling it. �Meemaw,� I said with a hiss.
Like a flash, Nana was by my side. �What do you mean, �Meemaw�?�
I wanted to slap my hand over my mouth. �Nothing,� I said, but I knew from her wide eyes and the circle of her mouth that she didn�t think it was nothing.
�Spill it,� she said, folding her arms over her plaid snap-front Western blouse, one of her socked feet tapping the pecan planked floor.
�I� um�� My tongue was tied. How was I supposed to tell my grandmother that Meemaw, her mother who�d died, was still hanging around the old farmhouse?
Nana stared at my face as if she could read every last wrinkle and frown line. After a long few seconds, she blew out a breath. �She�s here, isn�t she?� She didn�t wait for me to answer, instead just dropping her arms and spinning around. �Loretta Mae Cassidy, is that you?� Her voice cracked, just barely. �Mother?�
A tapping sound came from the workroom. I tiptoed to the French doors separating the space from the front room and peered inside, no idea what to expect. The tap-tap-tap came again and I saw Thelma Louise, her nose pressed against the windowpane. It was as if she�d sensed Nana�s emotions and had come to be by her side. �Ah, Thelma Louise,� I said, undoing the latch and patting the black and white fur. She trained her dark yellow eyes at me, then moved her head up and down, her lips pulling back.
�She�ll be okay,� I told the goat�once Nana processed that her mother�s spirit was still with us. I gave Thelma Louise another pat, relatching the window just as the bells on the front doorknob jingled. My mother stepped into the shop looking harried and rushed.
I pressed my fingers to my tingling hairline, to the spot where the blond streak in my hair began. My eyes flew open wide as Nana and Mama both touched the same spots on their heads. We had the same blood flowing through us, and I�d always known that the threads of our history encircled us, twining us together, but this� this was new. It was as if we all felt Meemaw.
Mama walked in, stopped short, and breathed in. After a moment, she said, �She�s here, isn�t she?�
Of course, she smelled the lavender, too. �Who?� I asked, but my voice crumbled into a mere unintelligible sound.
But Mama understood me. �Loretta Mae, of course. Who else?� She scanned the room, seeming to absorb every detail in a split second. She spotted the photo that had been ripped from my lookbook and made a beeline for it, as if it called to her. �What collection is this from?� she asked.
My eyes narrowed as I looked at the ensemble. �Southern Industrial,� I answered.
Nana�s eyes were sharp, but Mama frowned. �Oh,� she muttered with disappointment. She�d been expecting some sort of confirmation, I realized.
Nana bent and fanned through the pages of the lookbook, stopping to read, moving on, then stopping again. Slowly, she straightened up, scanning the room.
Mama tiptoed forward, her hand clasping Nana�s shoulder. She pointed to the lookbook and the Southern Industrial collection. She looked at me, her streak of blond hair falling into her eyes. She quickly brushed it aside. �It�s a sign.� She held up the picture, pointing to the blank spot in the lookbook. �You dedicated this collection to her.�
�To all of you,� I answered, �but, yes, to her.� The line blended my Texas roots with an urban edge. Ruffles mixed with angles. Florals mixed with metal and denim. Meemaw had been my biggest influence� and still was.
We stood in complete silence for a full minute. I held my breath, waiting. Would Meemaw reveal herself? Was my secret time with her over?
�She�s here, Tessa,� Nana whispered to my mother. �Bless my soul. She�s here.�
�I feel her, too,� Mama said.
�Mama?� Nana whispered.
Nothing happened for another thirty seconds, then the pages of the design book lifted slightly.
We let out a collective breath. �It�s about time, Mother,� Nana said. �It�s about dang time.�

Chapter 11
It happened all at once. Thelma Louise tapping her nose against the workroom�s window. The front door blowing open and banging against the chest behind it. The pipes in the ceiling creaking and moaning as if they were strained beyond capacity and would burst any second. And the slow gathering of air in the center of the room, like a funnel cloud forming.
�Meemaw?� I whispered.
The swirling air slowed at the sound of my voice. I stretched my arm out, taking a step forward. I�d been communicating with Meemaw for months, but only through symbols and signs. I�d speak and suddenly pages of a nearby book would flip back and forth, letters and words lifting off the pages as I interpreted her response. I�d need a particular spool of thread or my scissors, and�voila!�what I needed was suddenly in front of me. She anticipated my needs and had become my confidante. Somehow that had seemed reasonable. Soothing.
But watching my deceased great-grandmother take on a physical form wasn�t quite so comforting.
�Meemaw,� Mama said to the wraithlike shape in front of us. I squinted, watching it until I could make out faded blue and burnt orange. She�d been buried in her jeans and a snap-front blouse, a good choice since it looked as if she�d be spending the hereafter in her favorite outfit.
�I was beginning to think you�d never show yourself,� Nana said. �What took you so long?�
I shoved my glasses up the bridge of my nose, gaping at my mother and grandmother. �What?�
But they ignored me and focused on Loretta Mae�s ghost. �Are you all right, Mother?� Nana asked, moving past me and reaching toward the apparition.
Meemaw moved in response, her whole wispy body nodding, but then she flickered, looking just like Princess Leia�s hologram sprouting from R2-D2 when she�d said, �Help me, Obi-Wan. You�re my only hope.�
�What�s happening?� Mama asked, rushing forward, tears streaming down her face. �Meemaw?�
Meemaw�s ghostly figure quivered again, disappearing for half a second before reappearing. The edges of her form grew fuzzier, and the moments she wasn�t there, compared to the moments we could see her, seemed to stretch.
�She can�t do it,� Nana said, shaking her head. �She�s not ready.�
�But it�s been months,� Mama said.
I stared at them, and at Meemaw�s flickering shape. �What are you talking about?� I demanded.
Suddenly, like a bubble popping, Meemaw was gone. As if on cue, the pipes in the ceiling creaked, the door slammed against the chest again, the ceiling fan spun, and the sheer curtains fluttered.
�She�ll be back,� Nana said, walking toward the kitchen, but her shoulders slumped.
�Wait a sec, Nana. You knew Meemaw would� would�� I went after her, catching her arm. �Would come back from the dead?� Was she back from the dead, caught in some sort of purgatory, or haunting us? Or maybe she was like a guardian angel. That was the explanation I preferred. �You knew she was here?�
Nana shook her head. �I knew she wasn�t here, but I�ve been waiting.� She turned back to the place the billowing figure of my great-grandmother had just been.
�What do you mean you�ve been waiting?� I looked from Nana to Mama, not even bothering to hide the shock on my face. �You knew she�d become a ghost?�
Nana took my hand and gave it a firm squeeze. �It�s the Cassidy way, Harlow.�
�For the women, anyway,� Mama said.
�Right. Poor Red.�
�Wh-what do you mean, it�s the Cassidy way?� I sputtered. After thirty-three years, how was it possible that, every day, I seemed to learn something new about my family?
They sat me down at the kitchen table. �I don�t know what kind of spin Butch put on that wish he made in that fountain,� Nana said, �but it was a doozy. When a Cassidy woman passes on, she doesn�t really pass on all the way. She stays right here, kind of like a guide for the ones who are left behind.�
�Like an angel, then?� I asked.
A chunky strand of Nana�s hair had broken free from her ponytail. She hastily tucked it behind her ear as she sat back against the ladder-back chair, the snaps of her blouse pulling open between the closures. �More like a ghost, I reckon, but you can call it whatever you want.�
My head felt full of cotton. �Wait,� I said, her words finally sinking in. �You said when a Cassidy woman passes on, she doesn�t go all the way.� I pressed my fingers against my temples, trying to grasp the big picture here. It was one thing to be charmed, but quite another to know you were going to be a ghost. �Do you mean all the Cassidy women?� The ones who�d come before me, and� and� the ones in this room right this minute?
Mama and Nana nodded. �My grandmother, Cressida, died when I was just a little bit of a thing,� Nana said, �but I still grew up with her. She was right here, every single day.�
�When I came over here to see Meemaw,� Mama said, a dreamy lilt to her voice, �Cressida would sing lullabies to me. It was like she�d wrap me up in a blanket and lull me to sleep.�
They went on, remembering the ghostly presence of Cressida, Butch Cassidy�s daughter with Texana, my great-great-great-grandmother, until I thought my head would explode. �How could you not tell me all of this?� I finally blurted. �I�m a Cassidy. I have a right to know if I�m going to come back as a ghost.�
Nana tsked me. �Hush now. It�s better to discover something like this naturally. Would you have believed us if we�d told you Meemaw would come back as a spirit? That we all will?�
She had a point. I�d had a hard enough time understanding that Cassidy women were charmed, and that I hadn�t been blessed with a special gift. It wasn�t until I�d worked on Josie�s wedding gown that I realized I did have a charm. But ghosts in my family? That was something altogether different.
I needed time to think. Time to process. Time to summon Meemaw�just her and me�for a one-on-one, tell-it-like-it-is session. Thelma Louise tapped her nose against the windowpane as if she could read my mind and knew just what I needed.
�Coming, Sweet Pea,� Nana called to the matriarch of her herd. �I�ll be back later,� she said over her shoulder as she padded to the kitchen. She slipped on her Crocs and with a backward wave of her hand, she was gone.
�How can we get her to come back?� Mama mused, more to herself than to me.
�Maybe we should have a s�ance,� I said, only half sarcastically. Surely there had to be a technique or a way to summon a ghost.
�Bite your tongue.� Mama�s cell phone rang. She pulled it from her jeans pocket, holding it as she said to me, �Knowing we�re charmed is one thing, Harlow, but the people here would run us out of town if they knew the Cassidy women would be back to haunt them from the ever-after. No. No s�ance.� She pushed the ON button and turned away from me.
No s�ance, I thought, more dejected than I�d imagined I�d be. Which meant we�d have to sit around and wait while Meemaw figured out how to communicate with us. I wanted answers, and I didn�t want them on slow-mo Texas time; I wanted them in a New York minute. I wanted� Madelyn Brighton. Of course!
The Englishwoman had been one of the first people I�d met when I came home to Bliss. She was a Jill-of-all-trades: part-time photographer for the town, freelance photojournalist, wannabe medical examiner, and expert on all things supernatural� including a strange but thorough knowledge of the Cassidy family.
For years we�d worked hard to keep our charms under wraps in a sort of don�t ask, don�t tell kind of way. People sort of knew there was magic going on, but they didn�t ask questions because magic didn�t really exist in their minds. It was just easier not to admit the truth.
But Madelyn Brighton and her supernatural society had a fascination with all inexplicable things and I suddenly felt very sure that she�d be able to help me communicate with Meemaw. If only I knew how to broach the subject.
A peck on the cheek brought me out of my thoughts. �We�ll talk about this later, Harlow,� Mama said. She put her cell phone away, took another look around the room before heading to the front door, and then, almost like Meemaw�s disappearing act, she was gone.
The room where my grandmother and mother�and the ghost of my great-grandmother�had been minutes before, was now utterly empty and quiet. I sat in silence for ten minutes, waiting for Meemaw to reappear. She didn�t.
I glanced at the clock. Time had flown and now I was due to go meet the Lafayette sisters. I couldn�t make my great-grandmother show herself, but I could finish the job I�d promised to do for Mrs. James. Manifesting my best Scarlett O�Hara, I told myself I wouldn�t think about Meemaw and ghosts anymore right now; I�d think about it all tomorrow.
But as much as I tried, I couldn�t get Meemaw and her wispy figure off my mind. I couldn�t stop thinking about the fact that the Margaret pageant was going to be held where Macon Vance was murdered. And as these two things rattled around in my brain, it suddenly hit me.
Nana had never answered my questions about who�d worn the third Margaret dress from the armoire and what story it might tell.
I mulled it over on the drive to the country club, finally muttering, �What happened that night?�
I�d already gathered that there was some big secret that Nana didn�t want to talk about, and it was evident that Meemaw had appeared at just the right time to deflect attention away from the armoire and the Margaret dresses. What was the big deal about those dresses? I was determined to find out.

Chapter 12
I spotted Trudy and Fern Lafayette the second I pulled into the country club�s parking lot. They�d cornered two men just outside the pro shop. I immediately recognized them�Dr. Hughes and George Taylor�from meeting them recently at my house. Trudy Lafayette, in her white linen Bermuda shorts and pastel pink polo shirt, had one hand on the men�s golf cart, the other pinching the bridge of her nose.
My truck rumbled to a noisy stop next to a tricked-out silver Ford F-150, the Texas version of a sports car. My old pickup, compared to the pristine truck next to me with its custom rims, bumper bra, and taillight covers, rubbed in that I was a have-not in Bliss, and always would be. Seeing Will�s neighbor brought Gracie to mind. She was a have-not, too, but being in the pageant may help her find a place in the middle, between the two extremes.
I stepped out to hear the doctor saying, �This will be my son�s second year as a beau.� A proud smile crossed his lips. �I never would have thought he�d like the whole thing, but he does.�
�It�s a might hard not to like tradition,� Fern said. �Who�s Duane partnered with?�
�Elizabeth Allen,� Buckley said. �Quite a good family. I wouldn�t mind seeing that relationship bud, if you know what I mean.� He winked, but Fern frowned at him. Apparently she didn�t want to talk about young love, no matter how good the families were.
I took my time gathering my replacement sewing bag and sketchbook so I could walk into the country club with the Lafayette sisters. Finally, after a bit more pageant chitchat, the doctor cleared his throat. �Good to see you ladies,� he said. �We don�t want to miss our tee off. Miss Lafayette,� he said, looking at Trudy. �I�ll see you at seven.�
Trudy nodded. �Oh, yes. All the hullabaloo with the festival this year has done a number on my head. I�ll be there with bells on.�
Fern shook her head, her gaze moving from Trudy to the men. �Daggum risky, if you ask me.�
Trudy shot her a scathing look. �Good heavens, Ferny,� she said, turning her back on Fern. �It�s the only thing that works and you know it.� To the men, she said, �Fern doesn�t get headaches. They�re my burden.� She pressed her finger to the space between her eyebrows.
�Miss Trudy,� George Taylor said with a wink. �You sure you don�t want to have a night out on the town with me, instead? I just bet a little honky-tonk would take care of those headaches.�
A blush rose up Trudy�s neck, shading her cheeks the same soft pink as her shirt. She giggled like a school girl. �Why, Mr. Taylor, how you do go on,� she drawled. �But no, Dr. Hughes takes care of things just fine.�
�Well,� Fern said, the sternness back in her voice. �I�ll be home finishin� the gowns for the pageant.�
Trudy swatted her sister on the arm. �Those dresses, much as I love �em, are doing me in, Ferny.�
It hadn�t seemed like that when I�d toured their studio, but maybe Trudy�s headache hadn�t been quite as bad at that point.
Fern turned away, muttering under her breath as I approached. I lifted my hand in a wave. �Afternoon,� I said, hoping the conversation wouldn�t turn to Macon Vance being stabbed with my scissors.
It didn�t. George and Buckley waved as they directed the golf cart toward the course and slowly rolled away.
�You�re always welcome, Ms. Lafayette,� the doctor called over his shoulder to Fern. �You, too, Ms. Cassidy,� he added, waving.
�Okay,� I called, but I had no idea what he�d just invited me to. I raised my eyebrows at Trudy and Fern in a question.
�It�s a party,� Trudy said. �I go for my headaches, but you know how us Texas women like to be all prettied up. Took a while for people to warm up to the idea, but Dr. Hughes is up on all the latest beautification techniques. He usually has a masseuse for these parties, and once he even had a pedicurist there.� She glanced at her sister�s shoe-covered feet. �I enjoy a pedicure every now and again, but Ferny won�t go near them. Her feet are better off covered up,� she added.
Fern frowned. �Trudy, hold your tongue.�
�It is an open-door party,� Trudy said to me, ignoring her sister. �Come on over for a pedicure. It�ll get your mind off things.�
�Massages and pedicures help with your headaches?� I asked, feeling like I was missing something.
�Oh, lordy, no. It�s an injection. Botox. He gets the nerve right here,� Trudy said, touching a spot just under the inside of her right eyebrow. �It takes a few days, but it relaxes that nerve and I�m good for a long while.� She batted my arm. �Come on, now. Even your great-grandma, Loretta Mae, came around to a party every once in a while.�
I stopped in my tracks. Or I would have if I�d been walking. �Meemaw? She did?� Meemaw�d always said that she wore her signs of age like badges of honor. Each bit told a tale and to erase them would mean erasing a part of her life. Did she think we�d be able to read her secrets, whatever they were, right there on her face?
Trudy gave me a knowing smile. �I think she just liked to keep on top of the town gossip, you know.�
�You got that right,� I said, my mind wandering.
�Come on out tonight. Bring a friend. Maybe the darlin� new Mrs. Kincaid�� She paused and gave my arm a squeeze. �Are you all right, dear?�
�What? Oh, I�m fine.� I laughed, but kept thinking about the dresses in the armoire. �I was just wondering what kind of secrets Loretta Mae wanted to keep hidden, is all.�
Trudy and Fern glanced at each other, a thread of silent thoughts traveling between them. �Sugar,� Trudy said after a beat, �your great-grandmother had a truckload of secrets.�
I started. �A� a truckload?�
�Maybe more.�
I was rendered speechless. Meemaw had deeded me her house, but had never told me. She knew she�d become a ghost, but she had never mentioned it. She hid the Margaret gowns from Mama, Nana, and me, and I had no idea why.
Trudy turned and started shuffling toward the country club. I fell in step beside her and Fern came up on my other side, looking ever the Southern gentlewoman. �Loretta Mae took her secrets to the grave with her. No need to worry about it now.�
Ah, but that�s where they were wrong. I gave a noncommittal, �Mmm-hmm,� knowing that I�d figure out some way to communicate better with Meemaw and figure out what story those dresses told that she didn�t want to share.
�So ya�ll will come to the party?� Trudy asked again.
�Mmm-hmm,� I said again, nodding.
�Wonderful!�
It dawned on me that I�d answered a question I hadn�t really paid attention to. �Wait. What?�
�Tonight, Harlow. My, but you�re distracted.� Trudy threw a look at Fern. �Sugar, are you sure you�re feeling all right?�
I waved away her concern. �Just fine, ma�am,� I murmured, wanting to kick myself for committing. �But just for a pedicure.�
�Bring your grandmother,� Trudy said as we reached the entrance to the country club. �Bet she has a wrinkle or two that need smoothing out.� She winked at me. �Secrets run in families, you know. Especially yours.�
�Trudy,� Fern snapped.
But Trudy ignored her sister and chuckled again. I forced a smile. I hoped to be happy and giggling when I was in my seventies, but right now it felt like Trudy Lafayette was laughing at me instead of with me.
�Aren�t you friends with William Flores?� she asked out of the blue, a little extra emphasis on the word friends. �I seemed to remember hearing somethin� about that. He lives right next door to the doctor, you know.�
�Right,� I said, flipping one of my side ponytails back behind my shoulder.
�All your grandmother�s cronies will be there,� Trudy said.
Fern sniffed. �Except Zinnia.�
Trudy�s already slow gait slowed even more. �It�s just shocking, isn�t it? I still can�t believe that deputy arrested her��
I stopped short, my heart instantly in my throat. �Mrs. James was arrested?�
�Held for questioning,� Fern said, clarifying.
�Why?� I asked, the single word like a lead weight in my mouth. I knew the answer.
�Murder, of course,� Fern said. �Sue Ellen Jacobs works at the dispatch station and she told Larry Winfred who told David Smelter next door who told me that her fingerprints were on the murder weapon and that she has no alibi for the time of the murder.�
Trudy shaded her eyes as she looked at me. �Your sewing shears,� she added.
Mrs. James�s drawn and haggard face flashed behind my eyes. Her words echoed in my head. �I just need you to run the final rehearsal.� She�d known she was going to be arrested.
�They can�t possibly think she killed that man,� I said, shaking my head, although I wasn�t at all sure I believed what I was saying.
Fern fingered the little pearl buttons on her soft green cardigan. �How long have you known her?�
�Since I came back to Bliss. Six months, give or take.�
�She�s a beautiful woman, isn�t she,� Trudy said, picking up the thread of conversation.
I nodded.
Fern tapped her foot. �And how did she look the last time you saw her?�
I�d never seen her looking less than perfect� except� �She looked a little tired,� I answered. The truth was, she�d looked desperate. I just hadn�t wanted to see it.
The Lafayette sisters nodded in unison. �See? Loretta Mae was right.�
Realization hit me like a brick to the head. Mrs. James�s wrinkles had been showing, which meant her secrets were coming out.

Chapter 13
Revisiting a crime scene was something I did every single day, like it or not. Whenever I walked through my yard and saw the exact spot where a bridesmaid in Josie�s wedding party had drawn her last breath, I was reminded of how fragile life is.
I�d put a fountain in the spot to be a lovely reminder of Nell. It softened the hard edges of the memory, but the fact remained that I�d seen a dead body in my yard and that was something I could never erase.
Now, walking through the country club for the first time since Macon Vance�s body had been discovered, the foreboding shiver of murder skimmed over my skin again. Until the pageant was over, the spot on the stage where the golf pro was found would be a constant reminder of the tragic side of the event.
�I still can�t believe Mrs. James could commit murder,� I whispered to the sisters as we entered the event room. �Why would she? She said she didn�t hardly know him.�
Fern spat out a spontaneous raspberry in the most unladylike manner. �Macon Vance was notoriously well known, Harlow.�
�You mean the affairs?�
She tapped her nose, as if I�d gotten a word in a game of charades. �Multiple affairs over the years. Too many Bliss women thought they�d stolen his heart, but Macon Vance didn�t have a heart.�
I�d heard his argument with Mrs. James. It had sounded like he had a heart to me. He�d argued over the girls in the pageant being objectified. That fact, coupled with the rumors of his romantic liaisons, was like a picnic with no fried chicken on the menu. Something just wasn�t right.
�Why would he be against the pageant?� I asked.
�Was he?� Trudy said.
�I heard something about that,� I said vaguely.
Fern reached around Trudy and pulled open the door, dismissing Macon Vance�s objection to the Margaret festivities. �He just liked to be contrary, that�s all. Now let�s get this show on the road. Without Zinnia, it�s up to us. We have a pageant to put on.�
Maybe Fern was right. Maybe Macon was just being difficult, but my intuition told me that it was more than that. His anger with Mrs. James had been strong and focused. It was about the haves and the have-nots in our town. Was he vocal enough about his objections that Mrs. James would have killed to keep him quiet and preserve the tradition she felt so strongly about? Did she believe he�d be a real threat to the pageant?
I thought back to the last time I�d seen her. Not a single fashion flash had come to me, which, now that I thought about it, was odd. Part of my Cassidy charm was that I could imagine the perfect outfits for people just by looking at them�at least that�s what had happened so far since I�d discovered my charm. The clothing I envisioned always made a person look their best, enhanced their feelings, and made them shine.
I�d gotten flashes of fashion for Mrs. James since I�d known her, but now? I had nothing. She was a big ol� blank slate. Another shiver skittered over me. The only other time this had happened was when I�d met Nell Gellen, Josie�s maid of honor. She�d been a complete mystery. I�d had no sense of her style or what her bridesmaid dress should look like.
She�d ended up dead.
Did that mean�? I was suddenly terribly worried for Mrs. James�s safety.
I shook my head, one hundred percent sure she was innocent as I said, �She didn�t do it.�

The event room had been transformed yet again. The catwalk and lights were gone. In the runway�s place was a raised stage with a curved front. It took up about a quarter of the room, extending from the original stage and doubling its size. Enough room for the eighteen Margarets and their beaus to make their entrance and be presented.
The rest of the space was set up with round tables, with long rectangular tables off to the right for the buffet line. �I imagine the sheriff has some evidence,� Fern was saying as we mounted the steps to the stage. �You�re lucky they haven�t taken you in.�
Considering the murder weapon belonged to me.
I shook my head. �He�s got to be digging. Yes, she argued with him. Yes, her fingerprints were on the scissors. But� but�� I suddenly remembered something and snapped my fingers. �She must have handled them at my shop.�
Trudy and Fern�s faces grew tight. �She was in your shop?� Fern said, her voice clipped.
�Lots of times. Yes.� That had to be the answer. I�d go straight to the sheriff�s office when I was done here to tell him. �I�ve been working on Libby�s gown. She must have picked them up. It�s the only explanation.�
�No,� Fern said. �The other explanation is that her fingerprints are on them because she used them to kill the man��
Why were they so ready to throw Mrs. James under the bus? �But why would she do that? And she�s smart enough to wipe her fingerprints off if she had done it.�
I couldn�t add that my Cassidy charm had convinced me of Mrs. James�s innocence. Madelyn Brighton would believe me. Nana and Mama would know I was right. But anyone else would laugh in my face. People believe in magic only when it helps them in some way, or when they�re scared. The Lafayette sisters and the sheriff didn�t want my help in proving Mrs. James innocence, and they weren�t scared.
�Sugar, you can believe Zinnia�s innocent all you want,� Trudy said, patting me on the arm and making me feel thirteen instead of thirty-something, �but Sheriff McClaine�s smart as a whip and he knows what he�s doing.�
I knew he was. We�d had plenty of differences over the years, what with my teenage escapades. Cow tipping, climbing water towers, and playing chicken with cattle meant I�d seen the inside of his office more times than I cared to remember. But he loved my mama�a recent development that had thrown me for a loop or two�and that raised him up in my estimation. I�d helped him solve Nell Gellen�s murder and that had raised me up in his estimation. He�d let bygones be bygones where my past behavior was concerned and we�d moved on. �He�ll listen to me,� I said, sounding more confident than I felt.
�You have to tell him he made a mistake,� a girl�s thready voice said from behind us.
Fern, Trudy, and I all gasped and spun around. Libby Allen, looking pale and tired, stood on the right side of the stage, a young man by her side�Duane Hughes, from the way she leaned into him. A woman crouched just behind her in the exact spot Macon Vance�s body had been. The palm of her hand lay flat on the floor. As she lifted her gaze to us, I felt battling waves of sorrow and familiarity wash over me. I knew it was Sandra Allen, Mrs. James�s daughter. I�d seen her before, I was sure of it, but I couldn�t remember when or where. Instantly, I saw her in black mourning dress, the outfit like a shroud against long-buried emotions. Oh God, if I didn�t help Mrs. James, her daughter would be mourning over her mother�s loss of freedom.
When I closed my eyes, Libby floated in my vision wearing her Margaret gown, looking confident and lovely. The image eased my mind. Libby would be grieving in my vision if something was going to happen to her grandmother. Which meant maybe Zinnia James wasn�t destined for the electric chair. So why the conflicting images?
�Libby�� As I started toward her, the woman behind her stood. The resemblance was striking. She was a younger version of Zinnia, only the strong highlights in her dark mane differed from her mother�s silvery hair.
Libby�s face scrunched, the tip of her nose turning red, her mouth quivering. �She didn�t kill him,� she said through her sobs. �Ms. Cassidy, you know her. You know she didn�t kill him.�
�Of course she didn�t, darlin�,� I said, going over to her and wrapping her up in my arms. Her bony shoulders shook as she cried.
I stroked her back and a minute later she calmed down and pulled away. She ran the back of her hands under her eyes, then under her nose.
The other woman put her arm around Libby. �I�m Sandra Allen,� she said. �It�s nice to finally meet you. My mother talks about your designs constantly.� Her smile had a bittersweet quality to it, as though she might never hear her mother raving about Cassidy designs again.
�Nice to meet you, too. I�m�� I didn�t know what type of condolences to offer a woman whose mother was in jail and accused of murder.
She waved away my fumbling words. �We�ll get through this. Excuse me, Duane,� she said, edging the boy out of the way and squeezing Libby�s shoulder. �Everything will be fine, I�m sure.�
�They think she killed someone,� Libby cried. �It�s not fine.�
Fern cleared her throat and we all turned to her. �I�m sure your mother is right, Libby��
Trudy piped up next. �Harlow here thinks she has proof your grandmother�s fingerprints were on the murder weapon before they were used to� uh��
Libby�s eyes lit up. �Proof?� she said, as Sandra leaned forward and demanded, �What kind of proof?�
I wanted to swat Trudy Lafayette for opening her gossipy mouth. �Not proof, exactly,� I said. �It�s just that your grandmother�s been in Buttons and Bows so many times. I think she must have picked up the scissors while she was there.�
Libby�s face fell again and Duane moved next to her. He whispered in her ear, but it didn�t help. She�d been spooked by the thought of her grandmother convicted as a murderer. Nothing her boyfriend said was likely to help.
�That�s not enough to exonerate her,� Duane said. �It�s only your word saying she touched the scissors, and I don�t think they�ll take your word since you own the murder weapon.�
I gaped at Duane Hughes. �Is that right?�
Libby managed a sad smile. �Duane�s going to be a lawyer,� she said.
�Prosecutor,� he clarified. �I�m going to A&M. I have it all planned out.�
Thank goodness his daddy was a doctor, I thought. Texas A&M wasn�t cheap.
�I know it won�t exonerate her, but it�s an explanation, at least,� I said. The truth of the matter was, the only way to get Zinnia James off the hook for murder was to figure out who really killed Macon Vance.
Not something I wanted to get involved in. I owned a dressmaking shop. Albeit a magical dressmaking shop.
That�s when the idea hit me. I wasn�t a detective and couldn�t investigate a murder, but I could help them with my charm. If I visited Mrs. James, maybe I�d get a vision of a dress for her. And if I made it and sewed her wishes into it, maybe, just maybe, things would work out for her.

Chapter 14
�Maybe your great-grandmother had headaches, too?� Madelyn Brighton, with her thick black hair, chocolate-colored skin, and British accent, made everything sound elegant�even a conversation about cosmetic enhancements while sitting inside the cab of my truck while I looked for parking on Hickory Creek Road.
�If she did, she never mentioned them to me. But I�m here in an official capacity, not to get some procedure done.�
She arched one of her eyebrows at me. �You�re here in the official capacity of a dressmaker?�
�Yup.� It was just too much of a coincidence that I�d found the old Margaret dresses right before the Margaret festival and I couldn�t get them off my mind. I filled Madelyn in on the gowns in the armoire, thinking that if I talked it out, I could stop thinking about them.
Madelyn listened attentively, and finally, I moved on to my idea about making the perfect outfit for Mrs. James. �The women here tonight might give me ideas about Mrs. James�s perfect garment.�
�High expectations from a cosmetics party,� she said in her very British way.
She looked out the window as I slowly drove down the street. Still nowhere to park. At this rate, we were going to end up clear down at the Johnson ranch, and considering I�d had a run-in with Clevis Johnson and his weather vane back in the day, I preferred not to go near his place. Not to mention we�d have to hoof it a good long way to the Hughes�s property.
�Not to be a party pooper,� she said after a spell, �but even if you figure out Mrs. James�s perfect garment, which believe me, I know you can do�I�ve not been the same since you made me over that first time and just look at me now.� She spread her arms as much as she could in the truck, showing off her stylish outfit: a pair of red, midcalf leggings and a flowing silk crepe de chine white-black-and-red-trimmed scarf blouse I�d made for her. �But even if you figure it out and make it�amidst the gowns you need to finish, may I remind you�how is it going to help her? Your magic is a blessing��
I sucked in a sharp breath. Madelyn knew the Cassidy secret, but to hear her talk about it so openly made my heartbeat skitter. I�d been so used to keeping it under wraps. I hadn�t told Josie, Gracie, Will� no one but Madelyn.
��but if she committed murder��
�But that�s just it,� I said, cranking the steering wheel and flipping the truck around to make another pass in case someone had left the party and a spot along the shoulder had opened up. �She didn�t commit murder.�
�You don�t want her to have killed that poor man, love, but she may have.�
I refused to believe that. I�d already been shocked once by murder in my front yard. Mrs. James was almost like my benefactor. While my business grew, she was helping to keep me working with her custom garment needs. Of course I didn�t want to lose her business, but it was more than that. She was a tell-it-like-it-is kind of woman, just like the women in my family. I liked that about her. I liked her. And because of her past friendship with my grandmother, even if they were estranged now, I felt oddly connected to her. It was as if we shared a piece of history.
�Your lovely Mr. Flores is flagging you down, love.�
I looked to where Madelyn was pointing and sure enough, there was Will, at the end of his long driveway, wiping his hands clean on a blue rag, beckoning me over. �He�s not my Mr. Flores,� I said. For goodness sakes, I just wanted to sew and keep building my shop�s design business. I didn�t even want to think about men.
�You�re scared.�
I snapped my head to stare at her. �What would I be scared of?�
�Plenty. It�s written all over your face. Your Cassidy charm helps other people, but shouldn�t you go after what you want?�
I wagged my finger at her. �Oh no, Madelyn. I�m back home. That�s the only thing I want. Now I just have to keep my shop going so I can stay.�
I could tell Madelyn wasn�t sure if she believed me, but it was true. Sure, I�d wondered how solid my charm really was, and if I was sacrificing certain things to be able to stay in Bliss, but in the end, I was a Cassidy. I�d make Buttons & Bows thrive. Everything else was gravy.
I pulled up the gravel driveway. From the looks of it�jeans and T-shirt stained with oil, a cap turned backward on his head, and work boots�Will had been tinkering under the hood. Apparently he could transition between a drafting table and mechanic�s toolbox. A man of all trades. He backed onto the grass as I pulled up next to his truck with its propped up hood.
He stepped up to my truck and opened the driver�s door. The hinges creaked and the truck rocked, the chassis groaning. I threw it into PARK, double-checked the parking break, and once I was convinced the truck wouldn�t roll back down the slight incline of the driveway, I hopped out.
�Don�t tell me you�re going to shoot that stuff up under your skin,� Will said as he slammed the door closed behind me.
�What stuff?� Madelyn asked.
Will shook his head at me. �Botox.�
�No way,� I said, as Madelyn added, �We�re here in an official capacity.� She walked around the front of the truck and joined us. �She fancies herself a dressmaking detective, I think.� She winked at me and I scowled at her.
�So you�re not here for injections,� Will said, tucking his oil rag in his back pocket, a playful smile on his lips. �That�s good.�
�She might if that�s what it takes to get people to tell her what she wants to know.�
Will arched a brow and studied me. �Let me guess. You want to prove Mrs. James is innocent.�
�As a matter of fact��
�She just might,� Madelyn said. �She�s solved one crime. Why not two?�
Will nodded, folding his arms over his chest. �Maybe you need a new sign on your shop. Buttons and Bows Detective Agency.�
�Ha ha,� I said, but I couldn�t help my smile from spreading. �I�ll stick to fashion design, thank you very much, but I do want to help Mrs. James. I know she didn�t kill that man.�
�How do you know that? That day she came over to your place, she was acting pretty damn guilty, if you ask me.�
�There�s got to be more to it.� I laid my palm flat against my stomach. �I feel it. I just know she didn�t kill Macon Vance.�
�You�re right,� a voice said, the crunch of gravel sounding under steady footsteps. �Zinnia didn�t kill him, but there are plenty of other people who had motive.� We all turned to look for the person who�d spoken. A man walked up the driveway. He looked to be in his late forties. Slightly thinning dark blond hair and suntanned skin. A salmon-colored polo and khakis. Fit. I�d never seen him before in my life. �She�s innocent,� he said.
Will strode down the driveway, his arm outstretched. �Will Flores,� he said.
The other man took the offered hand and shook. �Steven Allen. Zinnia�s son-in-law.� He lifted his chin toward the Hughes�s house. �My wife�s in there. She didn�t want to come tonight, what with her mother being formally arrested, but I made her. Told her it doesn�t do her mother any good if her daughter holes up at home. Nope, better to get out, be seen, so everyone knows it�s nothing but a horrible mistake.�
Madelyn and I walked down the driveway to join Will, introducing ourselves to Steven.
�So you�re the dressmaker, come home to roost, all the way from New York. Zinnia talks about you constantly. Says you�re the spitting image of your cousin, and when she first saw you, it took her back to when she was a girl.�
I shook my head. �I don�t have any cousins or aunts and uncles.� Texana had had Cressida; Cressida had Loretta Mae, who�d only had Coleta�my grandmother, Nana�and Jimmy, but Uncle Jimmy had long since passed on. Nana and Granddaddy had only Mama. �Maybe the spitting image of Loretta Mae, my great-grandmother. People tell me that all the time.� My fingers fluttered over the streak of blond in my hair. �I think it�s this. We all have it.� Mine was more pronounced than Mama�s or Nana�s, but Loretta Mae�s had been blonder than mine.
�Could be, but a lot of people have that. You should see��
A horn blared as a car drove past. Will raised his arm in a wave. �Old man Johnson,� he said, the look he gave me making me think he knew about the weather vane.
�You�re making my daughter�s Margaret dress?� Steven asked me.
�Libby, yes. She�s such a sweet girl, and let me tell you, she�s going to look amazing!� Libby favored her mother, which was a good thing. Steven�s slightly pointy nose would not have been a good feature on the girl, and her dimple softened her look even when she seemed scared of her own shadow.
One side of his mouth curved up in a sad little smile. �She is a good girl, but she�s a mess right now over her grandmother�s arrest. I made her come with her mama just to get her out of the house.�
�Poor thing,� Madelyn said. The look she gave me, combined with the tilt of her head toward the Hughes�s house, said, Let�s go.
I held up a finger, telling her to wait one more minute; then I turned back to Mr. Allen. �Is the sheriff allowing your mother-in-law to have visitors? I�d really like to see her.�
He studied me for a long beat, as if he were searching through his memory banks. He suddenly snapped his fingers and his face lit up with recognition. �You�re the one that helped solve that murder a few months back, aren�t you? I read about that in the paper. Dressmaker catches murderer?� He chuckled, then added, �Think you can do that again? My wife and daughter will buy every dress you ever make if you do.�
�I just want to help Mrs. James. She�s been good to me since I�ve been back home and she�s� an old family friend.� I left out that she and Nana�s friendship had gone by the wayside, and if Steven knew anything about it, he kept it to himself.
�What, exactly, are you hoping to find out, Cassidy?� Will rocked back on his heels, arms folded across his chest.
I could tell he didn�t want me to get involved in another murder investigation, but not having grown up with an abundance of friends, I was thankful for the ones I had. And I�d protect them however I could. �I don�t know,� I answered. �But somebody must know something. Macon Vance had a reputation as a lady�s man.� I turned to Steven. �Is that what you meant, that plenty of people have motives? Lots of jealous or angry husbands out there?�
�Vance�s reputation crossed three counties. I sit on the board at the golf club. We checked him out before we hired him. Of course this was sixteen years ago. He came from a little town out in West Texas, and even back then, he already had a reputation. But he was a damn good golfer. He�s been on the pro circuit and we thought he�d be a good asset to the club. What we didn�t expect was that there were quite so many lonely wives in Bliss. Vance made his way through a good many of them.�
�Why keep him around if he did all that?� I asked.
He shrugged again. �Like I said, he�s a damn good golfer. Sure, he had a reputation. Every time his contract came up, the board vote was split, but the bottom line was that he raised the status of the club.�
I shook my head. Keeping someone around who was wreaking havoc in the community didn�t seem like a good idea. I would have voted nonrenewal, but that was just me.
Next door, a gaggle of giggling women sauntered down the walkway, leaving the party. �Come on, Madelyn,� I said. �We have to get in there.�
She gave me a look that said, No kidding. So why are you lollygagging around?
�I�ll come with you,� Steven said. �I�m thinking Sandra�s ready to come on home.�
�You can come, too,� I said to Will. �Check out all the wrinkle-free women.�
He picked up a tool and bent back over his truck�s engine. �Thanks, but no thanks. I�ll take the wrinkles and all on my woman.�
�Good to know,� I said, and as I walked to the Hughes�s house with Madelyn, it was my fingers that fluttered up to the space between my eyebrows where two little lines had started to etch into my skin. I quickly dropped them.
Madelyn was right. No more lollygagging.

Chapter 15
I�d always imagined that cosmetic procedures were common practice for women who felt it was part of their job to be beautiful�meaning actresses and models. But from the amount of cars parked along the street, there was apparently a pressing need for wrinkle management in North Texas.
When Madelyn, Steven, and I walked in, we all stopped short. The doctor�s house was teeming with women carrying wineglasses, laughing, chatting, and all lined up for a session with a syringe or a turn at the massage chair or the pedicure spa.
�Wow.� Madelyn stared wide-eyed at the mass of women with their perfectly coiffed hair and their blinged-out flip-flops and flirty cut T-shirts. �There�s more sparkle in here than at the Academy Awards,� she whispered.
I looked down at my own Gypsy Soule chocolate-colored sandals decked out in rhinestones and turquoise, a last season discounted item I�d picked up in New York before I�d moved back home. With an artfully messy updo, my brown capris�store bought�and my Cassidy Designs turquoise blouse, I fit right in with the rhinestone cowgirls and junk gypsies of Bliss.
As Madelyn and I linked arms, each taking a step into the Botox fold with our right foot forward, I felt like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz taking her first step on the Yellow Brick Road. I was starting to have second thoughts about trying to get information from this crowd of well-off women. I was out of my league. But Madelyn was my Scarecrow, urging me forward. �You�ll regret it if you change your mind,� she whispered.
�How do you always know what I�m thinking?� I whispered back.
She adjusted the strap of her Epiphanie camera bag, which doubled as her purse, over her shoulder. She never went anywhere without it. Or the camera she had tucked inside. �You advertise what you think on your face,� she said. �Your expressions tell a story. Don�t you ever mess with that.�
Steven walked past us, gave a little wave and a smile, and was instantly enveloped by the crowd. Madelyn and I took another step before a woman suddenly appeared in front of us, two glasses of wine in her hands, and an absolutely perfectly wrinkle-free face. �Welcome!� The sides of her mouth curved up in a smile, but it didn�t quite stretch all the way to her eyes. No wrinkles meant no laugh lines, but it was like the smile was incomplete.
She handed us the wineglasses, then picked up her own. �Chardonnay. Is that all right? If you�d rather have red, I have��
�This is perfect,� I said, stopping her before she rattled off her entire bar selection.
Her smile broadened, but still looked stiff. �I�m Anna Hughes, Buckley�s wife.� She offered us a limp hand. Meemaw always said you could tell the strength of a person�s character by the strength of their handshake. Steven and Will�s handshake had looked solid and firm. Strong personalities, both of them. But when I took Mrs. Hughes�s hand, it felt even weaker than it looked, as if I were shaking hands with a coil of cooked spaghetti.
I recognized her from around town. Life in Bliss, being so small, meant everyone frequented the same places, particularly the women and the shops. I�d probably seen her in Seed-n-Bead, Josie�s store, or maybe at Villa Farina. �I�m Harlow, and this is Madelyn,� I said. �I�m a friend of Will�s, next door. Your husband helped Will move my grandmother�s armoire down from my attic a few days ago.�
�Right! The dressmaker! How wonderful.� Her voice was growing louder and more boisterous, and I wondered if it was because her face wouldn�t stretch to show her enthusiasm. I had to pay close attention to decipher some of her West Texas twangy accent. �He told me, but when I asked him what kind of designs he�d seen, he couldn�t give me a single detail. Isn�t that so like a man? I�ve been meanin� to come by and welcome you back to town. And see some of your designs, of course. I hear you�re quite a force in the fashion world.�
The warmth of a blush rose to my cheeks. �Come by anytime,� I offered.
She got lost in a thought as she took a sip of her wine. �My sister would do just about anything to have her wedding dress made by an actual New York fashion designer,� she said absently.
I stood up straighter. Another commission would certainly help me with the shop and all the repairs the old farmhouse needed. �When is she getting married?�
She shook her head and scoffed. �You mean the most recent one?�
�Oh. How�how many have there been?�
She leaned in closer and dropped her voice to a whisper. �This is number three. Third time�s a charm. Isn�t that what they say? Pft.� She flapped her hand around, sloshing her wine.
�I just made a wedding gown and bridesmaids dresses. I�d be happy to��
Her palm went up and I stopped short. �I�m not in the wedding. I haven�t been in any of them.�
�Ah.� So what were we talking about? I was a little lost. �So maybe what you need is a Wow! dress,� I said. A vision of Mrs. Hughes in a long black taffeta gown, flower detailing on one of the thick straps suddenly filled my mind.
She glanced over my shoulder, the shadow that had cast its pall over her face lifting. �A Wow! dress. I like the sound of that. I sure would love to show all those people who�� She trailed off, looking at the glass of wine she held in her hand before directing her gaze down the back hallway. �A Wow! dress.� She nodded her head, her eyes narrowing as if she�d just come to an important decision. �I do think I need me one of those and I think you�re just the one to make it for me.�
I bustled with pride. It looked like Macon Vance wasn�t the only person in Bliss with a reputation. Every custom order I snagged meant I could keep the doors of Buttons & Bows open that much longer. And at this point, I wanted nothing more. This was good. I would help Anna Hughes show whoever she wanted whatever she wanted to show them, and her deepest desires would come true in the process. It was a win-win.
�Where�s the wedding?� I asked after I told her again to come by the shop. The issue at hand, though, was how to turn the conversation to Meemaw and whatever cosmetic procedures she�d had done, or to Macon Vance and Mrs. James. I was here to learn whatever I could.
�Out in the Panhandle. Amarillo,� she said, but her attention had fractured.
There was a weighty pause in the conversation. I didn�t know what to say and I suddenly longed for some embroidery or crewel to keep my hands busy.
Finally, her eyes darted over my shoulder to the front door as another handful of women sashayed in. �Drinks are on the sidebar,� she twanged. She pointed to bottles of wine and beer on a metal-and-glass occasional table in the dining room, then added, �Excuse me,� and she hurried past us to greet more of her husband�s potential clients.
I deflated. Maybe I wasn�t such a celebrity, and maybe her enthusiasm was more the wine talking than her desire for a custom dress. She�d probably forget this whole conversation and I�d never have the chance to make her that black taffeta dress.
�So where do we start?� Madelyn asked as I caught up with her. She�d ogled the portable massage chair, but stepped aside to let another woman sit down and put her face in the cradle.
I spotted Fern and Trudy. �The Lafayette sisters,� I said.
Gripping her arm, I dragged her with me, plowing through the chattering women with determination. The wine loosened their tongues plenty and Zinnia James�s arrest was the hot topic. �That poor woman,� a lady with the most ratted-out Texas hair I�d ever seen was saying. �Mortifyin�. Absolutely mortifyin�.� The woman by her side nodded, a sympathetic expression on her face. �I feel for her. She�s never had it easy, and now this.� She shook her head. �I sure do hope she�s holdin� up all right.�
I did, too. Mostly I was relieved that her friends weren�t throwing her under the bus. They didn�t seem to believe Mrs. James could have killed Macon Vance any more than I did.
The first woman�s lips drew together as if she�d sucked a lemon dry. �Abigail, tell me you are not going to the jail. Why, you simply cannot step foot in that place.�
The woman named Abigail recoiled. �Heaven�s me, no, Cathy. Lawrence would be fit to be tied if I even mentioned it. No. I�ll see her when she gets out.�
�If she gets out,� Cathy said. The rest of their conversation faded away as they drifted off, and my shoulders sank.
And here I�d thought they were her friends. �I�m going to visit her,� I told Madelyn, making up my mind on the spot.
�Who, Mrs. James?�
�Yup. Tomorrow.� I couldn�t sit by and do nothing. I�d go to the source to figure out what sort of garment to make her. But most of all, I�d be her friend.

Chapter 16
Trudy and Fern had gone into the procedure bedroom before I could speak to them. Josie had shown up while we waited, and she, Madelyn, and I hovered near the back room, debating whether to stay. I caught a glimpse of Steven, Sandra, and Libby Allen, and a flash of memory hit me. I�d seen the parents together at Villa Farina the morning Macon Vance had died.
Duane paused in the hallway, lifting his hand in a wave to Libby as Steven guided his wife and daughter toward the front door. Sandra�s head hung low and her shoulders slumped. So coming out hadn�t gotten her mind off the fact that her mother was in jail.
As I wondered if she�d been to the old brick jailhouse, my worry for Mrs. James grew to the size of a ten-gallon hat.
Tomorrow couldn�t come soon enough.
�Those Lafayette sisters have been in there since the dawn of time,� Madelyn mumbled, tapping her foot.
�Maybe not since the dawn of time,� Josie said, �but for a good twenty minutes.�
Finally, after another five torturously slow minutes, the door was flung open and they sauntered out. Trudy still looked tense, her fingers pressed against the hollows on the inside of her eyes, just like earlier.
�Don�t rub, now,� Dr. Hughes said, coming up behind her. �You don�t want to spread it around.�
Fern and Trudy said good-bye, then shuffled up to us. �You came?� Fern said.
I nodded. �So did you.�
�Trudy�s headache,� she said by way of explanation. �It hit her harder this afternoon after y�all left. All that squinting over the hand-beading. Couldn�t very well send her alone.�
I nodded with approval. Fern was a good sister. �I was just, er, curious,� I said, not wanting to reveal that I hoped to somehow help Mrs. James. The doctor waved at them, nodding, and as Trudy walked by she held her head high, but her lower lip quivered, from the pain, I guessed.
She didn�t look all that different. Same crow�s-feet. Same wrinkled forehead. Same vertical lines between the brows. If the Botox helped her wrinkles, too, it hadn�t worked yet.
�People pay for that?� Madelyn whispered to Josie and me.
�They do. And a pretty penny, too,� Josie whispered back. �My hairdresser gets it done. She pays twelve dollars a unit.�
Madelyn looked fascinated, her eyebrows arched high on her forehead. �How many units does it take?�
�Twenty-five for her crow�s-feet.�
Bless my soul. That was a whole lotta money to get rid of a few lines for a few months.
�Step right in, little ladies!� Buckley Hughes�s voice boomed at us.
�No, no.� I waved my hands, taking a step back, wanting to go talk to Trudy and Fern.
�Harlow.� The doctor took my hand and pulled me into the room. Josie and Madelyn were on my heels.
�It�s perfectly safe,� the doctor said, but my stomach clenched at the sight of the syringes and vials.
�Really, no,� I said, trying to be polite. There was no way I was forking over hundreds of dollars to minimize my wrinkles. And if I ever did, it would be in a sterilized doctor�s office. I subscribed to Meemaw�s philosophy that I�d earned every single one of them and they were a testament to my years. Plus, I�d just seen on Trudy that it didn�t work.
�I was wondering, though�� I decided to just ask what I wanted to know down deep. �I heard that my great-grandmother came to some of your parties. Did she�� I swallowed, still hardly believing it could be true. �Did she get any treatments? Loretta Mae Cassidy,� I added, picking up a vial with a salmon-colored lid and label from the stainless steel medical table and turning it over in my hands. �That was my great-grandmother.�
��Course. I knew Loretta Mae pretty well. She was a talker, that one. Always with the questions and the predictions and the stories about Bliss.� The doctor perched on the edge of his chair, stroking his clean-shaven chin. �Lots of women come on over to the parties but never get a treatment. Far as I know, Loretta Mae didn�t get anythin� done. Not by me, anyway.�
I put down the vial as Madelyn and Josie crowded behind me. �Are you sure? Fern and Trudy Lafayette seemed to think she�d had some work done, but I� I just have a hard time believing that.�
He paused for the quickest beat, then got up and strode around us to the door. �Anna?� He moved a few steps into the hallway and called again.
His wife appeared a moment later. His voice was too low to hear, but he came back into the room after a minute, shaking his head. Anna followed him.
�My husband�s right,� she said, her accent thicker than a pot of baked beans. �Loretta Mae came around every now and again, but she never got any treatments done.� Her words were a little slurred. Her wineglass was full again, I noticed. Flowing drinks didn�t seem like a good idea at a cosmetics party. Impaired decision making, and all. Could a woman really know what she was giving consent for if she couldn�t think straight? I glanced around the room. No Shiners or Merlot for Dr. Hughes, thankfully. At least if he aimed for a woman�s forehead with his syringe, he wouldn�t miss.
The doctor leaned against the doorjamb, one arm folded over his chest, the other cocked at the elbow, his finger tapping his chin as he thought. �Now, she did come in and talk to me about it once or twice,� he said. �Seems to me we spent more time chatting about everything else under the sun, though. She was skittish, if I recall, but whenever I brought up the procedure, she changed the subject to her quilts, her daughter�s goats, my life, Will next door� you. Anything, really. I just figured she was lonely and wanted to talk.�
Lonely? Skittish? Loretta Mae? That didn�t sound right. Then again, if she�d been considering going against one of her own personal life philosophies, I could see why she would have been on edge. �She talked about me?�
He cupped his chin, his thumb joining the tapping rhythm. �She couldn�t wait to have you back home, although�� He paused, looking up at the ceiling as if his memories were stored there.
�Yes?� I didn�t know what insight a doctor who�d barely known Meemaw could give me, but I�d take any scrap he threw.
�She seemed to be worried about something. I�m a pretty good judge of character, and it seemed to me like she was keeping something under wraps.�
�Secrets,� Anna Hughes blurted. �Everyone�s always keeping secrets, aren�t they, honey?� Her ankle buckled and she stumbled, her wine sloshing over the sides of her glass.
�Yes, ma�am,� I said as her husband took her by the elbow to help her stand, gently taking her wineglass from her and putting it down next to a collection of Botox boxes.
�Anna,� he said, coaxing her into the floral armchair in the corner.
Her eyes were glazed, but she pressed her lips together, put her fingers to them, and turned an invisible key.
Even though she�d zipped her lips, her words stayed with me. Meemaw had definitely been keeping things on the down low. From the cell phone conversation Gina had overheard at the caf�, it seemed Macon Vance had had a secret. Mrs. James herself had been arrested. If I was wrong about her, then her secret was that she�d killed the man. Anna Hughes would probably want her drinking tonight to be kept a secret. The list went on and on. I�d just never thought Meemaw would keep things buckled up tight under her rhinestone belt, but it seemed she had.
There was a knock on the doorjamb. �Is it my turn?� a woman from the party asked. If she had wrinkles, they were microscopic. She had to be a regular� and addicted.
The doctor held up his hand. �One minute, Carrie Ann.�
�Sorry. We�ll get out of your way,� I said, ushering Josie and Madelyn back into the hallway as Buckley whispered in his wife�s ear.
�See you around, ladies. Thanks for coming by.�
Anna met my eyes. �Yeah, thanks for comin� by, y�all. Y�all have a good night, ya hear?�
We said our good-byes and skirted around Carrie Ann, who waited patiently for her treatment.
�Quick,� Josie said with a hiss, �before they ply us with alcohol and make us get it done.� She started down the hall, but we all turned at a sharp sound. Dr. Hughes hurried up behind us, snapping his fingers again. �I just remembered something,� he said, grinning big and wide.
Josie, Madelyn, and I looked up expectantly. �What?� we all said at once.
�She said that when her great-granddaughter came home�you, I assume��
I nodded, holding my breath for the great revelation about Meemaw.
�Right. She said that when you came home, things in Bliss would change. Even for me, she said. For everyone. Wrongs would be righted. Things would settle and be like they were supposed to be. Then she mentioned something about a wedding.�
Josie�s wedding.
At that we left Buckley to his work, escaping with more questions than answers.
An hour later, as I carefully stitched the torn section of the replica gown back at home, I thought about the Cassidy charms. They came with a checks and balances system. For everything Meemaw made happen, someone else lost something they�d wanted. There had to be bad with the good. If I made the dress I had in mind for Mrs. James, would there be a consequence for someone else? It was a question I couldn�t answer.
I moved on to the hem of Libby�s dress, slip-stitching it, the length of every stitch painstakingly precise. It was tedious, but allowed me time to think. But after another hour, I still couldn�t come up with a reason why Mrs. James would be involved in Macon Vance�s murder, or why I was even getting involved. Finally, I wandered to the kitchen in search of corn bread. And fried okra. A Southern woman�s sustenance.

Chapter 17
With my stomach full of fried okra and corn bread and the kitchen cleaned up, I headed back toward my workroom. As I stepped out of the kitchen and into the little dining room, the front door swung open and a strong breeze ruffled my hair. Mama burst into Buttons & Bows with a potted plant under one arm. Typical.
At the very same moment, Nana threw open the Dutch door in the kitchen, tossed her Crocs off, closed the door on Thelma Louise with an admonishment to stay put, and turned to me. �Harlow Jane,� they both said at exactly the same time, with the exact same Southern drawl, and just like that, the whole crazy situation was back in my head, front and center.
I looked from Mama to Nana. This was my future. Blue jeans. Cowgirl shirts. And perfect timing. My words tumbled out with lightning speed. �I needed you. How did you know? I have to make these dresses, but Mrs. James is in jail and your boyfriend thinks she killed the golf pro, and I�ve been calling for Meemaw but she won�t talk to me, and� and� and�� All my Southern strength faded as I sank onto the wood steps at the base of the staircase.
Nana took one long look at me, put her hands on her hips, and turned to face the front room of Buttons & Bows. Nobody messed around with Coleta Cassidy. �Loretta Mae Cassidy,� she said to the room at large, her voice as sharp as cactus thorn. �Enough of these games. I know you can hear me. You just get on out here and show yourself. You�re causing our girl here quite a bit of turmoil with your antics.�
And just like that, a rush of warm air blew past me, leaving a shimmery trail in its wake. Meemaw was back. Not that she�d ever left, because I was quite sure she hadn�t.
�Meemaw,� Nana said again, her tone sharp and annoyed. �You brought Harlow back. You got what you wanted. She�s here, but now it�s time to clear some things up.�
The pipes upstairs groaned and something clanked. It sounded like a wrench being hit against a metal drum. I dropped my hands and snapped my head up. This wasn�t my feisty great-grandmother. This was a haunting.
But Nana wasn�t about to be intimidated by a bunch of ghostly noises. �Stop that,� she barked. And everything went utterly silent.
�What�s happening?� I whispered, standing and moving toward Mama.
�This is your house and you have work to do,� Mama said. �We�re here to settle Loretta Mae down and get you some peace,� she said as she reached behind her to close and lock the door.
I pointed to the lavender plant she carried. �What�s that for?�
�I work with my strengths. Lavender promotes cooperation, love�of course I�m not using it for that right now�and harmony. I�m thinkin� Meemaw�s a hair unsettled in her transitional state.�
I�d used my Scarlett O�Hara trick of not thinking about the fact that I�d be a ghost someday if what Mama and Nana said was true, but now all that anxiety crashed through me again. All the more reason I couldn�t possibly have a relationship with Will and get married anytime soon. Or a relationship with anyone else for that matter. I was almost a� a� a witch and just how was I supposed to keep that quiet? �That�s good,� I said, �because I could sure use some peace and harmony. Look at that gown.� I lifted my chin toward the workroom and to Libby�s dress, which I�d put on the pulley contraption. �And I�m working on one for Gracie Flores, now, too.�
�We�re the cavalry, darlin�,� Nana said. �You just have to holler and we�ll come a-runnin�. And sometimes we come a-runnin� even if you don�t holler.�
Like now. Thank God for family. �How will lavender help?�
�I�m leaving this plant here. Now, you take care of it, you hear?� Mama walked past me and set it in the center of the dining table right across from my little computer table, the lavender blooms fragrant and abundant.
�I don�t have a green thumb��
�But I do.� Little bit of an understatement, but I let it go. �It�ll be fine.� As if in response to her words, the stalks shimmied and swayed. The tiny flowers turned from a light to a vibrant royal purple.
I peaked out the window and sure enough, a cluster of weeds had grown in the flower bed by the front gate. �I�ll pull them as I leave,� Mama said, looking over my shoulder. �You just work on that dress.�
The shimmering trail that had lingered in the air gathered together as if someone were patting biscuit dough into a mound before flattening it out to cut into rounds. It began to spin, like a funnel cloud gathering strength; then, just like last time, we could suddenly see the faint image of a person�of Meemaw�take shape. Slowly, like steam evaporating from a mirror after a hot shower, she became clearer. I could make out details. First her blue jeans, then the snap buttons of her plaid cowgirl shirt. Next, the pointed toes of her cowboy boots, and finally, the streak in her hair, more pronounced than I remembered it being, but maybe being a ghost�ll do that to a person.
I wasn�t going to let the moment slip by again like it had last time. I wanted a hug. To feel her warmth. The touch of her hand against my cheek. I rushed forward, spreading my arms wide. Closed them around her. And poof! Like a bubble popping, she was gone and I was hugging myself.
A split second later, I felt a shift in the air behind me. Mama inhaled sharply, and I whipped around to see Meemaw�s wraithlike figure appear next to the armoire we�d moved down from the attic.
�Enough of the cat and mouse,� Nana said, moving toward Meemaw�s ghost with the stealth of a cat. �Show yourself.�
The command worked. Meemaw�s form shimmied, translucent and airy, then started to take shape again. Just like before, she seemed to turn from nothingness to something almost tangible. But this time I stayed put, hardly daring to breathe, let alone try to touch her again.
Mama hurried back to the lavender plant, closed her hand around one stalk, and slid it down over the purple buds. A few scattered onto the table, but the rest were cupped in her hand. A moment later, she sprinkled them right onto Meemaw. The petals sunk into her misty form before falling to the ground, but my great-grandmother didn�t evaporate. She didn�t levitate. She didn�t budge. It was as if the lavender rooted her to the spot, like glue on the base of a figurine.
�That�s better,� Nana said; then she held out her arm, palm up, waiting.
Tears pricked behind my eyelids as Meemaw slowly raised her arm and placed her hand in her daughter�s. As she moved her head, shifting her gaze from Nana to Mama, and finally to me, her form flickered. I held my breath, silently willing her to stay put.
�Meemaw,� I said, taking a tentative step toward her. The flickering grew erratic and I stopped short. It felt like a thread of static electricity ran between us. When I stopped, her flickering stopped. When I moved forward again, her form shuddered and I had that same image of Princess Leia. Only Meemaw wasn�t asking for help.
Or was she?
I ran up to the dining table, ran my hand over a lavender stalk just like Mama had done a minute earlier, then raced back to her. She quivered, her shape disappearing and reappearing, as if we needed to adjust an antennae so she could ground herself.
�Meemaw?� I struggled to keep my voice steady and my tears at bay.
Her eyes looked vacant, like gray spots in her misty, white shape, but I felt her gaze. I knew she could see me far better than I could see her. Her mouth opened and a low, whispery sound, like a breeze rustling through tree branches, slipped out.
�Are you okay?� I had to know if she was where she wanted to be, or if she was caught in some kind of limbo.
She nodded, her head slowly moving up and down, that same breathy sound escaping her lips, but this time I knew she was saying, �Yes.�
Like a handful of confetti, I tossed the lavender buds up and watched them scatter over her, through her, and around her until they settled on the floor at her feet. Her flickering stopped and she became more opaque.
I racked my brain, trying to figure out where to begin. What did you say to the ghost of your great-grandmother? She was the woman who�d single-handedly brought me back home to Bliss, had helped me realize my passion when she taught me to sew, and had tried to keep secrets from me even as a ghost. I had a wagon full of questions, but not a single one formed in my mind.
�Harlow has work to do, Meemaw. You need to let her be,� Mama said, weaving her arm through mine and sounding as if she were chastising a rascally child.
Meemaw, true to her personality when she�d been alive, simply shook her misty head as she opened her mouth and said, �Nooooo.�
I stumbled back a step, fighting the thumping pressure in my temples. �That lavender�s not working very well,� I said under my breath. �She doesn�t seem very harmonious or cooperative.�
Mama�s eyes flashed. �No, she doesn�t.� Behind me, I heard a faint sound. I turned to see the lavender growing before my eyes. It was as if someone had set up a video camera and filmed the plant over a period of weeks, and I was watching the playback. I�d seen the effect Mama had on plants thousands of times, but this� this felt different. This felt controlled.
It felt easier to breathe, like the air in the room had become cleaner and lighter. Meemaw�s form still flickered and shimmered, like it wasn�t quite stable. I was pretty sure she�and maybe Nana and Mama, too� would shut down on me again if I brought up the gowns from the armoire. Instead, I brought up the other subject I couldn�t get off my mind. �Zinnia James is in jail.�
Mama shook her head as if she couldn�t believe the news. �I heard. What�s gotten into this town��
�She was arrested?� Nana cut in, stopping Mama midsentence.
�For killing Macon Vance, the golf pro at the club.�
The low moan of Meemaw�s forlorn voice filled the room.
I stepped closer to Meemaw, nodding. �I know. She couldn�t have done it.�
Nana sank down on the nearest chair, staring off into the distance. �No, that�s not right.�
�Murder�s never right,� Mama said.
�Of course it�s not,� she said, �but that�s not what I mean.�
Meemaw disappeared. A split second later, the skirt on Libby�s dress, hanging on the pulley contraption in the workroom, fluttered as a trail of misty air swooped up under it. Instantly, the bodice puffed out and filled, as if there were a person suddenly wearing the gown. Meemaw�s ghostly face appeared, the collar of her cowgirl blouse like an undergarment for the dress.
Nana started, her face draining. �You knew?� she said to Meemaw in the dress.
I stood at the French doors separating the workroom from the front room, looking from Meemaw in the dress to Nana, ashen-faced and wide-eyed�a disconcerting look from my grandmother. Mama came to stand by my side. �More secrets?� I muttered. Then to both of them, I said, �Knew what?�
But Nana didn�t answer me. Instead, she said, �She couldn�t have killed him. She wouldn�t have killed him.�
I stared at her. �How do you know?�
Nana�s hands shook. �I heard the report on the news. The man was killed between six and ten that night. Zinnia� Zinnia and I were at Miss June�s that night. We had dinner.�
�For four hours?�
Whatever color was left in Nana�s skin drained. �We had some things to discuss. A little bit of history. That�s not important,� she said, waving her hand around. �Zinnia was with me that night. She couldn�t have killed Macon Vance.�

Chapter 18
A few minutes later, Mama, Nana, and I sat around the dining table, each of us doing something to keep our hands and nerves calm. Mama held an embroidery hoop, poking her needle and floss through a muslin tea towel. Nana clicked her tiny knitting needles together, slowly working through the long row of the scarf she was making. A length of fabric spread across my lap, the mere feel of it giving me strength. We all stared at the lavender plant in the middle of the table. A wispy Meemaw hovered in Libby�s dress on the pulley, sounds slipping from her lips when she wanted to speak, but the words completely unintelligible.
�Mrs. James told me you hadn�t talked to each other since you were teenagers, ever since you fought over Granddaddy. So now you�re friends again?� I finally said to Nana. That didn�t seem quite right. I knew my grandmother, and while she didn�t necessarily hold a grudge and she could forgive, she never forgot. One time, when we were ornery teenagers, Red and I had opened the gate and let all Nana�s Nubian goats out. �We couldn�t stand the stink anymore,� we�d complained to her when she�d figured out what we�d done.
�It�s only once a year that they smell bad, poor babies, and it�s only the males.� She�d wagged her finger, scolded us like there was no tomorrow, and made sure we rounded up every last goat we�d set free. I knew she�d forgiven Red and me for our antics, but she�d never forgotten.
��Friends� ain�t the right word, Harlow Jane. More like we�re stuck with each other.�
�Why would you be stuck with each other? She�s married to a senator. It�s not like you run in the same circles.�
�There�s things you don�t understand, Ladybug. Let�s just leave it at that.�
I smiled. �You haven�t called me that in a good, long while.� Not since Meemaw had first passed. Nana had given me the nickname when I�d been a little bitty thing. She�d told me stories about Granny Cressida, and I�d asked, �Where�d she go?� Nana had been tongue-tied and couldn�t explain death to a chatterbox toddler. She�d almost given up, but not a second after I�d asked where Granny Cress was now, a ladybug suddenly landed on the back of my hand.
�She didn�t go anywhere. She�s right there with you,� Nana had said, pointing to the red-and-black ladybug. Just as suddenly as it had appeared, it vanished. �Ladybug, ladybug, fly away home,� she said, laughing and ruffling my hair. �Now you�ll have good luck, Ladybug.�
Libby�s dress grew limp as Meemaw�s form slipped out of it. She floated down and hovered near me, her warmth seeping into my skin, calming my nerves. The Cassidy secrets were growing like a thatch of wild bluebonnets. Next they were going to tell me I had a long-lost sister or that I wasn�t really a Cassidy. Except of course I knew that I was a Cassidy because I was a direct descendant of Butch and was charmed. No matter who the women in our family married or what other lines mixed in, we kept the Cassidy name like a badge of honor. �Why are you stuck with each other? And why were you having a powwow when you haven�t spoken two words to each other in decades?�
Next to me, Meemaw started flickering, a low sound coming from deep in her translucent soul.
I whirled around to face her, my Southern accent thickening as the words spewed from my mouth. �What, Meemaw? You brought me back here. You wanted it and here I am, but you can�t keep secrets from me. I have a right to know what�s goin� on. I was questioned by Rebecca Qui�ones and grilled by the new deputy sheriff because my sewin� scissors��I slammed my palm against my chest��were the murder weapon. I heard Mrs. James arguin� with Mr. Vance, but I�m trying to believe she didn�t do it because my gut is tellin� me she�s innocent. If you don�t want to tell me, fine. But Nana, why does everythin� have to be so hush-hush? You have to go to the sheriff. You have to tell them you were with her.�
Nana leaned back in her chair, sighing heavily. �It�s not that easy, darlin�. We have a pact.�
I looked at Mama, then up at my hovering great-grandmother. �Tell me, Mama.�
The stalks of the lavender plant grew soft, fanning out until the ends of each long stem arched limply toward the table. Mama shook her head, all her natural energy directed toward Nana and her secret instead of the plant. �I�m in the dark, too, Harlow Jane.�
�What do you have a pact about?� I asked Nana.
�It�s a pact, y�all. I can�t tell you.�
�We�re family,� I said.
�When you hold a secret, Harlow Jane, you have to understand the duty that goes with that confidence. You have to know whether or not it�s your secret to tell.�
�And whatever your pact with Mrs. James is, it�s not your secret to tell?�
She tapped her finger against the tip of her nose. �Right.�
I pushed my chair back and paced the dining room. �Okay, I get that,� I said, �but if it�ll help Mrs. James��
The door to the shop flung open, banging against the chest behind it. Gracie Flores stood at the threshold, her dark hair disheveled, her face streaked with tears.
I rushed to her and wrapped my arm around her shoulders, ushering her into the shop, kicking the door closed with my foot. �What is it, Gracie? What�s wrong?�
She ran the back of her hand under her nose, dragging it across her face. Definitely not Margaret etiquette. Good thing the Lafayette sisters weren�t here to witness the raw emotions a true debutante was supposed to hide.
�All these years,� Gracie said through her sniffling. �All these years, my dad�s been lying to me.�
My stomach clenched. �About what?� I asked.
�My family.� She pulled away from me. Shoulders hunched, she walked into the workroom, absently fingering the bolts of fabric stacked on the center cutting table.
I lifted my eyebrows at Nana and Mama. Meemaw, I noticed, had vanished. We�d have to finish our little chat later.
�What about your family, Gra��
There came the sudden braying of a goat, a commotion behind me, and Nana saying, �Thelma Louise, don�t you dare!�
Sure enough, the matriarch of Nana�s prized goat family had opened the Dutch door, nosed her way into my house, and was now nibbling on the door handle of the little storage space under the stairwell. �Shoo! Shoo!� I stomped my foot, waving my arms at the ornery goat.
Nana grabbed her by the red blinged-out collar, the same one she put on every goat in her herd. As she dragged her away from the door, I turned back to Gracie.
�I have a family,� she said. �That�s the big news.� She blew out a loud breath, as if she were expelling the disbelief over this plot twist in her life. �All this time, I thought it was just me and my dad. Sure, my mom comes back sometimes. I always thought it was �cause she wants to see me.�
�I�m sure it is��
�No. It�s not. She never wanted me, and she never came back here to see me.�
For a girl who�d just turned sixteen she was very mature. She�d gotten her emotions in check and was speaking matter-of-factly.
�What did your dad tell you?� I asked, hoping that this was just a big misunderstanding. But something in my gut twisted and I knew that it wasn�t.
She tugged at the fabric of Libby�s dress, bunching it up in her fist as the anger poured out of her. �He didn�t tell me anything. That�s just it. He got a letter from my mom and I couldn�t wait for him to get home so he could open it. I didn�t think he�d mind if I read it. She�s my mom, right? He can�t even stand her.�
I cringed to hear that she knew just how Will felt about the mother of his child. �What did the letter say,� I asked. Behind me, I sensed that Mama and Nana were listening, holding their breath.
�That she�d be coming to town for a visit. After the Margaret festival,� she added with a bitter laugh. �Pretty ironic.�
�Because�� I prompted.
�That�s the best part. Turns out that I�m, like, a real Margaret.�
The sharp inhale of a breath came from behind me, but I lowered my head and stared at Gracie. �I don�t understand.�
�Turns out I have grandparents right here in Bliss. Can you believe that?� She spit out the words as if they left a bad taste in her mouth. �And my dad never told me anything.�

Chapter 19
�Try your dress on,� I said to Gracie after Nana and Mama had both gone and I�d dragged the pale green Margaret gown out of the armoire. I pointed her in the direction of the privacy screen in the workroom, hanging the gown on the hook I�d screwed to the wall next to the makeshift dressing area. Satin-covered hangers draped with completed garments were hooked between the wooden slats of the antique screen.
�I don�t know��
�Oh no, you don�t, Gracie. I�m sure your dad has some explanation. You just have to give him a chance to tell you what it is. You shouldn�t have read the letter, and yes, maybe he should have told you, but he deserves a chance to explain. Do your grandparents, whoever they are, even know you exist? This could be complicated.�
She stared at me with her red-rimmed eyes. �But he kept my grandparents a secret and they live in the same town as me.� She jammed her hands on her hips. �How�s he going to explain that?�
Good question, and I didn�t know the answer. Truthfully, I was just as skeptical that he�d be able to give a good reason why he�d kept Gracie�s mother�s family from her. �I don�t know, sugar,� I said with a sigh, �but you have to give him a chance. He loves you.�
While she slipped behind the privacy screen to try on her dress, I took my sketchbook from the shelves that held part of Meemaw�s button collection in different-sized Mason jars. I flipped to the back and began doodling, wondering why Will was hiding the truth about Gracie�s family from her.
My mind drifted and before long, I was scribbling notes about everything that had happened over the last few days�from Macon Vance being killed, to Zinnia James being arrested, to Meemaw�s antics to keep me out of the armoire. At least she�d given up on that, I thought, trying to make sense of everything. But my mind was a jumble of crawfish in a pot, all the different bits mixed together until I couldn�t separate them from one another.
One thing, though, rose to the surface. Like every mystery book I�d ever read, it boiled down to secrets. Macon Vance must have been keeping secrets�and ones that someone was willing to kill over. Zinnia James and Nana shared secrets�likely ones they�d kept for over fifty years. Will Flores had his own secrets. Even I had secrets. The gifts of the Cassidy women meant we would always keep things from the people around us.
I flipped to the front of my sketchbook as Gracie stepped out from behind the screen. Looking at her, I caught my breath. �Oh, Gracie, that dress was made for you.� It fit her perfectly, as if every last part of her body had been measured and every seam stitched with those numbers magically calculated.
She looked down at herself, gathering up a bunch of fabric in each hand and fanning it out to see the detail of the scalloped hemline. �Really?�
�Really. Turn around and I�ll do it up.�
She did, and I reached out to work the buttons. I�d found the dresses and this one was perfect for Gracie. I silently thanked Meemaw for quitting her interference. Thank the Lord. One less thing to worry about.
I fastened the little pearl buttons, then guided her to the milk crate I was still using as a fitting platform. I held her hand as she stepped up and turned to face me, but after looking at her every which way, I waved her back down. There were no alterations to do. Only the ripped armhole needed fixing. I carefully drew the two pieces of fabric together and pinned them. �It�s like it was actually made for you,� I said, wondering again who it had been made for and why it was ripped.
I inspected every inch of the gown, finally pronouncing, �I can finish this tonight. Sugar, you and Libby are going to have to duke it out over who�s going to be the belle of the ball. Take a look.�
She glided across the room to the full length oval mirror, pushing her auburn hair away from her face as she gazed at her reflection. �Women really wore things like this?� she asked, a tinge of awe in her voice.
�Someone actually did wear this,� I answered. �And in the early 1800s.� I�d noted the details of the dress and was convinced this one had not been made by the Lafayette sisters. I was pretty sure it was as authentic as they come.
Had it fit the Margaret who�d worn it as perfectly as it fit Gracie?
�How do you know?�
I explained about the tight-fitting pointed bodice being much longer than the other dresses, and showed her how it had a very small tight-fitting waist. The boning seemed to stop the bodice from creasing. Even the restrictive seamline on the shoulder struck me as different from the others. �A replica made by the Lafayette sisters wouldn�t be this detailed. And the fabric� I�m sure it was shipped over here from Europe.� I�d seen samples at the Fashion Institute of Technology museum in New York. �This is either the best replica I�ve ever seen, or it�s the real McCoy.�
Her expression clouded. �Maybe I shouldn�t wear it. What if something happens to it?�
I had a slightly different view of clothing than Nana had expressed to me. �A garment is meant to be worn and to carry the history of those who wear it.� I gestured to the ripped armhole. �It�s already got some. Now it�ll carry your history, along with whoever wore it before you.�
�I don�t have any history,� she said.
I could see that simple statement brought back the distress she�d felt earlier when she�d read the letter from her mother. �Are you going to talk to your dad?� I asked after a minute.
She sucked in a deep breath as she looked up at me, her eyes the exact color of the dress, a little shimmer sparkling the highlights in her hair, as if a spotlight shone down from above.
�He was just pulling in when I left�� She stopped, her lower lip quivering and her eyes welling again.
�So he doesn�t know you read the letter?�
She shook her head, squeaking out a raspy, �No.�
The bells hanging on the knob of the front door jingled as I said, �You need to give your dad a chance to explain, Gracie.�
�Explain about what?� Will Flores said from behind us.


*���*���*
Will�s hands sank into the pockets of his jeans and his dark eyes grew narrow and wary.
Gracie clamped her mouth shut and turned, hurrying behind the privacy screen. �I don�t want to talk about it,� she said with a huff.
�Talk about what?� He knew he was stepping into a dirt dauber�s mud nest, but there was no turning back. He looked at me, raising his brows in a question.
A pipe moaned from deep in the bowels of the house, but he didn�t budge. He knew something was up; he just didn�t know what he was in for. �You need help, Gracie?� I called.
�Uh-uh,� she said, safely ensconced behind the screen.
I didn�t believe it, but I left her to her own devices, grabbed Will�s arm, and dragged him back into the front room.
�What the devil�s going on? Gracie raced out of the house like a bat out of hell and she�ll barely look at me.� His voice was low and controlled, but anger brewed underneath.
I looked over my shoulder into the workroom. The privacy screen jerked as she struggled to get herself out of the Margaret gown.
I looked back at him. �A letter came for you�from her mother and��
�And what?�
�And she read it,� I said.
Will�s face instantly shifted from pissed off to shaken. �Oh boy.�
I nodded. My thoughts exactly.
He raked his hand through his hair, muttering under his breath. �I knew she�d find out one day, but I��
�But what, Dad?� As stealthily as a cat, Gracie had crept to the French doors separating the two rooms, and now she looked ready to pounce.
�Baby��
Her voice cracked. �Why didn�t you tell me that my mother has family here in Bliss? That I have grandparents?�
So she�d changed her mind. Now she did want to talk about it, and right this second by the looks of it. Her tears were gone and I could practically see the steam pouring from her ears.
�What did the letter say?� he asked, and I instantly realized that he was working to regain control of the situation by asking his own question rather than answering hers.
Gracie huffed with more attitude than I�d seen out of her since I�d met her. �That she was coming home to see her parents, and not to tell me because� because�� She sniffled, struggling to stay angry instead of hurt. �She said she wouldn�t be here long enough for a real visit with me.�
Will shook his head and paced around the room, skirting the portable rack of clothes on display, dodging the settee and coffee table, and circling around by the front door until he was facing his daughter. He put his hands on her shoulders and looked her square in the eyes. �Baby, this is why I never told you. She wasn�t ready to be a mother, and she still isn�t. But she loved you enough to give you to me. I never wanted to disappoint you or make you think that she didn�t love you. In her own way, she does.�
Gracie�s face crumpled. She collapsed into Will�s arms, her voice muffled as she sobbed into his shoulder. �If she loved me, she�d want to see me,� she said when she came up for air.
�She loves you enough to let you go, Gracie,� he said, stroking her hair.
She gazed up at him. �What about my grandparents? They don�t want to know me?� Before Will could answer, she went on. �I bet if they found out I�m going to be a Margaret, then they�d want to know me.�
Will gently pushed her back, his hands on her shoulders. �It�s more complicated than that.�
�Why?� Gracie pulled away and folded her arms over her chest. Attitude and defiance. It was a banner day for her. �She said it�s her dad�s birthday. She said if she didn�t show up for the party, that she�d be disowned.�
As he opened his mouth to speak, his eyes met mine. He looked in dire need of a lifeline. �Gracie,� I said, rushing forward. �Maybe you misread it.�
But Will shook his head. His dark hair fell over his forehead and his azure eyes turned smoky. �They might not disown her, but they might disinherit her. Your mom lives off her trust fund.�
�Dad, just tell me the truth.�
He thought for a few seconds, scraping his fingers through his hair again; then he slowly nodded.
Gracie�s shoulders dropped and it looked like the weight of the world slipped right off. She walked to the couch and sank down, looking at him expectantly.
I edged toward the kitchen. �I�ll leave you alone��
She popped right up, like a jack-in-the-box, and raced to me. �No, Harlow, stay,� she said as she grabbed my hand.
I looked at Will. This was their family business, and I was just� just� The truth was, I didn�t know what I was. I didn�t know them well enough to be privy to their dirty laundry.
But he said, �Stay,� gave a little nod, and put his hand on my back to guide me to the couch. Gracie plopped back down, and I sat next to her, one leg hiked up under me, angled toward her.
Will perched on the edge of the square coffee table, facing us, and took Gracie�s hands in his. �I met your mom right after college��
�In Austin?�
�No, here. I�d never heard of Bliss, but they needed a city architect. I was fresh out of school, and I took the job. I met this woman at the Hoosegow and it was like� like she had this light around her.�
I searched his face, looking for regret and wondering if he thought it was ironic that he�d met the woman who�d borne his child and handed her over, effectively changing the course of Will�s life, in a bar named after a prison. If he felt trapped, he didn�t show it. I saw nothing but love and concern lacing his face.
�We dated for a few months. I liked her, but� I don�t know. There was something off. She�d put her headphones on and crank up the music. She used to say she was trying to cover up the voices��
He broke off, his eyes downcast, and I knew he was worried about what kind of voices Gracie�s mom had heard and if mental illness ran in her genes.
But Gracie didn�t pick up on that train of thought. �Did you love her?� She wasn�t pulling any punches. She wanted answers. Now.
Will lay his forearms on his thighs and dropped his head for a second before meeting her gaze again. Debating how much truth to give her, I guessed.
Finally, he shook his head. �No, I didn�t. It was almost as if the light she�d had in her when I first met her just faded away. She was itching to get out of Bliss, but I wasn�t. I liked it here.� He glanced at me, the barest trace of a smile on his lips. �Still do.�
I smiled at him, loosening the slack on the lifeline I�d tossed out to him earlier and willing him to keep his strength and resolve as he told Gracie the rest of their story.
Gracie drew in a shaky breath, but kept her face steady. �But she got pregnant.�
�I didn�t know,� he said. �We�d both agreed that we wanted different things. That it wasn�t working. We decided not to date anymore, and she took off. I had no idea who her family was. Hell, I didn�t even know she had family here. She vanished, and I didn�t see her again for a year.�
�After she already had me.�
I took one of her hands and gave it an encouraging squeeze.
�Yes,� he said. �She showed up at my door one day��
�At our house?�
�No, no. I had an apartment back then. A one bedroom off of Orange Drive.� Gracie nodded, and he continued. �She knocked on the door, and when I opened it, she just stood there. She had you wrapped up in a blanket. It had tiny little roses on it, and your fingers poked out the top and pulled it down. You were screaming at the top of your lungs and she looked so tired. She looked like she�d aged ten years. She had gray streaks in her hair.�� His voice faded away for a few seconds while he stared over our shoulders as if he could see her there behind us. �She said she hadn�t slept in days, that she couldn�t get you to stop crying, and that no matter what she tried, you didn�t seem to hear her, and the music wouldn�t cover it up anymore. When she handed you over to me, you stopped crying.� He snapped. �Just like that. It was like someone turned a switch off. You were just done.�
Gracie and I had both inched forward on the couch, riveted by the story. �What happened next?� I asked.
�That was it. She turned and walked away.�
Gracie swiped at the tears that had welled in her eyes, shaking her head as if to get rid of the pain the story must have caused her. �That�s it? She just left me there with you?�
He nodded. �You only ever cried when you were sick. I never could figure out why you carried on when you were with her, but not with me.� One side of his mouth lifted in a half smile. �Guess you liked me.�
�I made up for the crying today,� she said, giving a little laugh through her tears.
�You know who they are?� I asked him. I couldn�t imagine grandparents not wanting to know their grandchild. But then I remembered something Zinnia James had said to me a few months ago. Some people couldn�t turn a blind eye to what they deemed immoral�even if they were guilty of the same�or worse. I was betting that Gracie�s grandparents fell into that category, but I so wanted to be wrong.
�Before your mother walked away, she said one thing.� Will ran his hand over his face. He suddenly looked tired and drawn. �She said that maybe now her parents would let her back into their house.�
�Because she didn�t have me anymore?� Gracie asked.
�Not you, exactly,� he said. �Hell, Gracie, they don�t even know who you are. They just know Naomi had a baby.�
Gracie and I both stared at him. �They don�t?�
Will shook his head. �Your mom left a diaper bag. Your birth certificate was there. Grace Mcafferty Flores. She�d given you both of our names and listed me as the father. But seeing her name is what threw me. She�d told me her last name was Williams, but it wasn�t. I found out later that was her mother�s maiden name.�
�So she wanted her family�s money, but not their name?�
Will shrugged. �Baby, I honestly don�t know. She came to see you a few times, but you cried whenever she touched you. It was like she�d taken away a piece of candy. You screamed bloody murder.�
�Why?� Gracie whispered.
�You were still a baby, so you couldn�t tell me why.�
Gracie stared at him, the pitch of her voice rising slightly. �You know how you said you saw a light around my mother?� He nodded and she went on. �I feel that lightness now. I don�t know. I can�t really explain it.�
I knew just what she meant. For me, I was sure it was because I was back home where I belonged, had discovered my charm, and was content. I imagined Gracie�s lightness had to do with her growing more mature and figuring out who she is as a person.
We talked for a few more minutes before Will said to her, �I�m sorry I didn�t tell you, baby, but I just didn�t know how. I�ve never met your grandparents and I don�t know much about them. They run in a different circle than we do.�
Right. They were definitely part of the haves in Bliss, and ran with Mrs. James and company.
�Your mother refused to talk about it and said they couldn�t meet you. I probably shouldn�t have gone along with it, but I didn�t want to risk losing you.�
Gracie sat quietly for a few seconds before standing, then leaned down to give him a hug. �It�s okay, Daddy.� When she stood, she had a determined look on her face. �But I�m going to be a Margaret and everyone can see how a regular country girl like me cleans up, and one day Mama can just eat a big ol� helping of crow when I go up and introduce myself to my grandparents.�

Chapter 20
Even though it was made of red bricks, Bliss�s jailhouse looked about as secure as an old outhouse. But no matter how crumbly and ramshackle it appeared, it was enough to keep Zinnia James from fleeing Hood County. I felt like Scarlett O�Hara when she got herself all gussied up to go visit Rhett Butler in jail. Only instead of plantation curtains�turned-gown, I�d worn a pink-white-and-black skirt and a tank top that was a slightly lighter shade of pink.
When I walked into the old building just off the square, the air-conditioning sent a chill through me and I wished I had on velvet instead of cotton. They must have set the temperature at sixty degrees. Hoping to freeze confessions out of the guilty.
At least this wasn�t a horse jail like Rhett had been in, but then again, Mrs. James wasn�t having nearly the fun he�d had. I was prepared for the worst, but with any luck the fabric swatches I�d brought with me would cheer up Mrs. James. I waited at the receptionist�s counter to check in. Which was taking forever� and a day.
�Harlow Cassidy, as I live and breathe.� Deputy Gavin McClaine sidled up next to me, knocking back his cowboy hat so he could give me a slow, appraising look. All he needed was a toothpick between his teeth to complete the picture of a hillbilly lawman with too much power and too much good looks. �I heard tell you keep yourself pretty well concerned with all the goings-on in Bliss. And here you are to see an accused murderess. Imagine my surprise and delight� considering the murder weapon belonged to you.�
�I had nothing to do with Macon Vance, Gavin,� I said, my accent deepening to match his. Southern speech was contagious. Before long, I�d have my drawl back completely.
�Deputy McClaine,� he said, adding, �And �course you didn�t. But I wouldn�t leave town if I were you, Harlow.�
My feathers ruffled. �Ms. Cassidy.�
He cracked what he probably considered a smile, but really it was a muscle in his cheek pulling up and his eye twitching downward until they met in a stiff spasm. �What can I do you for?� he asked.
�I�m here to see Mrs. James.� I pulled opened the tote bag full of fabric samples and my sketchbook so he could take a peek inside.
�Let me guess. You�re making her a dress.�
�No wonder you�re a deputy,� I said. �Nothing gets by you.� I didn�t know if he was playing or if he was really this cocky, but he was a laugh a minute either way.
�Takes a lot of training to be able to make deductions like that,� he said, offering up a wink.
So maybe he wasn�t all bad. The tension broke, and I started to close the bag, but his hand jetted out and grabbed hold of it. �Not so quick, missy,� he said, and he pulled out the sketchbook, then dumped the swatches on the receptionist�s desk. �I need to have a closer look. Mrs. James is being detained on murder charges and your sewing scissors were the weapon of choice. Can�t have you smuggling in needles or something else to help her escape.�
�Needles. Pshaw. To what, pick a lock?� I laughed, but a thud rolled through my body. �I had nothing to do with that poor man�s murder, Deputy, and neither did Mrs. James. My scissors,� I added, �were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.�
�If you say so, Ms. Cassidy.� He put extra emphasis on the Ms. part of my name, like he was mocking me, although I couldn�t figure out why. Unless it had to do with the fact that his father was dating my mother. I had a crazy thought�if they did end up getting married at some point, something Mama was downright skittish about, Gavin McClaine and I could be stepsiblings.
Lord have mercy.
I stepped back while he rifled through the fabrics. A shiver wound through me as he touched them, but not a single image popped into my mind. I shook my head. Maybe rattling things around would dislodge a picture of Gavin McClaine in something other than his beige deputy uniform. But my mind was blank. Not a good sign for the deputy. I�d begun to worry that my inability to summon up a person�s perfect garment meant that person wouldn�t be around long enough to wear whatever I designed for him. My vision glazed and my head suddenly felt fuzzy and heavy. �Gavin� um, Deputy� are you by any chance leaving town soon?�
Maybe Gavin McClaine was best suited to his deputy clothes. That had to be it. I wasn�t having a premonition. He was just a one-dimensional fashion disaster.
He eyed me like a good ol� Southern boy might eye a copperhead slithering down the middle of a dirt driveway. �I just got here, Ms. Cassidy, and the whole town is going to hell in a handbasket. We�ve had two break-ins and an assault, all in the past twenty-four hours. The sheriff can�t handle all the crime by himself, so why in the world would I turn around and leave again?�
�Just a passing curiosity,� I answered, zeroing in on the break-ins and assault. I�d come back to Bliss thinking it was the safest little town this side of the Mississippi, but then the murder in my yard had tainted my view. Now there�d been another murder and two more incidents? What was going on? �Who was assaulted? Was it a house that was broken into, or a business?� My house was my business� and vice versa. Either way, I�d have to be more careful about locking up.
�Doctor�s house,� he answered.
A shiver slipped up my spine. �Doctor Hughes? Are he and Anna okay?�
He angled his head down, considering me. �They�re fine. You know them?�
�Just a little. He�s friends with Will, and I met Anna at their house a few nights ago during a� a� a little party.�
He shook his head, the slow blink of his eyes showing his disappointment. �It happened right after that little shindig. Everybody in the damn town was at that party. Makes it pretty tough to gather up any reliable evidence.�
�It was standing room only, that�s for sure,� I said.
He looked me up and down, his eyes taking in my forehead and my mouth, before settling back on my eyes. �Why the devil do you women torture yourselves? You don�t need that garbage. Shaving and waxing and getting your claws painted. Uh uh. I�m with Brad��
�Brad?�
�Paisley? Thank God I�m still a guy?�
When I raised my brows, he scoffed, but then he leaned forward and sang a few lines. ��These days there�s dudes gettin� facials���
I bit the inside of my cheek to stop from smiling, managing to feign a puzzled look. I�d heard Brad�s �I�m Still a Guy,� but hearing Gavin McClaine sing it in his heavy Southern drawl was priceless. �Keep going,� I said, holding my finger to my cheek like I had the answer to a test question on the tip of my tongue.
��Yeah, with all of these men linin� up to get neutered, it�s hip now to be feminized. But I don�t highlight my hair. I�ve still got a pair.�� He kept singing, ending with a warbling, ��Yeah honey, I�m still a guy.��
He stopped singing and spread his arms wide. Was he waiting for applause? An encore? A pat on the back? I batted my eyelashes. �You�ve still got a pair of what?�
He leaned against the receptionist�s counter. �Funny.�
I laughed. �I�m kidding. I love Brad Paisley. No one�s ever sung one of his songs to me�that�s all.�
�Yeah, well, those uptight New Yorkers where you�ve been living all these years� I reckon they don�t get Brad Paisley or Dierks Bentley or Little Big Town. �Boondocks�? Now that�s a great song.�
�It sure is. So is �Cowboy Casanova,�� I added, thinking that Gavin could be the poster boy for that Carrie Underwood ditty. He looked the type� all suave and snakelike with his blue eyes.
The interior of the jailhouse had been remodeled, but it still felt old and musty like the song said.
He gestured toward the fabric swatches. �I�m done with those.�
I gathered them into a stack and tucked them back into my tote.
�I hear you and Will Flores are an item. That right?�
I guessed the singing and chitchat were done. �We�re friends,� I said, because saying any more would be stretching the truth.
�Does he know what he�s gettin� into?�
Jamming my hand on my hip, I stared at him. �What in tarnation does that mean, Gavin?�
He laughed, but it was low and laced with a touch of venom. �All you Cassidys think no one knows about you.� He nodded, his eyes darkening. �We know. All that crazy shit goes on �round y�all. Goats and plants and I don�t know what your deal is. Your mama might have fooled my dad, but you cain�t fool me.�
My pulse pounded in my temples, but I forced my gaze to remain steady. �My mama isn�t fooling your daddy about nothin�, and I don�t know��
He held up his hand, palm facing me. �Don�t say it.�
I clamped my mouth shut. Madelyn Brighton had recently�and completely accidentally�snapped some pictures of my yard before and after Mama�s charm had worked its magic. Now I wondered if Gavin�or anyone else�had seen them. The Cassidy women had always flown under the radar with our charms, but maybe we�d been deluding ourselves. Did we only think our charms were a secret, while really, everyone knew?
�Deputy McClaine,� I said, mustering up as much gumption as I could. �My mama isn�t wooing your daddy. In fact, I�d say it�s the other way around. He wants to marry her and she wants to take it slow. So whatever spell you think she�s got him under, you�re dead wrong.�
His jaw clenched, but he didn�t say anything else. �Beth Marie,� he said to the receptionist who was just ambling back to the receptionist counter. �Take Ms. Cassidy to see our murder suspect.�
�Yes, sir.� Beth Marie�s voice trembled, but the tone of the deputy�s voice had lit a fire under her. She moved quicker than a lightning bug, maneuvering her rotund body faster than she had a right to, moving around the desk and heading down the short hallway into the depths of the jailhouse. �Come on this way,� she said over her shoulder.
And without so much as a backward glance at Deputy Gavin McClaine, I followed Beth Marie into the depths of the Bliss town jail.

Chapter 21
Mrs. James, bless her heart, was sitting in her tiny cell, her shoulders hunched against the brick wall. She traced a figure eight on the floor with the tip of her shoes. She wore a pair of navy slacks, flats, and a cardigan. At least the deputy hadn�t made her change into some God-awful orange jumpsuit.
My shoes clacked against the stone floor as I followed Beth Marie down the hallway. Mrs. James pushed away from the wall, brushing her hands over her sweater and patting her hair as if she were meeting me for lunch instead of me visiting her in jail. �Aren�t you a sight for sore eyes, Harlow Cassidy.�
I wished I could say the same about her. She looked haggard, her face drawn and pale, and her eyes rimmed with dark circles. Her skin sagged from the strain of detention.
I forced a bright smile even though the whole place felt like a scene out of Pirates of the Caribbean. Only Johnny Depp, Orlando Bloom, and the dog clasping an iron ring of keys were missing. �I thought you might like some company.�
She pshawed. �I�m a tough old bird, Harlow. It takes more than a dense deputy thinking I�ve committed murder to wear me out.�
I wanted to believe her, but the dullness in her eyes told the truth. Before heading back to her desk, Beth Marie had pulled a chair forward, but I skirted around it, instead standing at the iron bars, reaching my hand through. �Mrs. James, how are you, really?�
She ambled up to the bars, lifting her hands so I could clasp them. �Sweet girl,� she said. Her voice cracked a tiny bit, and her whole spirit deflated. I tried to summon up an image of the perfect outfit to flatter her figure, something that normally just happened, but pixilated pictures bounced around in my head, darting this way and that so that I couldn�t pull one out. I was oh for two in the jailhouse. Maybe the nineteenth-century brick walls were mortared with charm repellant.
�Can I do anything for you? Do you have a lawyer?�
She pulled her hands free, retreating to the rickety cot pushed against the right wall and sitting down.
I sat on the edge of the chair facing the cell.
�I suppose you mean besides Libby�s young man? He�s a bright whippersnapper, if there ever was one. But yes, in all seriousness, Ted Mitchell is working on getting me out of here as we speak. You know Ted, right?�
�Of course.� Hard to forget. He worked for the Kincaid family as their lead council, but he reminded me of Tom Hagan from The Godfather. He was the spitting image of Robert Duval, right down to his balding head, heavy jowls, and blind loyalty. I�d helped his wife put a little spark back into their marriage by designing a dress for her. �I hear he�s good.�
�The best,� she said.
�You�re innocent, so I�m sure you�ll be back home in no time.�
Her eyes flickered with a little light. �You believe I�m innocent?�
�Of course. I know you were with my grandmother when the murder happened.�
Whatever response I�d hoped for, it didn�t come. She just nodded.
�You could tell the deputy,� I said. �Miss June and Nana would corroborate it.�
�A jury can convict on circumstantial evidence,� she said, sighing so heavily that I wondered if she�d really given up hope, �and that�s all they have.�
So she didn�t want to talk about her alibi. �Ted Mitchell�s the best. You said so yourself.�
�He is, but my dear, we must find the real killer, and I suspect the police are not even looking.�
I had more faith in Hoss McClaine than that. He was good at his job and he took justice seriously. But if she wasn�t willing to help herself, then she was right. The best way to prove her innocence was to find the real killer. �All anyone seems to know is that Macon Vance had a lot of girlfriends��
�An understatement. From robbing the cradle to cougar-hunting, he definitely had his share.�
I remembered what Gina had told me the day Macon Vance had been found. Stopping him from revealing the truth�that he�d fathered a child�was strong motive for murder. Something about my conversation with Gina had raised a red flag; I just hadn�t been able to put my finger on what bothered me. Mrs. James�s comment, though, brought the flag front and center in my mind, with the answer right alongside it. Two women had been at the bakery that morning, and Gina had looked their way and said, �She�s too old.� Both women were well past their childbearing years. Macon Vance had been in Bliss for sixteen or seventeen years, so any child would be younger than that. I�d recognized one of them as Mrs. Eleanor Mcafferty, who I now knew was the grandmother of�
�Gracie,� I whispered.
�Will Flores�s girl?� Mrs. James stared at me. �What about her?�
I shook my head, fingering the fabric swatches. �I was just thinking. Mrs. James, you know almost everyone in town.�
�I�m a senator�s wife. Comes with the territory. Although there are plenty of people I�d rather not know.�
�I heard that Macon Vance had a child��
Mrs. James gasped, the color�what was left of it�draining from her face. �Where did you hear that?�
�A friend of mine overheard him talking about it on the phone. Could it be�?�
�Grace?� She shook her head vehemently. �With Eleanor? Good heavens, no,� she said. �She�s well past her child-bearing years.�
�Not Eleanor. Her daughter, Naomi.�
She stared at me. �How do you know about Naomi?� she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
�Will told me. Gracie found out who her grandparents are.� Now I stared at her. �You knew?�
�I�m one of the few, I�m sure. I saw Naomi in Bliss the day she left that child with her father. She�d been gone for so long, no one ever thought she�d come back, and she so rarely does. She�s in and out, hardly letting anyone catch a glimpse of her. Bless her heart. Eleanor thinks Naomi gave the child up for adoption. It�s torn me up inside knowing she has a granddaughter right here, but it�s not my secret to tell.�
Mrs. James held too many secrets for people, it seemed.
She blew out a heavy breath and looked to the ceiling of the cell, looking like she had a basket of bricks on her shoulders.
�That man didn�t father a child with Eleanor Mcafferty,� she finally said after a good thirty seconds of silence, �but I�m sorry to say that he did have an affair with her.�
The fact that even Bliss�s so-called best families had sordid secrets was interesting. Could Eleanor Mcafferty have stabbed Macon Vance? Maybe he�d been blackmailing her about their affair.
I remembered what Steven Allen had said outside Will�s house before we�d gone into the Hughes�s cosmetic party. Macon Vance had gotten around with more than Eleanor Mcafferty. �The golf board was always split on whether or not to rehire him, right? There were plenty of people who didn�t like him.�
Mrs. James crossed her legs, one foot shaking back and forth. �The board is always split. Half have always been firmly against him, believing he was a bad influence in the community and caused more harm than good. The other half wanted the status he brought to the club as a former pro-circuit player. The board went in always knowing who was going to vote which way. The newest member is always the wild card and the half that wanted Vance gone kept waiting for someone to come on who�d side with them.� She shook her head. �If only it had happened that way, he�d have left Bliss, and he would still be alive. Don�t let�s talk about this anymore. Ted Mitchell is doing what he can.�
As the conversation shifted to the pageant, I had a fleeting thought that maybe one of the club�s board members could have taken the scissors to Macon Vance. Something to consider, and a better option than Gracie�s newly discovered grandmother being the murderer.
�I brought some fabric samples for you to look at,� I said when I was done giving her an update on the Lafayette sisters and the pageant, hoping a new dress would bring some color back into her cheeks, as well as be her get-out-of-jail card. The colors and garment images in my head began running together, the pixels tightening until one color became prominent, one design front and center. �I thought I�d make you a dress to wear to the Margaret Pageant.� I didn�t have time to, really, but I had to. It was the most I could do for her.
Her hand fluttered up, her bony finger dabbing under each eye. �Lord, child, you are a blessing.�
�I don�t know about that,� I said with a little laugh. �Meemaw taught me to sew. It�s all I know how to do.�
�You bring people joy. It�s the Cassidy way.�
Something in her voice made goose bumps rise on my skin. For the second time in less than an hour, I was pretty sure that the Cassidy secrets weren�t so secret after all. Zinnia and my grandmother had been good friends once upon a time. Had Nana told Mrs. James about the family charms?
�I�d love a Harlow Cassidy creation,� Mrs. James said, interrupting my thoughts. She pushed herself off the cot and shuffled over to the bars, reaching into the bag of swatches I handed her. She seemed to keep returning to one above the others�a pale blue voile, the cotton fabric the exact color, I realized, of the Margaret gown she�d worn so many years ago.
�There were three Margaret gowns in Meemaw�s armoire. Who wore the green one?� I asked, the question rolling off my tongue before I could even gather why I�d asked it.
She hesitated for a moment, taking hold of the iron bars, looking like she wanted to rattle them, demanding her release. Her gaze bore into mine, the blue of her eyes deepening until it was the color of the ocean. �Eleanor Mcafferty.�
My mind swam as I tried to unravel all the threads knotted up in my mind. �So you, Mrs. Mcafferty, and my grandmother were Margarets together?�
She nodded, her knuckles turning white from her tightening grip on the bars.
�And Mrs. Mcafferty wore the green dress?�
�Yes. It was lovely on her, too. I�ll never forget the day we tried them all on. Ellie�s was the only one that was authentic. A bit of their family history, as it turns out. I could tell your grandmother wanted the green one instead of the one Trudy and Fern Lafayette had made for her, but Loretta Mae wouldn�t hear it. She said that each dress had a history, and that it belonged to a particular person. The yellow one was made especially for Coleta, and it would carry her history.�
Except my mother and I had never been Margarets so the history had been trapped in the seams of the gown forever.
�I knew the blue one was mine. Trudy and Fern made it just for me.�
My pulse ratcheted up. Dressmaking had a way of doing that to me. �Where did the green gown come from?� I asked, my head fuzzy, my thoughts disjointed.
�Loretta Mae told us that Etta Place wore it. Ellie fell in love with it the moment she saw it. She tried it on and your great-grandmother took one look at her and said things were as they should be; it belonged to her. That irked your grandmother, Coleta, to no end. She loved that dress.�
Was that part of why Meemaw tried to keep the dresses from me? Did she not want to dredge up old memories for Nana?
I believed exactly what Meemaw believed: that every piece of clothing made for a person carries history in every stitch and seam. What did a tear and ripped threads mean to that history? Was it a metaphor for a damaged life? �What happened that night?� I asked. �Why is the green dress torn?�
Instead of answering, she said softly, �We�re all the same underneath, you know.� She pointed her manicured finger to herself, then to me. �We�re not so different, you and I.�
I felt myself go blue in the face trying to get Mrs. James to spill what she knew, but the woman was as stubborn as a mule. �You need to ask your grandmother, Harlow. It�s her story to tell, not mine.�
�She doesn�t want to talk about it,� I said.
She wouldn�t budge, and finally I gave up.
As I gathered up the swatches, I tried to understand what she and her family were going through. Mrs. James�s daughter Sandra had looked worse than her mother did, as if she�d suffered a one-two punch. Having your mother in jail had to be one of the worst things a person could experience. Only having it be your child would be worse.
The thoughts triggered a chain reaction of ideas in my mind. The argument between Mrs. James and Macon Vance that day at the club. Meeting Sandra and Libby, then meeting Steven Allen, Libby�s father. Their images flashed like scenes from a movie. Libby didn�t look like Steven, with his pointed nose.
I pictured the faintest smile on Libby�s face and the tiny dimple that formed. Just like the picture in the newspaper of Macon Vance�
Oh no. Had he putted a few rounds with Sandra Allen?
�Harlow?� Mrs. James said, her eyes narrowing as she peered at me through the bars of her cell.
A snippet of something else Mrs. James had said to the golf pro the day they�d argued surfaced in my memory. It is not your daughter coming out. I suddenly understood what she�d been saying. He may have fathered a child, but he hadn�t raised her.
As I stood up on shaky legs, a few more threads of the mystery unraveled. I moved toward the bars, stringing my tote bag over my forearm, then gripped the bars, my skin suddenly clammy, my head dizzy as I tried to figure out what this meant. I studied her.
Mrs. James looked at my face and staggered back, collapsing on the prison cot, and I knew.
�It�s Libby, isn�t it?� I finally said, unraveling the thread that made the most sense. �Macon Vance was Libby�s father.�

Chapter 22
�Did he have a blood test done? Did he get a sample of Libby�s DNA?� Josie asked, sounding like a detective. She leaned back on the couch, a glass of sweet tea in one hand, my lookbook in her lap, staring at me.
I sat on the settee, the green silk gown Eleanor Mcafferty had worn as a Margaret�the same dress her granddaughter would wear in less than a week�s time�draped over my lap. I pushed the fine size 9 needle through the silk fabric, carefully repairing the torn armhole seam. If only I could absorb the history of the dress by holding it, but my charm didn�t let me do that. �He told Mrs. James that he did but she said she never saw the proof.�
Josie looked thoughtful as she sipped her tea. �So let me get this straight. Sixteen years ago, Sandra James had a fling with Macon Vance. She got pregnant, but Macon had already moved on. She ended up marrying Steven Allen, who�s raised Libby as his own.�
�Right.� I tied a knot, snipped the thread, and began repairing a different area of the tear. �According to Mrs. James, Sandra never told anyone the truth, least of all Macon.�
�So how did he find out? When did he find out?�
The questions launched a whole new set of concerns in my mind. My pulse throbbed in my temples. Could Sandra have killed Macon to keep her secret? Could she be filled with guilt over the fact that her mother was taking the fall for her crime? �Mrs. James doesn�t know. He came to her about a month ago, she said, claiming to be Libby�s biological father.�
�Blackmail?�
I pointed my needle at her. �Yes, that�s what I was thinking, too. It wouldn�t look good for the married daughter of a conservative Texas senator to have a child by some other man, right?�
�So did Mrs. James pay him off?�
Before Mrs. James had been able to tell me anything more, Deputy McClaine had shut down the visit, unceremoniously ushering me out of the jailhouse. I�d spent the night tossing and turning, trying to forget that I�d overheard her tell Macon Vance that he�d regret it if he didn�t leave, and wondering if I could still believe she didn�t kill him, alibi or no. Did whatever history they had together mean Nana might lie for Zinnia James? �Remember that day at the club? Mrs. James told him their business was done. What if she was talking about blackmail? What if she did pay him off, but he was coming around wanting more?�
I finished the armhole repair, tied off the thread, and jabbed the needle into the pincushion on the coffee table.
�She didn�t say anything else?�
I�d replayed the conversation in the jailhouse over and over, but nothing else Mrs. James had said seemed relevant. Without warning, the pages of the lookbook in Josie�s lap rustled, gently at first, then with vigor. �What the�� Josie pushed the book off her lap. It landed on the floor with a thud, but the cover flung open and the pages fanned out frenetically.
I started, forcing myself not to jump off the settee and grab up the lookbook. Meemaw was trying to tell me something, but how could she, right here in front of Josie?
I peered at it, trying to see the page, the outfits, and figure out what the message was.
�Harlow, did you hear me?�
I snapped my gaze away from the book. �What?�
She bent down, flipped the cover shut on the lookbook, and picked it up, quickly dropping it on the table as if it were a smoking gun. She pushed it toward the center with her fingertips, scootching to the corner of the couch to get as far away from it as she could. �This house is haunted, you know that?�
�Whaa�?� The word stuck in my throat. I swallowed, trying to set it free, but my ricocheting thoughts stopped me cold. First Madelyn, then Gavin McClaine, and now Josie. The pressure of keeping my family�s secrets was weighing on my soul. Maybe I should have a coming out party and get it over with. Yes, I could announce with a flourish. We�re all charmed. It started with Butch Cassidy�s daughter and continued with every woman born in his line. No, no, no, we�re not witches, I could say. It�s more like we�re enchanted.
�Remember at Halloween?� she said again. �All the kids used to joke around that Butch Cassidy�s ghost was hiding upstairs with the Sundance Kid, their pistols pointing at the front gate through the attic window. Anyone who went trick-or-treating here was taking their life in their hands.�
I waited for her laugh, but it didn�t come. �I never knew that,� I said, my stomach coiling.
�Yeah, well,� she said, waving away her own fears. �It�s an old house. Lots of drafts and creaks.�
�Sometimes they keep me up at night,� I said, making myself giggle lightly. Of course, it was the truth. Meemaw, the ghost, was like a cat. She prowled the hallways in the dark, scaring me half to death whenever she�d settle down near me, startling me awake by gently stroking my hair with an invisible hand.
Josie and I made awkward, idle chitchat as I tidied up my workroom, adjusting the size of my most utilitarian dress form so I could make any other minor alterations to Gracie�s gown. I yanked down the pulley contraption and made another inspection of Libby�s dress, bustling the back before releasing the lock and letting it slowly return to its place at the ceiling.
Josie gazed in awe at the device. �You�re a clever woman, Harlow,� she said before she left.
I shut the door behind her, trying not to dwell on her skittish backward glance as she hurried down the porch steps and across the flagstone path. Instead, I wondered if I was clever enough to figure out what had gone on among my grandmother, Mrs. James, and Eleanor Mcafferty so many years ago, and how it was connected to what was going on today.
As soon as the garden gate closed behind Josie, I rushed to the lookbook, still on the coffee table, and flung it open, flipping through the pages until I found the one I was sure Meemaw had opened it to earlier. If this was a message, I didn�t understand.
�Meemaw?� I looked around, but there was no sign of her. The pages held pictures, sketches, and details of a special collection I�d designed on my own time while I�d worked for Maximilian. I�d ordered all my fabrics from Emma One Sock, a one-stop online shop for designer fashion fabrics, had used a selection of middle-aged women in my SoHo neighborhood, and had created an artsy collection with Marrakesh-style two-toned caftans, hooked-back tunics, and relaxed caravan pants. SoHo Chic for women who wanted to grow older with grace.
Finally, unable to decipher the message�if there even was one�I closed the book, got up, and headed back into the workroom. �I don�t understand, Meemaw,� I muttered as I pulled out my pattern paper, measuring tape, ruler, and Mrs. James�s measurements. I�d made her an outfit for a summer fund-raiser a while back. If anything, she�d lost a few pounds in the last couple of days, but that was easy enough to work with. It was easier to take something in than make it bigger.
I still didn�t know what Meemaw was trying to tell me. I didn�t know what could have happened with Nana, Mrs. James, and Eleanor Mcafferty that would have resulted in a torn gown. And I had no way of helping Mrs. James get of jail other than to make her the perfect outfit and hoped things improved from there.
It wasn�t much, but it was something.

Chapter 23
I dove headlong into a tiered dress for Mrs. James. I studied my sketch, tapping the end of my pencil against my cutting table, erasing, redrawing, and erasing again. The bodice was all wrong. I�d started with a scoop neck, something different from the typical button-up blouses the senator�s wife usually wore. But after seeing one of the SoHo Chic designs, I realized that she wore them because they flattered her, and I switched to a faux wraparound bodice attached to a three tiered skirt. A ruched, banded waist, lined bodice, and zip back finished it off.
�Huh.� The sound of my voice seemed to bounce off the dress form in the corner, off the corkboard with sketches I�d done and wanted to make into samples, off the Mason jars filled with buttons and ribbons. Here I�d thought Meemaw was trying to give me a message about the murder, but now I knew it had been about the dress for the senator�s wife. How Loretta Mae had known I couldn�t quite envision Zinnia James�s perfect outfit, I didn�t know, but it was clear in my head now thanks to her.
My mind wandered as I shaded in the design with a blunt blue colored pencil. I ran through my to-do list:


1. Write Gracie�s pedigree.


Now that I knew what her family history actually was, it had me in a bit of a quandary. What had Macon Vance said to Mrs. James? Something about forging credentials like a lawyer who hadn�t passed the bar. He�d compared it to a Margaret with no pedigree�like his daughter, Libby.
�No wonder she doesn�t look anything like her father,� I muttered. �Poor Libby. Poor Steven.� I sighed. �Poor Macon Vance.� Had he wanted to know his child, or had he wanted money? Either way, he hadn�t deserved to die the way he had.
2. Finish the Margaret gowns. Libby�s was almost done. Gracie�s needed some TLC, but I�d have it wrapped up in no time.
3. Do what I could for Mrs. James by making her this dress. Which meant I would be pulling an all-nighter.
4. Figure out just what Gavin McClaine knew about the Cassidy women, and decide what to do about it.
5. Meet with the Lafayette sisters to go over final details for the pageant and the dress rehearsal.
Now to prioritize the list. I was meeting with Fern and Trudy in a few hours. The rehearsal would take place in the morning and would eat up a good half of the day. Which meant the Margaret dresses needed to be done before then. D.O.N.E. So number two moved to the top of the list.
Another visit to the sheriff�s office seemed in order. I could stop by to visit Madelyn and find out just how widespread superstitions about the Cassidy clan were. Maybe Gavin would be there. Two birds with one stone.
Will could help with Gracie�s pedigree. I�d stop by his place on my way home from the sheriff�s station. I sat back, closed my eyes, and just like that, Mrs. James, decked out and looking like a vision in the dress I�d created, popped into my head. She looked fresh and rested again, fully recovered from the ordeal of being in jail. Her arm was draped around Gracie, looking equally perfect in her Margaret gown. Libby suddenly appeared, her shoulders thrown back and her head held high. Three for the price of one. I knew I was on the right track with all of their outfits.
An hour later, I was in my zone at my worktable, Libby�s dress floating above me, hunched over my sketchbook. One by one, I�d drawn the pattern pieces I�d have to create to make Mrs. James�s dress a reality.
�Harlow!� Nana�s voice shot through the house like a bullet. I jumped, my pencil sliding across the page and leaving a dark line in its wake.
�In the workroom,� I hollered back as I flipped my pencil upside down and erased the mark.
Nana padded in, her white socks gleaming. She wasn�t much for kisses and hugs, but she squeezed my shoulder�almost hard enough to make me wince. All the work over the years on her goat farm had made her strong as an ox. �Whatcha doin�, Ladybug?�
I pushed my sketchbook over so she could see the drawings I�d been working on. That�s when I saw it. A little red-and-black ladybug flittering around the room. �Granny Cress,� I whispered. �She�s here.� I flicked my eyes to where the ladybug had landed on Nana�s shoulder, suddenly understanding that this was how Granny Cress stayed with us.
Nana peered down, looking at it long and hard. A ripple passed over the ladybug�s body and I held my breath, half expecting it to morph into my great-great-grandmother.
But the rippling stopped. There was no morphing. Goose bumps rose on my arms, though, as it turned its bulbous body like it was looking at me, but then it crawled onto the finger Nana held out, flapped its wings, and flew out the window.
I rushed to the window, banging my hip against the corner of the cutting table on the way. �I never knew�� I said, trying to catch another glimpse of the ladybug.
�Our charms are a might persnickety,� she said, as if that explained everything. Then she turned to my sketchbook. Her lips puckered as she leaned closer, studying the various angles I�d done of the ruffle tiered dress, before raising her eyes to mine.
�This is for Zinnia, isn�t it?�
The way she leveled her steady gaze at me sent me reeling back to when she�d caught me marching around her property playing my school-issued recorder. No matter what note I played, her herd of goats refused to follow me. She�d snatched the recorder from me and bam! �You can�t force a charm on yourself, Harlow Jane,� she�d said. �It�ll come. Just be patient.�
Now I nodded. �I know you had some sort of falling out, Nana, but she�s not holding any grudges. You are her alibi. I just want to help her��
�By sewing her a magic dress.�
I was old enough to know that all problems couldn�t be fixed with a simple wiggle of the nose or, say, a spell sewn into the seams of a dress, but I was hopeful enough to believe that in this case, it might. �It�s just as likely to work as not work,� I said.
Nana opened her mouth to say something, but closed it again half a second later. �For her to wear at the pageant?�
�Yes.�
�Well,� Nana said, leaving a hint of bittersweet in the air after she spoke. �If you�re going to make this for her, do it right. Add a little bling around the belt, and a sparkle or two right here.� She drew her finger along the overlapping neckline.
I was skeptical. She�d never struck me as the bling type. �You knew her when you were kids, Nana. Are you sure she�d still want that?�
I followed her into the front room, through the dining room, and into the kitchen where she slipped on her Crocs and opened the Dutch door. �Some things in a person never change, Harlow. That�s something you should learn. Once a mama hen, always a mama hen. Once a blood sister, always a blood sister. And once a beauty queen, always a beauty queen.�
�A blood sister?� I skirted around her, blocking her from walking onto the back porch. �You and Mrs. James?�
She folded her arms across her chest when I didn�t budge. �Zinnia and me� not even a man could tear our friendship apart, no sir.�
�Granddaddy being the man?�
�Right.� She gave a low whistle. �She fancied him, but he fancied me. She landed herself Jeb�or maybe he landed her�and that�s worked out just fine.�
From the corner of my eye, I saw Thelma Louise nipping at a Knock Out Rose bush. �Shoo!� I said, letting my guard down. The split second was all it took. Nana barreled past me, trotting down the steps, slapping her leg with the palm of her hand. She whistled again, and it hit me. Goat whisperer. Nana had used Thelma Louise to distract me from questioning her. �Nana! Wait a sec!�
I grabbed my cowboy boots from the corner of the kitchen, half running, half hopping as I tried to catch up to her and slip one of my boots on at the same time.
She flung up her arm, never breaking stride. Thelma Louise skipped alongside her. �Harlow,� she said, her voice heavy with warning. �Drop it.�
I stopped, shoved my foot into my boot, and ran to catch up. I grabbed her hand, pulling her to a dead stop. �I just want to know what happened that night.�
She spun around, a fire in her eyes like I�d never seen. �We have a bond. A vow we all pledged never to break.�
�Right. Your pact. What, did you kill someone?� I blurted, regretting the words the second they left my mouth.
�Of course not,� she snapped. Thelma Louise had been nibbling at the hem of Nana�s plaid blouse. She stopped, turning her soulful eyes to my grandmother.
Nana patted the goat�s head, her lips moving as she silently communicated with the animal. A second later, Thelma Louise trotted off toward the gate that connected Nana�s property to mine.
�Then what?� I asked, after Thelma Louise had knocked the latch up with her nose and slipped through.
Nana tugged at the loose curls in her hair. The streak of blond almost shimmered in the sunlight. �Our secrets,� she finally said.
�Secrets from when you were fifteen years old? Are they even important anymore�� I stopped short. Oh. My. The truth hit me like a bushel of peaches. Our secrets. She meant the Cassidy secrets. �Mrs. James knows about our charms?� I whispered.
�She does.�
�Mrs. Mcafferty, too?�
She nodded slowly. �But they�ll never tell. We swore it. Our charms will vanish if we break the vow,� she said, though I didn�t know how she knew that. �They�ll never tell.�
�But Gavin McClaine knows something. Madelyn Brighton knows. People suspect. Nana, what if one of them already told?�
Nana kicked at the dirt. �Impossible. We made a promise to each other.�
A big ol� black-and-white-checkered flag went up in my head. �And Eleanor� Mcafferty? What about her? She�s Gracie�s grandmother, but she doesn�t even know it.�
Nana�s hands trembled. �No. Are you sure?�
�Will told Gracie and me everything.�
�Well, I�ll be.� She shook her head, as if she just couldn�t believe the small world we lived in. �Neither one of them will ever breathe a word, Harlow. They can�t because�� She started walking again, hurrying toward the sanctuary of her own property. �They can�t,� she said again.
As I watched her go, I read between the lines, finishing in my head what she hadn�t said aloud. They wouldn�t breathe a word because Eleanor Mcafferty and Zinnia James had their own secrets to protect.

Chapter 24
Deputy Gavin McClaine pushed back his cowboy hat and grimaced. �Visitin� again so soon, Ms. Cassidy?�
I followed him into his father�s office, which he was apparently using when Hoss McClaine wasn�t. I sat in my usual spot. I�d been here with Will Flores recently, discussing a murder, and here I was again. This office was becoming all too familiar.
Keeping my voice steady wasn�t working. The hammering in my chest threatened to knock the wind clean out of me. I didn�t know where to begin. Or how to begin.
�Ms. Cassidy?� he said, emphasis on the Ms. and a distinct lack of interest dripping from his voice.
I cleared the frog from my throat and scooted forward on my chair. �Mrs. James is innocent,� I blurted when I couldn�t think of a way to sugarcoat it.
He leaned back in his chair, looking a little too high and mighty for my taste. At least Hoss McClaine had some down-home charm to him. Gavin had the down home, but lacked the charm. �That right? Did your��he made air quotes��special Cassidy intuition tell you that?�
I debated how to answer. From what he�d said at the jailhouse, I suspected Gavin knew something about the Cassidy women�s magic. What I didn�t know was how deep his knowledge went. Did he have an inkling that something was off with us, or had Mrs. Mcafferty or Mrs. James broken their pact with Nana and said something? I supposed Madelyn could have spilled the beans. I didn�t know her well, but she was one of the first friends I�d made back in Bliss. I hoped she�d kept my secret.
�Yes� and no,� I finally answered. �I don�t have any proof��
�Without proof, what you think doesn�t mean diddly-squat.� He crossed one leg over the other, letting his knee flop to the side. His frown deepened. �But just so you know, we released her. Seems your grandmother and Miss June over at the teahouse ponied up an alibi.� He gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head, as if he still couldn�t believe it. �Until we have some solid evidence and bring charges, the case against her�ll be dropped.�
The blood that had been coursing through my veins suddenly calmed. �Gee, Deputy, you look upset. I�m real sorry to hear your theory didn�t pan out,� I said, not bothering to suppress the smile in my voice.
�Yeah, I can see you�re all broken up about it.�
�Do you have any other leads?�
He dropped his leg and leaned forward. �You mean besides you?�
The blood that had calmed to a gentle flow burst through me again like a dam breaking. �Me?�
�Your scissors. I haven�t forgotten.�
�B-but�� Criminy. At least Mrs. James had a potential motive. I hadn�t even known the man.
�Blackmail,� he said, a smirk on his face.
The word spiraled through my head. �You think he was blackmailing me?�
�No, Harlow. Relax. Your damn scissors are a pain in my ass, but I don�t think you killed the guy. Blackmail, meaning Macon Vance was hittin� the Jameses up for a hefty sum.�
�Oh!� I released the anxious breath I�d been holding. Damn him for scaring me like that.
�I�m just not sure what he had on them, and they�re not talkin�. But everybody�s got some dirty laundry, don�t they, Harlow? Even a senator and his wife. Even� you.�
There it was, the big ol� white elephant in the room. What did he know, and how did he know it? �I don�t know what you mean, Gavin,� I said.
He dropped his knee again and leaned forward, steepling his fingers and propping his chin on them. �No matter how hard you try, it�s tough to keep things a secret in a small town.�
�And�?� I schooled my expression, doing my best to mask the fact that I had no idea what he was talking about, but my mind raced. �Gavin, if you have something to say, just spit it out, would you?�
He narrowed his eyes, and I could tell he was trying to read me. He angled his chair so he could drum his fingers on the desk. �We found a rough drawing of a family tree in Vance�s house,� he said. �It was right there. The intersection of two family lines. Butch Cassidy was with Etta Place around the same time he was with Texana Harlow.�
Gavin nodded, looking smug. �Seems our deceased golf pro, Macon Vance, was trying to blackmail the Jameses over this very information. It would be bad for the senator�s career�or so Vance thought�to be related to outlaws and folks like you�from the wrong side of town.�
Related to? I barely stopped my mouth from gaping open. What he was saying dawned on me. It was common knowledge that Zinnia James�s husband, Jebediah, was a descendant of Etta Place, but if Etta had been with Butch Cassidy, then�
Gavin seemed to see realization on my face. �That�s right, Harlow. Young debutante Libby Allen, the James�s granddaughter, is your cousin thanks to Butch Cassidy and his philandering ways.�
�And Mrs. James knows?� I asked once my voice returned.
�Oh yeah. She confessed it all. Don�t make her guilty of nothin�, of course, but a lot of ugly truths.�
Lord almighty. Could it really be true?
Deputy Gavin McClaine folded his arms across his chest, tucking his hands close up under his armpits. �I�m bothered by somethin�.�
Outside, the clouds had finally released their water and a light rain fell. As if on cue, thunder cracked and jagged lightning lit up the darkening sky. I dragged my attention back to Gavin, trying not to take the ominous summer storm as a sign of worse things to come. �What�s that?�
�How would Vance know so much about Etta and Butch and their family line?�
It was a good question, and one I was pretty sure Mrs. James hadn�t considered whenever she�d fessed up to the deputy.
I hopped up from my chair to pace around, suddenly too antsy to sit still. �She may have thought it was true, but what if he made the whole thing up?�
Gavin�s jaw worked as he thought, and I got the feeling his mind was processing through the ifs, ands, and buts of the blackmail scenario. �Right, because how would a guy from Amarillo know who in Bliss descended from some old outlaws? See, I don�t think he would.�
�He wouldn�t. And anyway, Etta was the Sundance Kid�s girlfriend, not Butch�s,� I said, although I knew that didn�t amount to a hill of beans. �Did the Jameses pay the blackmail?� I asked.
Gavin pushed off the desk and headed toward the door. �As far as we can tell, no, they didn�t, but they do make considerable donations to the club and Jeb James is on the board. We�re lookin� into where donations go. Specifically.�
As in fraud? Oh boy. That wouldn�t look good for the Jameses. I was left with a saddlebag full of questions and no answers. Did Mrs. James make the whole blackmail scenario up, or had Macon Vance really tried to wring money out of them over Libby�s paternity? Was the story about Etta and Butch having another child even true? I had another troubling thought. Why was Gavin telling me any of this? I�d thought I was more a thorn in his side than anything else, so why the sudden confidence? I had a slight suspicion that I was being used� I just didn�t know how I was being used.
Gavin stopped at the door and gripped the doorjamb. �See you around the waterin� hole, Ms. Cassidy,� he said.
Who knew what watering hole he was talking about. I didn�t much take to the local bar scene, and riding the mechanical bull at Billy Bob�s in Fort Worth wasn�t high on my list of things to do. I skirted around him, giving a quick wave good-bye. �Yeah,� I said. �See you.�
It wasn�t until I was halfway to the country club that I realized I�d forgotten to say hey to Madelyn and to dig deeper into what, exactly, Gavin McClaine knew about the Cassidy charms.

Chapter 25
Just as I was pulling into the country club parking lot to meet Trudy and Fern Lafayette, my phone beeped. I pulled over, dug my cell phone out of the vintage purse I�d made using a kiss lock frame and some Maximilian remnants, and read the incoming message.
Can�t meet. Trudy�s in the hospital.
It was signed: Fern
The hospital?! I texted back, Is she okay?
With the truck in PARK but still running, I drummed my fingers against the steering wheel, nervously waiting for Fern�s response. After three long minutes, my phone was still quiet. �Hell�s bells,� I muttered, channeling Meemaw. �Why aren�t you texting back?�
Instantly, the phone beeped and a message appeared.
Send prayers.
Oh, Lord. My foot jerked, hitting the gas pedal, revving the truck�s engine. I threw it into reverse, backed out, and two seconds later was racing to Presbyterian, Bliss�s one and only hospital.

Long, jagged spears of lightning crackled in the sky as I raced through the hospital parking lot. By the time I got to the main entrance, I was soaked through. Caught without an umbrella in July. Go figure.
As I shook the rainwater off, I wondered about death. Did where a person died have anything to do with how easy it was to come back? What if Meemaw had died in a hospital, for example, instead of peacefully asleep in her own bed. Would she still have been able to hang around 2112 Mockingbird Lane as the resident ghost?
Of course, there was no way to find out and I wasn�t anxious to discover the truth for myself, so I just chalked it up as a random question I�d probably never know the answer to and promptly forgot about it.
A very sweet, snowy-haired woman at the information desk gave me Trudy Lafayette�s room number and I rode the elevator to the fifth floor. The thing about hospitals is, once you smell the mingling of antiseptic and sickness, you never forget it. It clings to you the way morning dew clings to individual strands of grass.
As I stepped off the elevator, I sucked in three or four deep breaths just to get used to the smell; then I searched for Trudy�s room. I stopped outside the door, peeking in so I�d know what to expect. Fern�s text hadn�t said why Trudy was here or what her condition was, so I prepared myself for the worst. �You comfortable?� I heard Fern�s voice as she fussed over her sister, propping pillows under her head.
From where I stood, I could see Trudy�s hands flailing as she swatted at Fern. �Jus� wike Louisha,� she said, her words nearly unintelligible.
�I warned you,� Fern retorted, sympathy heavy in her voice. �But that�s been a long time ago now. It�s not your time yet.�
�Good heavensh, no it�sh not,� she said, but her voice was muffled, as if her cheeks were stuffed with cotton balls and her lips were numb and swollen. I closed my eyes. Oh no, had Trudy had a stroke?
She was lucid enough to gossip about someone, though, I told myself, so that had to be a good sign. I gathered up my skittish nerves, knocked on the door, and poked my head in. �Hello!� I said brightly.
�Who�sh that?� Trudy said, her hands flailing again. �Fern, move outta the way, would you? Come on in, honey.�
One side of her face was swollen and discolored, her right eye nearly swollen shut. Air caught in my throat and I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans, concentrating all my efforts on keeping my expression perfectly� expressionless. �Are you sure? I can come back��
She mumbled something unintelligible. �Ah, it�s the dressmaker,� Fern said, translating. Trudy squinted her eyes, peering at me after Fern finally stepped out of the way. She chuckled, but with half of her face frozen, she looked twisted and maniacal. She spoke slowly, trying to enunciate her words, but it came out sounding like gobbledygook.
�I�m sorry�what?�
She slowed it down even more. �Twying� to wid yourself� o da� competition?�
I filled in the blanks, then stared at her. �Wh� aaat?�
Fern squeezed Trudy�s hand. �Never mind her. She�s a little loopy.�
�What happened?�
�Someone broke into our house and injected her while she slept.�
�With what?�
�That vile stuff. Botox,� Fern said.
I started, the conversation I�d had with Gavin McClaine at the jailhouse slamming into my brain. Two break-ins and an assault. He never did say what was stolen, but I guess now I knew.
�We�re lucky,� Fern said. �An old friend of ours died from a mistake like this. It�s why I never use the stuff, and Trudy�s always careful to use low dosages. She always says lightning doesn�t strike the same place twice. Guess she was wrong about that.�
Trudy harrumphed from the bed. �I am wite hewe.�
She might be right there, but I could barely understand her. �Trudy, I�m so sorry.�
�Why you sowwy?� she asked, her voice slow and muffled. �You do�t. Get wid of a dwessmaker?�
I made sense of her words in my head, stunned when I realized what she was accusing me of. �Of course I didn�t do it!� Gone was the sweet Trudy from our first meeting. Bitter Trudy had taken her place�not that I blamed her after all her suffering, but still�
�It went to her brain. She�s not thinking clearly,� Fern said after a while. She and I did our best to make light conversation and to calm Trudy down. After about ten minutes, the poor thing drifted off into dreamland.
�She slept through it?� I asked Fern quietly.
�Yup. We were both drugged,� she said with a hiss. �Near as I can tell, it had to be while we were at the country club doing final fittings for the Margaret gowns and the beaus� suits. Sheriff thinks it was in some lemonade we drank. Whenever the break-in happened, we were dead gone.�
A visible shudder went through Fern. �Doctor thinks she�s gonna be okay, but it�s been touch and go. Respiratory paralysis.� She sank down into the chair at the side of Trudy�s bed. �Headaches are a small price to pay if this is the option,� she muttered.
�I�m sorry,� I said to Fern, squeezing her hand.
She gazed up at me, her eyes tired, her face drawn. �Would you finish the Margaret fittings for us?�
I knew how much asking that simple question cost her. To be left out of the pageant after Mrs. James had me ask them to help again had to leave them both feeling empty.
�Just until you�re able to come back,� I said. �Don�t you worry about a thing.�
She looked at Trudy�s puffy, caricature-like face, frowning. �I don�t think I can do that,� she said, �but I�ll try not to.�

Chapter 26
I spent the next five hours at the country club. Fern had given me Trudy�s moleskin journal for reference so I could help match dresses to the girls who were supposed to wear them. Inside were all Trudy�s scribbling, sketches, and notes about each and every Margaret gown for this year. Tomorrow morning, bright and early, I planned to go through the gowns, compare notes to the drawings, and use a stickpin to affix a small slip of paper with a girl�s name to her corresponding dress.
Josie would be there to help me. She�d called every girl on the list and summoned them back for a second go at the dress rehearsal. We would start first thing in the morning. The last things I needed to do were finish up the loose ends on Gracie�s dress and write her pedigree. Which meant calling Will and Gracie to have them meet me back at Buttons & Bows, with Gracie�s hair done up and ready to be photographed. The whole packet of photos and Margaret bios had to be off to the printer first thing in the morning for a rush job.
�Why did Mrs. James wait until the last second to print the pageant brochure,� Josie asked. I had the Lafayettes� notebook under my arm and my purse over my shoulder as I sucked on a bottle of water. The storm had blown through, the sky was blue, and the temperature had dropped by at least fifteen degrees. No more humidity. No more sticky skin. Now, if it would just hold until after the pageant� just twenty-four hours.
I�d asked myself the same question. �To accommodate last minute changes, I guess,� I said. Whatever the reason, I was just glad Gracie�s picture and write-up would make it into the booklet.
The town�s festivities had already begun. The streets just off the square were cordoned off in preparation for the parade. Bliss Park was buzzing with food vendors, stages set up for music performances, and games for kids. The activities were winding down for the night as dusk settled in, but by morning, the place would be one big party. The whole event would culminate with the pageant and ball at the country club on Saturday night.
A cold sweat dotted my forehead. And I�d thought the pressure of pulling off a wedding gown and three bridesmaids dresses in a short span of time was overwhelming. That paled in comparison to this. Three custom period gowns was a big deal, not to mention sprucing up and altering another gown.
Add Mrs. James�s tiered blue dress to the mix, and I�d been sewing my fingers to the bone. But most of my angst was coming from running the show. Mrs. James hadn�t called me or shown up at the country club since the deputy had sprung her from the jailhouse. It was up to me to make sure all the girls in the pageant, including those who�d be wearing Lafayette gowns, were taken care of, and that everything went off without a hitch. If Macon Vance wasn�t already dead, I would wonder if he was working behind the scenes to sabotage the whole production.
Josie headed home to her husband, and I drove straight back to Buttons & Bows. As I pulled my truck up the long driveway on the left side of the house, I saw Madelyn Brighton sitting on one of the white rocking chairs on the porch. Her camera bag was on the little table beside her, but she peered through the viewfinder of her Canon, snapping pictures of something in the yard. My pulse skittered. The last time she�d taken pictures of my yard, she�d captured photographic evidence of Mama�s green thumb in action. First there were no flowers; then there was an abundance.
I threw the truck into PARK halfway up the driveway, cut the rumbling engine, and climbed out. �Whatcha doing?�
Madelyn swung her head in my direction, still looking through the viewfinder of her camera, and depressed her finger. �Just warming up.�
�Taking pictures isn�t like playing a game of soccer,� I said, opening the little side gate and picking my way through the thicket of bluebonnets.
�They�re not in season, you know.� Madelyn�s British accent made everything she said sound so sophisticated, especially compared to the typical Southern drawl ninety percent of Bliss residents had.
I looked down at the stems of bold indigo petals. �Mama�s been here.�
�Yes, she was. We had a nice chat before the sheriff whisked her off for a late dinner at Buffalo Joe�s.�
�The best barbeque in town.�
�You�re the third person who�s said that. I do believe we should try it.� She set her camera down and whipped out her cell phone, slid the lock screen free with her thumb, and started typing on the touch pad with her thumbs.
�Are you texting Bill?� Madelyn had met Bill Brighton, a Texas native, at Oxford, but they�d moved back here when he�d taken a job at the University of North Texas.
She nodded. �He�s been working so many bloody hours,� she said, �but after I�m done photographing the pageant, we�re taking a week off together. We�d like to go to the Hill Country for a little getaway.�
�Wimberly,� I said immediately. It was the one place Mama used to take Red and me on vacation when we were kids. She didn�t like to venture far from Bliss, but Wimberly was close enough that we could go to Schlitterbahn, the water park in New Braunfels, see the River Walk and the Alamo in San Antonio, visit UT Austin, which we�d both ended up attending, and raft down the Brazos.
�Stay at Creekhaven Inn. It�s right on Cypress Creek and just a stone�s throw to the village square. You can walk, see the ancient cypress trees, visit the wine country. It�s perfect.�
She typed herself a note on her phone, tucking it into her pocket when she was finished. The next second she was back to pointing her camera and clicking. �You�d best keep your grandmother�s goats away,� she said, aiming her camera at the fence behind me.
Oh no. Thelma Louise, along with Farrah, another of Nana�s escape artists and the prettiest Nubian of the herd, stood near my truck, poking their heads through the horizontal slats of the fence. Summer rain kept their pasture nice and green, but any goat would choose the succulent bluebonnets over grass.
�Shoo!� I retraced my steps, trying not to crush the pretty little flowers. Nana�s goats helped keep the weeds in check if Mama�s gift got out of control, but the buffalo clover, as some Texans called our state flower, was like a vibrant blanket of blue and I didn�t want it eaten away by the pesky goats. �Go on,� I said, waving my arms and stomping my feet as I reached the fence.
Farrah scooted away, but Thelma Louise just gazed up at me with her golden eyes. Her black-and-brown face, framed by her floppy white ears, made her look innocent, but I knew better. She could make all the deep, soulful sounds she wanted, but I still wouldn�t let her into my yard.
�You trying to make it rain, darlin�?�
I froze midstep, arms still raised. Will Flores. Why was it that anytime I happened to be doing something ridiculous�like shooing away wayward goats�Will was there to see it? �I made it stop raining,� I said, lowering my arms and turning around.
He stood, rocking back on his heels, his hands in his pockets, a crooked little smile on his lips. Gracie stood next to him. I heard the faint click, click, click as Madelyn snapped more pictures from the porch.
�Good work, then,� he said, his smile widening. �So next flash flood that comes through, you just do your thing.�
Thelma Louise had finally scurried back to her own pasture. I threaded through the bluebonnets, staying on the flagstone path and trying not to crush the encroaching flowers. Mama�s charm seemed to have lingered after her; the flowers were multiplying faster than a flurry of June bugs dive-bombing in the moonlight on a hot summer night. I unlocked the front door and held it open as Gracie and Madelyn stepped inside.
Will caught the door behind me. He leaned down and whispered in my ear, his hand, just for the briefest second, resting on my waist. �You look mighty fine, whatever kind of dance you�re doing.�
He had a good six inches on me, and I�d worn flats today so the distance from my eyes to his� was pretty steep. I looked up at him as I passed inside. �Why, thank you,� I said, waxing heavy on my Southern accent and batting my eyes.
�My pleasure.� As he closed the door behind him, I was already shifting gears. Flirtation had to give way to work. Madelyn was snapping test pictures, pointing her camera in different directions. �Trying to figure out the best spot for the photo shoot,� she answered, even though I hadn�t asked.
Gracie slipped behind the privacy screen in the workroom. I dropped my purse and Trudy�s notebook on the coffee table so I could take the gown off the dress form and hand it to her. �Let me know if you need help,� I told her.
�It�s really lovely.�
�I wonder if she�ll feel that way when she finds out that was her grandmother�s gown,� I whispered to Will.
His eyes instantly darkened. �Eleanor Mcafferty wore that dress?� he hissed.
Suddenly the air whooshed around me, rushing through the room like an invisible meteor. The clothes swayed on their hangers. My purse flopped open. The pages of Trudy�s book rustled from the coffee table. Finally, I felt a feathery breath against my ear. Meemaw had joined us.
Will looked around, striding to the front door, which was cracked open, and slammed it shut. �Damn house,� he muttered under his breath. He scowled as he walked back to me, his lips pressed together between his mustache and goatee. �When did you find that out?�
�My grandmother just told me the story.� Or at least enough of the story that I knew who wore each of the three gowns. �She wore the yellow one, Eleanor�s was the green silk that Gracie has, and Mrs. James�s was the cornflower blue. Will,� I said, sensing that he wanted to forbid Gracie from wearing the gown I�d fixed for her. �She was instantly drawn to that dress. It�s almost as if she sensed it had been in her family.�
�Gracie doesn�t need anything of that woman�s,� Will said.
�You can�t blame Mrs. Mcafferty. She doesn�t even know about Gracie,� I reminded him. Like he could forget. I squeezed his arm. �It�s just a dress.� And if I really believed that, I was sure there was some prime vineyard land in the Hill Country somebody could sell me on the cheap. What I knew for sure was that everything had a history to it, including, if not especially, fabric and clothing. The threads connected us, weaving together the past, the present, and the future, sometimes in deeper ways than we might have thought possible.
The bells hanging from the knob on the front door jingled. �Knock knock,� Anna Hughes, Buckley�s wife, said in a singsong voice as she stepped into the shop. Her son, Libby�s beau, was on her heels. Anna�s eyes grew wide as she took in Buttons & Bows: the metal display board with photographs of models wearing my designs and swatches of fabrics held to it with tiny magnets, the rack of samples, the bolts of fabrics stacked against the far wall in the workroom and on the worktable, the antique shelf with the Mason jars filled with buttons and trims. �Wow.�
Oh lordy. Anna and her Wow! dress had completely slipped my mind. I left Will leaning against the French doors between the two rooms, stewing over Eleanor Mcafferty�s dress, and rushed to her. �Anna!� Her timing wasn�t great, but working for Maximilian had taught me to multitask.
�Is now a good time?� The slur of her words made me wonder if she�d had a cocktail or two already. I raised my eyebrows in a silent question at her son, Duane, but he just shrugged. Being dragged to a dressmaker�s studio was hardly exciting for a teenage boy.
�Um, sure. Come on in. Your sister�s wedding, right?�
Her smile faltered, but she caught it before it disappeared altogether. �Third wedding, but I�m not sure what I want�� She left the sentence unfinished when she heard the click of the camera.
Madelyn snapped a picture from where she stood next to the armoire. Still testing the light, I guessed.
I shut the door behind them and ushered them in. �Like you said, third time�s a charm.�
Duane sank down on the sofa. �Or three strikes you�re out,� he mumbled. His mother shot him a stern, if wavering, look.
I studied Anna Hughes, trying to gauge if she agreed with her son, but before I could get a reading on her, she schooled her face into a perfectly unemotional expression. I led her to the ready-made clothes. �Maybe you�ll find something here. It would be less expensive than a custom design��
�Oh!� Gracie yelped from behind the privacy screen.
Anna waved me away, heading to the seating area and the lookbook. �I didn�t mean to interrupt. I�ll wait.�
I left her to browse while I went to help Gracie, but Will beat me to her. �What�s wrong, baby?� he said.
�I� I� I don�t know.�
She stepped out from behind the screen. With her hair parted in the center, isolated long curls dangling in ringlets on either side of her face, and a high bun on the crown of her head, she could have stepped right out of one of the pictures framed in my stairwell.
�You�re stunning.� I came around behind her to button her up, but as I touched the fabric, a jolt shot up my arms. A vision tore through my mind, but not of Gracie. It was a vision of Eleanor Mcafferty in this very gown, but I was looking through her eyes right at Nana and Mrs. James. They were younger, dressed in their Margaret gowns. My granddaddy Dalton was in the background.
Another jolt went through me as Nana reached her hand out, grabbed hold of the fabric of my dress, and yanked, tearing the silk. �It�s a lie,� she said, her voice thready and thin and echoing only in my mind.
I stumbled back, Will�s arms catching me before I lost my balance. �It was Nana,� I said, my voice hushed. �She ripped the gown.�

Chapter 27
Madelyn clapped her hands from the front room. �Let�s get this show on the road.�
�Should I come back?� Anna called. �I sure didn�t think you�d be so busy at this time of night.�
I finished buttoning Gracie up, and ushered her over to Madelyn, noticing how Duane stared at her, rapt. Looked like Duane and Libby�s future together wasn�t as assured as Dr. Hughes was hoping for. �We�ll be taking pictures for a little while�� I trailed off, leaving it up to Anna if she wanted to come back or wait.
She settled back against the settee, lounging like Cleopatra. �I�ll wait.�
My gaze met Will�s. His back was stick straight and his hands were fisted in his pockets. �Sounds great,� I said, my voice more enthusiastic than I actually felt at the moment. Part of me was glad Anna was staying. It meant I wouldn�t have to lie to Will about whatever magic Gracie might be carrying inside of her. But the other part of me wanted to come clean about what I knew, figure out what in tarnation was going on, and reassure Will that everything would be okay.
�Yeah, great,� he said. I sensed he was just as conflicted as I was.
Madelyn started snapping pictures of Gracie, pausing every few shots to view the images. �Lovely,� she said. �Really lovely, except��
Something in her tone made me look up. She frowned over her camera, turning to look at the digital screen in different light. �Strange,� she muttered.
�What is it?�
�If it was a print picture, I�d say it was a smudge.� She frowned. �But, of course, it�s not a print picture. It almost looks like�� She hesitated, then shook her head. �No, it can�t be.� Her gaze met mine and I read the question on her face. Can it?
Madelyn and her husband were both part of the North Texas Paranormal Society. She�d told me the magic that ran in my family was well known in the group, but our identities weren�t known. I wanted to keep it that way.
Madelyn�s freelance job as crime photographer for Bliss had led her right into my front yard� literally. She knew magic like ours existed, so she was looking for it. From there, the deductions had been easy for her. She�d figured out our story, but I�d sworn her to secrecy. What she still didn�t know, however, was the ever-after part of the Cassidy legacy. Magic was one thing. Ghosts were quite another. I wasn�t sure if she was ready for that much truth from me.
Heck, I still wasn�t sure I was ready for it, and I was living with it.
She held out the camera for me to see. In each picture, Gracie stood to the right of the armoire, her body angled to the side, a Mona Lisa smile on her otherwise expressionless face. Above her right shoulder was a translucent shape, like a� I swallowed. Like a ghost standing just behind her.
Hard to keep the ever-after on the down low if my great-grandmother was going to announce herself so blatantly. And to a self-proclaimed paranormal junkie, no less.
As if on cue�Loretta Mae had impeccable timing�the pipes upstairs moaned. Madelyn looked up, her dark eyebrows pulled together in thought; then they popped up toward her hairline. �Bloody hell,� she said, darting a glance at me.
�Damn pipes,� Will said. �I have a buddy who�s a plumber. I�m gonna get him out here.�
�They�re always doing that,� Gracie said.
I met Madelyn�s eyes, a silent understanding passing between us. I�ll fill you in later, my expression said. Right you will, hers replied.
She threw herself back into photography mode. She posed Gracie, turning her this way and that, snapping photo after photo. �Lift your chin. Right. Elbow bent. Yes, just like that.�
I knew that she was trying to capture more supernatural images, but she was doing a good job of making Gracie feel absolutely relaxed and beautiful.
A sudden movement behind me reminded me that Anna and Duane Hughes were still here. �I�ll come back another time,� Anna said, gliding toward the door, which Duane held open for her. �You�ve obviously got a lot on your mind.�
I hadn�t thought she�d remember to come by the shop, let alone actually commission a dress. Letting her walk out was not in the best interest of my business, but it was in the best interest of Will and Gracie. They came first, I decided. �I�m sorry, Mrs. Hughes��
She smiled as she reached for the doorknob. �Anna. And don�t worry about it. You must be terribly busy with all the pageant preparations.�
�Tell you what,� I said. �I�ll do some sketches for you for your sister�s wedding. Come back after the pageant and I�ll show you what I come up with. How does that sound?�
�Perfect.� A gust of wind blowing in from outside made the bells on the door handle bounce.
�Looks like that storm�s back,� Will said, coming up beside me and peering out the door.
The dark clouds had returned, and the wind kicked up another notch, pushing Anna Hughes back into the shop. She braced herself, her purse slung over her shoulder, one hand gripping the doorjamb. When the moment passed, she stepped outside.
Will peered up as a sliver of jagged light sliced through the darkening sky, a crack of thunder echoing after it. �Drive safely,� Will called to her.
She waved, and was gone.
One less thing to worry about. I shut the door against the wind, only to turn and see a stream of translucent white streak across the ceiling. Meemaw. I shot a glance at Will, then Gracie and Madelyn, but none of them had noticed anything.
I had begun to identify what Meemaw�s different haunting methods meant beneath the surface, kind of like how new mothers could recognize the different cries of their newborn babies. When Meemaw tapped into the pipes, it was a general announcement to me that she was present. When warm air encircled me, it was her way of giving me a hug or comforting me, like a toasty blanket on a cold night. If she was agitated or was trying to catch my attention, she blew like a violent gust of wind through the room. She still didn�t seem to have mastered the ability to materialize at will, but when she really wanted to communicate something in particular, she used books, water, or any other actual manipulation of an object to get her message across.
�I hear you,� I said under my breath as Madelyn told Gracie, �Last one.�
A visible shiver went through Gracie. Like someone had scraped their fingernails down a chalkboard. She suddenly backed up, throwing up her hands like she was trying to block something.
�Gracie?� Will was by her side in a flash.
The color had drained from her cheeks and she shivered. �It�s c-cold.�
�No, it�s not,� he said, but he lay the back of his hand on her forehead. �You don�t feel feverish. It�s late. I�m sure you�re just tired, and dressed like that, with your hair all done up, your imagination�s taking over is all.�
Madelyn and I looked at each other, another silent message floating between us. I hadn�t told her what I�d learned, but I could tell she didn�t need all the details to believe that something magical was floating around the old farmhouse�literally.
�Your dad�s probably right,� I said. �Honey, why don�t you get out of that dress and get some sleep. The rehearsal starts first thing in the morning, then the pageant. It�s gonna be a long day.�
I unbuttoned her dress for her, my fingers moving slowly. The history of the dress worked its way through me, drifting into my mind, mixing with the current image of Gracie in the gown, her hair done up, the highlights in her hair shimmering almost effervescently.
One thing became crystal clear. The secrets Nana and her friends had worked to keep under wraps for so long were bursting forth at the seams.

Chapter 28
It was only ten o�clock, too early to go to bed, but I was exhausted. I slipped into my blue-and-white-striped cotton pajama pants and a navy cami, brushed my teeth and the tangles out of my hair, and climbed into bed, but apparently sleep was the last thing my body actually wanted to do.
I was antsy. My toes tingled, my arms itched, and a million thoughts raced through my mind. They were like fireflies, zipping between Gracie and Libby, and all the details of the pageant that I still had to take care of. I�d tried to get an update on Mrs. James, but I hadn�t heard a thing from her.
Finally, after thirty minutes of tossing and turning, I put my glasses back on and got out of bed. If I couldn�t sleep, I might as well be productive.
I spent two hours finishing Mrs. James�s dress. I�d already pieced the sections together. By the time I got to the zipper, the last thing I had to finish, exhaustion had made me loopy. The room grew soft around the edges, like a photographer had blurred the lines. If you discounted the scattered thread, fabric scraps, and pieces of pattern paper, my workroom had a dreamy quality to it.
Sleepiness was finally settling in, but it hadn�t taken hold yet. I glanced at the clock on the wall. Three a.m. At this rate, I was going to be holding my eyelids open with toothpicks at the dress rehearsal. I finished the zipper and took Mrs. James�s dress into the dining room, slipping it onto a dress form I�d moved into the far corner, then headed to the front room to lie down on the settee. I might as well not have bothered. Soon I was tossing and turning. Meemaw�s decision to cover it in velvet was great on a blustery cold day, but not when it was still close to ninety degrees and the humidity had crept up to ninety percent.
I heaved a frustrated sigh before I decided to direct my attention to my new dressmaking project. Planning a design for Anna Hughes�s Wow! dress. I shuffled back to the dining room and sat at the little antique table tucked into the corner. I turned on the computer and waited while it booted up. Even dress designers used the Web for research.
I�d pictured Anna in a black taffeta dress with flowers on one strap, but before I got too far in my sketches, I wanted to get some intel on her sister�s wedding. If it was going to be a luau, for example, then the fun but sophisticated number I had in mind wouldn�t work.
My fingers curled above the home row, hovering, antsy to type something� anything� and to hit the ENTER key. One problem. I didn�t know Anna Hughes�s sister�s first name, maiden name, or either of her two previous married surnames. Which meant I couldn�t just search her online.
What to do? What to do? Finally, my sleep-deprived brain figured it out and my fingers jarred into motion. I typed Anna and Buckley Hughes into the search bar and hit ENTER. This would bring up something about them or their wedding, which in turn should mention some of the family and guests. Anna may not have been in her sister�s wedding, but maybe her sister had been in hers.
While Google did its thing, I closed my eyes. Working into the wee hours of the morning had given me too much time to think. The different complications from the past few days began melding together in my mind. Bliss, Texas, it seemed, was coming apart with deception.
Dark circles spiraled behind my eyes and my limbs grew heavy. After Josie�s wedding fiasco, I�d realized that everyone had secrets. Some people pretended they didn�t exist�like Mrs. James. Some people fought over them�like Nana, Mrs. James, and Eleanor had fought the night of their Margaret pageant. And some people killed over them�like whoever had gone after Macon Vance.
One of my biggest questions was whether or not the Cassidy magic had passed through Senator Jeb James into his daughter, Sandra, and granddaughter Libby. Or was the power of the magical wish diluted through the male descendants? My brother, Red, didn�t have even a smidgeon of magic in him, and neither, it seemed, did his boys, Cullen and Clay. But if he had a daughter, would she be charmed?
Too many questions stemming from the past, and no way to answer them.
I sank deeper in my chair. For the first time that night, sleep didn�t seem so far off. A warmth settled over me and my head lolled to the side. My thoughts grew dreamy, shifting to Libby. She had the burden of two secrets on her, and she knew nothing about either of them. Poor girl. She was like the common denominator between the two mysteries going on in Bliss.
The common denominator.
The words repeated in my head like a mantra until� �Oh my.� What if Macon Vance knew more than just the lineage of Butch Cassidy�s descendants? What if he somehow knew about his wish and that the James women were charmed?
I closed my eyes for a quick second, and when I opened them again, it was morning. The sun was throwing dappled light through the window, and the crick in my neck radiated pain down my spine. I pushed myself up, wrangled my crooked glasses from my face, straightened them on my nose, and looked at the clock.
Slowly, it came into focus. Eight thirty. I shot out of the chair. The dress rehearsal!

Chapter 29
Eighteen girls milled around the stage, hair and makeup done, shifting their weight from foot to foot and glancing around nervously when they stopped pacing. Only four of them�Amanda Blankenship, Julie Plankerton, Libby Allen, and Gracie Flores�had their gowns on. The rest milled around aimlessly, a rising hysteria in their voices. They stared at the racks of nineteenth-century style gowns, but none of them went near the dresses.
Josie stood with a group of girls. I couldn�t hear her voice over the prattle of debutantes, but from the way she patted the air in front of her�like she was trying to get them all to simmer down�I got that they were agitated to a boiling point.
I hurried up next to Josie, acting as nonchalant as I could muster. �What�s going on?�
Josie�s face contorted as she gave an exaggerated glance at her watch, then gave me the stink eye. �Late night?� she asked.
I tilted my head to the side, smiling slightly. �Actually, yes.� She gave me a wicked little grin, but I threw my palm up, stopping her. �Sewing,� I said. �Finishing Mrs. James�s dress.�
The excited light in her eyes dimmed and her smile faded. �Oh. Well, that�s no fun.�
I turned to the aimless girls surrounding us. �We�re so behind schedule.�
�You�re late,� Josie said.
�You sure none of you remember your dresses?� I said to them.
They all shook their heads.
I didn�t blame them. The Margaret gowns weren�t something these girls would be caught dead in under normal circumstances. Gracie had an appreciation for fabric and design, but from the look of things, she was an anomaly. I suspected that a good many of the girls here would rather be hanging out at the nice air-conditioned mall in Fort Worth, or tubing on Lake Bliss. Getting up early on a hundred-degree summer day, wearing a heavy dress, and dancing a waltz with a beau were not a modern teenager�s idea of fun. Who cared that their parents had paid thousands upon thousands of dollars for the custom frocks.
�Come on. We have to blaze through this. Where�s the book?�
I felt under my arm, where I normally would have stuck it. Not there. I still hadn�t gotten my sewing bag back from the sheriff, so I�d been using a Michael Kors tiger print canvas bag instead. The rope handles weren�t as sturdy and it didn�t have the interior pockets that my Dena Rooney-Berg bag did, but it would do the job for now until I got my sewing bag back.
I dug my hand inside, knowing that I�d tucked the book right on top. I gulped. Only it wasn�t there. Crouching down to dig deeper into the bag, I had a d�j� vu moment. Only days ago, I�d stood right here. And if I hadn�t forgotten my sewing bag, my shears wouldn�t have been readily available to a murderer. And if they hadn�t been right there, an orange-handled beacon to whoever had been with the golf pro in his last minutes, would Macon Vance still be alive?
�Stop.� I chastised myself. There was absolutely no point in saying what if. Macon Vance was dead, and nothing could change that.
�Harlow, the book?�
The girls had wandered off, and Josie bent down next to me. Stage mothers whispered, sending annoyed looks our way. I pushed my glasses up the bridge of my nose, catching a glimpse of Sandra and Steven Allen. Even though I was preoccupied with the missing notebook, I couldn�t help remembering how distraught Sandra had been the night of Buckley Hughes�s party. She hadn�t wanted to attend. But Steven had said he�d made her. �Why would Steven insist that Sandra go out when Mrs. James was being held for suspicion of murder?� I asked Josie. �Don�t you think that�s strange?�
Josie sat on the stage, flattened her palms on the floor and kicked her legs out from under her, crisscrossing them into a half lotus position. �People lie, Harlow. Maybe he didn�t make her go anywhere. Maybe she went on her own, and he wanted to bring her back home.� She gave another pointed look at my bag again. �The book?�
�Right.� My mind swirled with thoughts as I dug through my bag. I felt like I had all the pieces cut for a quilt, but I couldn�t figure out what pattern to use so they�d all go together. Josie�s words played in a continual loop in my head. People lie. My shoulders slumped, as much from knowing that Josie was right as from the fact that I stopped looking, empty-handed. Trudy�s book was not in my canvas bag.
�It�s not here.� I dug through again, hoping I�d just missed it, but I still came up empty-handed.
�You had it when you left last night,� Josie said, but we still spent ten minutes scouring the stage and the makeshift changing room in case we were both wrong and I�d dropped it at the club.
I grabbed my keys, flung the bag over my shoulder, and headed toward the door. �It�s got to be at home,� I said, but twenty-five minutes later, I spun around in my workroom, hands clasped on top of my head, panic rising in me like a wave in the Gulf of Mexico�s dirty water. Trudy�s book was nowhere to be found, and without it, we�d never get the right dresses with the right girls.
�Where is it?� I muttered. I�d already searched the boutique area of Buttons & Bows, upstairs, the kitchen� It wasn�t anywhere. There was no sign of Trudy�s notebook. And I hadn�t a clue how to organize the pageant without her notes.
I thought I�d brought it into the house, but if I had, it wasn�t here now. I�d checked Meemaw�s old truck to no avail. It was just� gone.
The click, click, click of the ceiling fan berated me. The repetitive sound started to morph in my head until it sounded like tsk, tsk, tsk. Was Meemaw taunting me? I dropped my arms and searched the room for any sign of a ghostly presence.
�Meemaw, did you hide Trudy�s book from me?� My voice sounded loud in the empty room, but I cleared my throat and kept going. �Eighteen girls are back at the country club, waiting on me to get them into their dresses and start the rehearsal. And the pageant!�
I paused, cocking my head to the side to listen for a change in the fan�s clicking, or for some other sign that Meemaw heard me. The tsk, tsk, tsk I�d imagined a minute ago was back to a steady click. The rotation of the fan�s blades sent the air whooshing down, ruffling the hair that had slipped out of my two low ponytails. I tucked a wayward strand behind my ear, impatiently adjusted my glasses, and did a clumsy pirouette as I searched the room again.
Still no sign of my ghostly great-grandmother. Great. When I needed her, she was nowhere to be found. �This is getting aggravating, Meemaw,� I grumbled, �and I don�t have time for it.� Trudy and Fern had put their trust in me to take over their final fittings. Mrs. James had come to me to take over her role as the pageant�s coordinator.
I hoped that Meemaw might take pity on me and show herself. No such luck. I was still alone, and completely at a loss. My thoughts ran a little wild as I started my search again.
The Art Nouveau�style magazine rack I�d brought back with me from my one trip to France caught my eye. It sat next to the plush red velvet settee, hand-painted flowers cascading down the avocado green front. I flipped through the fashion and home decor magazines standing upright between the wrought-iron frame. I hadn�t put the notebook in the rack, but maybe Meemaw was playing games and had slipped it between the glossies.
One look proved that she hadn�t.
The rumble of an engine came from out front. I pulled back the sheers to see Hoss McClaine�s black SUV, HOOD COUNTY SHERIFF emblazoned on the side, pull up in front of the house. Mama popped out of the passenger side before Hoss could amble around to open her door for her. Mama was not one for pretense or social expectation. Her voice carried through the screen door. �I�m perfectly capable of openin� my own door, Hoss McClaine, thank you very much.�
�Good Lord, woman,� he drawled. �It ain�t a crime to let me do somethin� for you.�
�You do plenty,� she said, giving him a flirty wink. �Ain�t nobody who can��
I dropped the sheers and covered my ears real quick. I didn�t want to hear what Hoss McClaine did plenty of.
I kept searching the boutique while they took their sweet time coming up the flagstone walkway. If I couldn�t find Trudy�s notebook, I�d have to call up Fern Lafayette, and that was not at the top of my list of things I wanted to do. She needed to be with Trudy and didn�t have time to even think about the Margaret dresses. Not to mention the fact that me losing the notebook wouldn�t instill a lot of confidence about my ability to take their place in the final preparations.
Finally, I heard the thump of Mama and Hoss�s footfalls as they climbed the porch steps. The screen door opened with a squeak and I turned to greet them. �You two are up and out early.� I kept my voice light and bright. No point in worrying Mama.
�Thought you might need some help this morning,� she said. She looked around, then settled her narrowing eyes back on me. �Looks like you�ve been and gone and come home again. What did you lose?�
The hairs on the back of my neck went up. Reading minds was not her Cassidy charm. �What makes you think I lost something?�
�It�s as clear as day,� she said, pointing to the magazine rack with the glossies leaning forward, buttons and fabric swatches from the embossed metal box scattered on the coffee table, the lookbook tossed on the paisley couch, and the pattern pieces for Mrs. James�s dress tossed haphazardly on the floor. I liked things relatively neat and orderly, and there were plenty of signs, I realized, showing that I was not in control at the moment.
The concern in Mama�s eyes opened up a floodgate. �Mrs. James asked me to take over for her at the pageant. So I am, but then Fern Lafayette gave me her sister�s notebook with all their dress notes and fitting information because Trudy�s in the hospital, and there�s a dress rehearsal right now at the country club and the pageant�s tonight, but the girls aren�t even in their dresses because I can�t find Trudy�s notebook and without it, I�m totally lost.� I gulped in a big breath of air, heaved it back out in a loud sigh, and sank down onto the love seat.
I felt relieved at having unloaded the weight on my shoulders, but Hoss, from the puzzled expression on his face, looked like he was completely lost. �But she�s doin� better, isn�t she?�
�Yes, sir,� I said. Growing up in the South meant you were taught to say �yes, sir� and �yes, ma�am� to every adult you came across. My old habits had died a painful death in the fashion world. Eyebrows had been raised at me, snickering went on behind my back, and I�d been out and out laughed at by New Yorkers when I�d said �sir� and �ma�am,� but back in Bliss, it was easy to slip back into it.
�Poor thing.� Mama sat down next to me, taking my hand in hers and giving it a good squeeze. �They�re both getting up there in years. I still can�t believe someone would do that to her. Hoss told me what happened,� she said. �Loretta Mae always told her she was playing with fire, poisoning herself like that. Trudy wouldn�t ever listen. It helped those headaches, and that made it worth it.�
I shuddered just thinking about the havoc going on under Trudy�s skin. �But I heard Meemaw thought about doing it,� I said.
Mama recoiled. �Loretta Mae wouldn�t ever do such a thing. You know how she felt about that stuff. Every wrinkle tells a story, and all that? She wanted Trudy to give it up.� She paused, pressing her index finger to her cheek, thinking. �Now, Harlow Jane, where might you have put that notebook, hmm?�
�I�ll find it.� As I kept looking, I asked, �So nothin� new?� My brows furrowed the moment I heard the dropped �g� when I�d said �nothing.� The thing about being around Southerners is that it�s mighty easy to pick up the accent.
�Nothin� to write home about. Macon Vance was a far cry from squeaky clean. More ground in dirt, from what we�ve gathered. Money coming in from quite a few sources��
�He was a savvy blackmailer,� Mama said. �Had an affair, then took the woman for a truckload of her husband�s cash.�
So Gina from Villa Farina had half the story right. Seemed everyone knew Macon Vance was a player, but not so many people knew he supplemented his income with the proceeds of his extracurricular activity.
I retraced my steps, yet again, but this time out loud. �I got home. Madelyn Brighton was waiting for me. Will and Gracie Flores came over so Madelyn could take Gracie�s picture in her dress for the Margaret brochure.� Assuming I wasn�t losing my mind and that I had, in fact, brought it into the house like I thought I had, what could have happened to it?
I remembered something. �Oh my gosh! Thelma Louise and Farrah!� I�d had to chase the goats out. Had the notebook been under my arm? Good Lord, had I dropped it without even realizing?
Without another word, I raced to the front door, pushed open the screen, and took the porch steps two at a time. The door squeaked open and banged closed behind me. �What on earth are you doin�?� Mama asked.
I stopped scouring the ground and looked at Mama. She stood on the porch, arms folded across her chest, watching me like I�d gone completely off my rocker. �Looking for Trudy�s notebook. Nana�s goats escaped yesterday. Maybe I dropped it when I was shooing them away.�
But even as I said it, I knew that the goats, at least in this instance, were innocent. I walked every inch of the yard, though, just in case. I stumbled across one of Meemaw�s ratty old sun hats, a fallen birdhouse, and another thatch of bluebonnets, but not Trudy Lafayette�s notebook.
�Damn.� I kicked the ground, sending an innocent bluebonnet bloom flying across the yard.
�Don�t take it out on the flowers,� Mama warned. Nana would protect her goats, Mama would protect the green earth, and I�d protect the garments I made for people. We all wanted the best for our charms.
After one last, frantic search of the house, I finally collapsed on the chair at the little antique computer table in my dining room. I shoved the mouse aside and buried my head in my hands. �What now?� I muttered.
As if in response, the computer woke up, the low hum dragging my attention to the screen. I automatically moved to close the Google search page I�d opened the night before, stopping short as I scanned the entries. The words on the computer screen danced, letters popping out, practically shouting to be read.
The first link was a wedding announcement. I clicked on it.

Chapter 30
I had to get back to the rehearsal, but what was another two minutes at this point. I still didn�t have Trudy�s notebook. I scanned the announcement.

Mr. and Mrs. William Lambert are happy to announce the

engagement of their daughter, Miss Anna Marie Smith,

to Mr. Buckley Hughes, son of Mr. and Mrs. Theodore Hughes.

A July 13th wedding is planned.

It was dated seventeen years ago, so Anna and Buckley had made it a long time. There was no mention of Anna�s sister, so I went to the next link. This one took me to an article about Buckley Hughes�s medical practice in Amarillo. I scanned it and was left wondering what had made them leave a place were they�d established such a solid place in the community.
From the front room, Hoss McClaine cleared his throat. The toe of his boot scraped back and forth on the pecan-planked floor. He had a mighty strong resemblance to an ornery bull thinking about whether or not he was going to charge.
Mama hurried over to him. They�d gone from hiding their relationship to full disclosure. She wrapped her arms around his waist and gave him a big ol� bear hug. My mouth fell open as his hand slipped down from the small of her back to her bum. He gave it a good squeeze, nibbled on her neck, and then they backed away from each other. They might as well not have bothered; the electricity in the air between them sizzled.
I straightened my glasses, more nervous habit than anything else, and looked back at the computer. Mama and Hoss were in love. I was happy for her, but I didn�t need to witness their affection.
I scanned the search results, looking for another wedding announcement and skipping the rest. Finally I found it. It was on the second page of the search results. I clicked on it and started to read.

Mr. and Mrs. William Lambert are happy to announce the

engagement of their daughter, Miss Gayle Melinda Smith,

to Mr. Samuel Bradley, son of Mr. and Mrs. Jacob Bradley.

A May 28th wedding is planned.

That couldn�t be right. It was July. I checked the date of the announcement. Last year. But Anna said she wanted a Wow! dress for her sister�s wedding. Hadn�t she?
I tried to remember. She�d said her sister would have done anything for a wedding dress from a New York designer, she�d told me this was number three, and that she wasn�t in the wedding. Anna wanted to impress all the people who�d� She started to say something, but had stopped short, changing the topic. All the people who�d done what? Why had she lied about her sister�s wedding?
I pressed the BACK button, which took me to the Google search page, but before I could peruse the links, my thoughts were swept away by a memory of me entering the shop that flashed in my mind. Will had stood at the door, flirting. Gracie had gone inside. Madelyn was snapping pictures, testing the lighting.
In the boutique, Mama walked the sheriff to the front door. As they stepped onto the porch, the sun-warmed air from outside filtered in, visibly flowing through the room like a dancing ribbon. It circled around the armoire, around the lavender plant on the dining table, finally encircling me, wrapping me up in an invisible blanket of comfort.
My thoughts slowed even more until I was seeing the night before in slow motion. I�d charged past Will, on a mission to get Gracie photographed for the brochure. I�d slowed down just long enough to toss my purse down on the coffee table, along with� I gasped. Trudy�s notebook!
Maybe it had fallen and been kicked under the couch or the settee. In an Olympian move, I hurdled down the three steps leading from the landing down to the main room. In two seconds flat, I was on my knees, peering under the paisley couch, then the love seat, then, finally, under the plush settee.
No notebook.
I sat back on my haunches, frowning. What in the devil had happened to it?
That�s when I remembered. Anna Hughes had been in Buttons & Bows the night before.

�She had to have taken it,� I said into my cell phone.
The air between Josie and me was dead silent. �But why would she?�
That was the million dollar question. I had no blessed idea, and I told Josie just that.
�She�s not part of the Margaret Moffette Lea group, so knowing about the dresses doesn�t help her with anything.�
Even if she were part of the pageant, it wasn�t like the dresses were a secret. Why would Anna even care about them? �Her son�s a beau,� Josie said, �but she doesn�t have a daughter.�
�Good point. So something else was in that notebook that Anna wanted.�
�And you�re going to find out what, am I right?� It was a simple question, but a loaded one. We both knew that a murder was hanging over Bliss�and me�again. Everyone was on edge.
�I have to.� Without that notebook, our hands were tied tighter than a bull rope. �We need that book.� Not to mention that I wanted nothing more than to prove my scissors were a random choice of murder weapon, and I wanted to prove once and for all that Mrs. James and I had nothing to do with Macon Vance�s murder. Easier said than done.
�And who knows what else you might discover in it.� Josie was getting to know me pretty well. Pretty soon I wouldn�t be able to hide anything from her.
As Meemaw used to tell me, I was too curious for my own good. �If she took it, it was for a reason. And she had no right.�
�What about the girls?�
�I�m gonna send my mama over. Just have the girls go through their entrance and the introductions. Tell them to be back by four o�clock. It�ll be tight, but we�ll get the final fittings done before the curtain goes up.�
�And you�?�
�I�m heading over to Anna Hughes�s right now to see if I can�t get the notebook back.� And figure out why she took it in the first place.
Secrets, secrets, and more secrets. I grabbed my purse and flew out the door. �Mama, would you go help Josie at the club?� I called, barreling past her and Hoss McClaine.
Their voices tore through the air behind me. �Where�s the fire?� Hoss said, while Mama said, �Of course, but Harlow Jane, where the devil are you goin�?�
I slowed down halfway across the flagstone path leading to the gravel driveway where my old jalopy was parked to look over my shoulder and wave. �Gotta run. Lookin� for that notebook. Go help Josie, Mama, please!�
Mama stared after me, nodding. A minute and a half later, I was cruising down Mockingbird Lane, away from the square and toward Hickory Creek Road and Anna Hughes�s house.

Bliss was a small town, so it wasn�t long before I was parked in front of the Hughes�s house. Unlike the night of the party, I�d had no trouble finding a spot. For all my bravado to Josie, and my hurried departure in front of Mama and her sheriff boyfriend, my nerves skittered through me like butter in a hot frying pan.
I wasn�t big on confrontation. Walking toward Anna�s front door, I was feeling like a cowboy who was all hat, no cattle. Really, what was I going to say to the woman? I couldn�t very well grab her by the collar and tell her to give back the book, or else.
Tamping down my nerves, I raised my knuckles to the front door, but before they landed in a knock, the door flung open and Buckley and Duane Hughes strode out. Buckley half turned as he started to pull the front door closed behind him.
�Oh!� I backed up before they plowed right into me.
The doctor pulled up short, whipping his head around. The door opened, bringing the bought air, as Meemaw�d always called air-conditioning, wafting out into the Texas heat. �Good grief! You startled me.�
I forced a tense smile. I�d been prepared to see Anna at the front door, not the doctor, and it threw my mojo off.
�Didn�t mean to startle you.�
�I didn�t notice you drive up.� He peered over my shoulder as if he couldn�t believe he�d missed seeing the truck parked on his horseshoe driveway.
�Anna stopped by my shop last night, but I was too busy to talk dress design for her sister�s wedding. Hey, Duane,� I said, lifting my hand in a wave.
�Hi, Ms. Cassidy.�
Turning back to Buckley, I asked, �Is she here?�
The doctor stared at me, his brows pulled together. �Her sister�s wed��
�Just chatting about a dress,� Anna said, appearing at the front door. �You know how I hate scrambling at the last minute and feeling like I�m always playing catch-up.�
Buckley�s reaction verified my suspicion. There was no wedding.
�That, I do.� Buckley frowned, deep vertical lines shooting down between his eyebrows. So he didn�t partake in his own cosmetic treatments. Interesting.
The doctor gave his wife a peck on the cheek before sidestepping me and heading across the spotty lawn toward the back of the house. �See you tonight,� he said with a final wave. Duane trotted after him, hanging a valet bag, probably holding his suit for the pageant, in their car. His dad tossed a ring of keys to him, they got in, and they drove away, Duane at the wheel.
�He�s growing up so fast,� Anna said, watching as the car disappeared. �He can�t make up his mind whether to be a doctor or a lawyer, you know? He�s so interested in both.�
�I�m sure he�ll do great at either,� I said.
She looked at me, dark shadows creating half circles under her eyes. Her skin looked sallow. My guess was that she hadn�t slept a wink the night before. The fight with her husband, or guilt at stealing Trudy Lafayette�s notebook from my house? Or maybe both. She stood back and opened the door wide. �I guess you�d like to come in?� she said without a trace of actual Southern hospitality. I got the distinct impression she�d prefer I didn�t come in.
Truth be told, I didn�t want to, but I did want Trudy�s notebook back, so that made my decision. �Sure.�
She held the door open wide and I stepped past her.
�I figured you�d be coming.� Her voice was off, the consonants slurred and stretched out. As I passed into the living room, I saw the open bottle of wine and the quarter-filled glass on the coffee table. Ah, that explained it.
I glanced at my watch. Ten seventeen. Way too early to even say it was close to noon, and unless you were Charlie Sheen, most people thought lunchtime was about the earliest time in the day to start with the cocktails.
Something was not right in the world of Anna Hughes.
Behind me, the door closed with a bang. I turned around and my jaw dropped.
Her eyelids fluttered at half-mast as she walked toward me. �I suppose you�re here about this?� she said as she held up Trudy�s cloth-covered notebook.

Chapter 31
Anna perched on the edge of her tasteful brown sofa across from me while I tried not to sink into the well-worn easy chair. She knocked back the rest of her wine, setting her glass on the occasional table by her side.
The last two times I�d seen her, I�d had immediate visions of her in black taffeta, but this time, my mind was drawing a blank. I could see her, but her image was fuzzy around the edges, and the outfit she wore was a dull, nondescript gray.
�Buck doesn�t know,� she said.
I cocked my head to the side, trying to be patient so I wouldn�t rip the book from her hands. �Doesn�t know what?�
She leaned forward, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. �I have a little confession.� A hiccup, followed by a little giggle, escaped her lips. She pressed two fingers to her mouth, as if that could stop the hiccups from continuing. Another one came, and her eyes went wide.
A drinking problem, I thought grimly, just as I�d suspected. �What kind of confession?�
Her fingers closed tightly around the notebook, her knuckles going white from the pressure. �I� that is� m-my sister� she already had her wedding.�
�Yup, I figured that out.�
Her pencil thin eyebrows shot up toward her hairline. �How?�
I filled her in on my ten minutes of Googling. �You can find anything on the Internet.�
The tension between us lessened. I had a sudden flashback of my New York roommate and fellow Maximilian flunky, Orphie Cates. Whenever our sycophant boss, Luciano, would ramble on about Maximilian and his brilliance, Orphie would lean over and in her Low Country Carolina drawl, she�d whisper, �I wish that man would just cut to the chase, already.�
Precisely what I felt at this very moment. �Anna?�
�Yes?� She smiled tightly, her skin taut either from her husband�s Botox treatments or from her nerves at being busted as a thief. Maybe both.
�I have eighteen girls waiting on me to put them in their dresses. The pageant�s tonight.� My eyes darted to the notebook clutched in her hands. �I need that book.�
Her grip had softened just a touch, but now it tightened again, her knuckles going white. �I know, but��
�But what, Anna? If there�s something wrong, you can tell me.�
She swallowed, trying to maintain what little composure she�d managed to gather up, but I could see her struggle, like little fissures cracking from the inside out. She lifted her wineglass to her lips and tilted it to drink. One lone drop of red liquid slid down the crystal.
�I just started flipping through this last night while I was waiting on you�� She trailed off, looking toward her empty wineglass for fortification.
�All Trudy�s and Fern�s notes about the Margaret dresses are in there. Without it, I don�t know which dress belongs to which girl.� I stretched my arm out, hoping she�d just hand it over.
Instead, she rose and reached for the wine bottle across the coffee table, refilling her glass. �I started reading��
�Anna!� Wine sloshed over the top of the glass, spilling onto the pine table. I grabbed the bottle, setting it upright, then darted to the kitchen.
Even in her discombobulated state, she could keep up most of her appearances. Her kitchen was immaculate, though not my style. Roosters and more light pine, cowboy paraphernalia, and a big copper Texas star defined the decor. There was an unspoken rule in the Lone Star State: every house must be adorned with the Texas star. My old farmhouse had had one hanging on the porch just between the rocking chairs for as long as I could remember.
I grabbed the roll of paper towels from the counter and hightailed it back to the living room, quickly mopping up the spilled wine. Anna was bent over the table, her lips over the rim of the glass, slowly sipping the wine down.
�Thanks,� she said when she came up for air.
�No problem.�
Anna�s eyes had grown glassy and her shoulders hunched slightly. The alcohol daze settled over her like a woolen blanket.
�Can I get you some coffee, Anna?� Before she could answer, I had the wineglass in one hand, the bottle in the other, and was once again headed for the kitchen. A knot of unease settled in my gut as I dug around in the cupboards looking for coffee and a filter. Anna needed to sober up real quick, so I kept up the search. Finally, I found what I needed and started a small pot of coffee brewing.
�So what was in the notebook that interested you,� I asked, coming back a few minutes later with a steaming mug of java.
Anna was slouched on the couch, a glazed look in her eyes. �My husband played golf with Macon Vance. Did you know that?�
I sat on the edge of the chair this time, my elbows on my thighs, chin propped on my fists. I just wanted the dang book. �No, I didn�t.�
�I didn�t want him to. Macon Vance had a reputation,� she said.
�So I�ve heard.�
�I was always afraid he�d say something he shouldn�t, or that maybe Buck would start having affairs on me if he heard how easy it was.� She leaned back, closing her eyes, her head lolling to one side.
�Being a philanderer�s not contagious,� I said, trying to lighten things up.
When she opened her eyes again, tears welled in her eyes. She shook them away, sitting up, taking a few sips of her coffee, and pulling herself together. �No, but men talk, you know? If he made it sound easy, why wouldn�t another man try it? And what if it got back to Duane?�
A rogue thought ricocheted through my mind. Was it possible that Anna had followed Macon Vance to the country club and killed him to keep her husband from being influenced by his cheating ways? As far as motives went, it seemed like a pretty flimsy one, but what did justify murder?
I fell back on what Meemaw had always taught me. �Any man can be tempted, Anna. It�s what they do in the face of temptation that speaks to their character.�
She�d loosened her grip on the notebook and must have felt my stare because she sat up and held it out to me. �Guess you want it back.�
Does an armadillo wear armor? I took it before she changed her mind, and once it was safely in my hands, I asked, �Why�d you take it?�
She sat back against the firmly stuffed couch again and crossed her legs. With the back of her hand, she brushed a long strand of hair away from her face, following up by combing her bangs back down over her forehead. Stalling, getting a handle on her alcohol-blurred mind, or gathering up her gumption? Maybe all three.
�She�s meddlesome��
�Trudy?� I asked, working to keep my voice steady. It was quite possible I was sitting in a room with a killer, and that didn�t make me feel very calm and collected.
�It�s just� I hate to spread rumors about someone who�s in ill health.�
Too late now. She�d already planted the seed. I looked at the notebook, the edges of the cover worn and frayed from use. What was in here that had set Anna off? What did Trudy know?
The tone in her voice had an edge to it that made my spine stiffen. Trudy was lying in a hospital bed, her face swollen and her mind muddied, after being drugged and injected with� My mind screeched to a halt. With Botox.
A chill seized me. What if the break-in here had been fake? And furthermore, what if Anna had been the one to stage it, all to cover her tracks as she attacked Trudy? But I came back to why?
I started to stand, itching to get the heck away from Anna and back to the club with the notebook, but she leaned forward and she patted the air so I�d sit back down.
Anna closed her eyes, and for a moment, I thought she�d fallen asleep. They popped open suddenly, and I jumped, startled. �She did it.�
I stared at her. �She did what?�
�Trudy Lafayette killed Macon Vance.�

Chapter 32
Anna couldn�t explain why she thought Trudy had killed Macon Vance, so I waved her proclamation aside and told her I had to get back to the club to get ready for the pageant.
But once I was out of the Hughes�s house, I knew I had to take a few minutes to look at the notebook more closely. I pulled my truck forward until I was parked on the grassy shoulder in front of Will Flores�s house instead of the Hughes�s. My hands shook and blood pulsed in my ears. What in tarnation was going on with this town. In two seconds, I�d practically convinced myself that Anna had killed Macon Vance so her husband wouldn�t be influenced by the golfer�s promiscuity, and that she�d attacked Trudy to keep her quiet about� something.
Ridiculous, it turned out.
But it was more ridiculous to think that Trudy Lafayette could have done it. Stabbing a man with a pair of sewing shears had to require some strength, didn�t it? Trudy couldn�t have overpowered Vance. And would she have broken into the Hughes�s house, stolen a vial of Botox, drugged her sister so she�d be none the wiser, and then injected herself enough to send her to the hospital? That seemed terribly risky to me.
�Assuming the two incidents are related,� I muttered, but I felt sure that they were.
As I opened the notebook to scour it for information, I felt the force of someone�s stare. I looked up to see Will, a length of rope in his hand, sidling along the cattle fence of his property, his gaze curious. I gave a little wave. �Hey,� I said through the open passenger window.
�Hey, yourself.� He looked around, as if he could read the environment to see why I was sitting in front of his property, finally arching an eyebrow at me when the answer didn�t come to him. �Wanna come inside? You look a little hot.�
My breath hitched and a wave of self-consciousness floated over me about how the curls of my hair were weighed down by the humidity. It was tough to weather well during July in Texas.
�Inside your house?�
One side of his mouth quirked up. �Unless you�d rather melt in that old truck.�
He didn�t wait for me to agree. He moved around the hood of the truck, grabbed the handle of the driver�s door, and yanked. It stuck for the briefest moment, then jerked open. �Come on. I don�t bite.�
�Of course you don�t,� I said with a self-conscious laugh. I knew Josie and Mama were handling things at the club and by now the girls had gone home and wouldn�t be back until four o�clock for a last minute rehearsal. I had a little time, but I sure hadn�t planned on spending any of that time at Will Flores�s house. �I have a few minutes. Very few,� I added, telling him I needed to get back to the club.
Grabbing my Michael Kors bag and Trudy�s moleskin notebook, I hopped out of the cab. I schooled my expression, pretty sure I looked calm and collected, but on the inside, my nerve endings were firing double time. I needed to see what had caught Anna�s attention in the notebook.
I walked with him down his asphalt driveway, along the cement sidewalk leading to the front porch, and into his ranch house. I stopped short just inside the door. The entry opened up into a big family room. The largest table I�d ever seen sat on the right side of the room, covered in tiny houses and buildings.
I moved toward it as if an invisible rope, just like the real one in Will�s hand, had lassoed me and was pulling me forward. �What is this?� It looked like Bliss�s town square, and beyond, all done in miniature.
He came up behind me, not so close that he was touching me, but close enough that I could feel him. �It�s for the historic society. It�ll go in the new section of the museum.�
I pointed to the center of the display where the hundred-and-something-year-old limestone building sat smack in the center of the square�s grassy lawn. �There, in the courthouse?�
He was beside me now, only a breath of air between his right arm and my left. �The third floor is going to be devoted to Bliss�s architectural history.� His voice took on a hint of excitement as he pointed to the different buildings, telling me about the new plastic composites and Taskboard he�d used to represent the limestone exterior of the courthouse.
�It looks exactly like it.� He�d re-created every last element, from the pillars to the stone steps and domed roof.
He folded his arms over his chest, a hint of pride in his expression. �The devil�s in the details.�
Like the finish work of a garment.
�The square doesn�t have a pergola there,� I said, pointing to the northeast corner of the grassy lawn near a cluster of miniature trees.
�It will.� He indicated the walkway from the pergola to a flower garden. �The model includes current elements, as well as pieces of the long-term plan for town improvements.�
Around the perimeter were replicas of the quaint restaurants and shops that made Bliss an up-and-coming destination town. I recognized Villa Farina and Seed-n-Bead on Elm Street, just a hop, skip, and a jump away from my farmhouse on Mockingbird Lane.
�I�m working on Loretta Mae�s house now,� he said, following my gaze to the empty spot where my house should have been. He pointed to a second table, off to one side of the room. Right there, smack in the center on a smaller piece of Taskboard, was the red brick farmhouse I�d practically grown up in. Once again, every detail, from the taller roofline and dormers on the left side of the house to the yellow siding and wood porch leading to the front door was perfect. He�d even made a miniature replica of the Buttons & Bows sign I�d recently had hung from the eaves.
�It�s beautiful,� I said.
�The garden�s next.� He picked up a replica of the arbor leading from the sidewalk to my front yard, bending the material a bit to adjust the curve.
I realized, suddenly, that Will and I weren�t so different. My passion centered around fabric, clothing, texture, and color, while his revolved around the structure, shape, light, and environment of buildings. The thing we had in common was our love of design.
Oh boy. A warm feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. I felt like Alice, weightless as she fell down the rabbit hole into Wonderland.
�Is Gracie home?� I asked, to distract myself from the moment as much as anything else. �I�d, um, love to see her latest sewing project.�
Will turned to me, quirking that eyebrow again. �She�s on her way back from the dress rehearsal that never happened,� he said as he set the small-scale arbor down on the worktable.
I held up the book. �I was a little stymied without this. It has all the names of the girls and their corresponding dresses.� I turned to head back to the front door, but Will had other ideas. He took my hand, stopping me and giving me a thoughtful, serious stare. �Let me ask you something, Cassidy.�
His touch sent a zing up my arm, straight into my heart. �I really should go,� I said, my words catching. I had to escape now, before it was too late. I gripped Trudy�s notebook, lifting it in explanation.
�One question. It�s been on my mind, and I need to know.�
I swallowed the lump in my throat. Was he going to ask about the magic in my family? Did he suspect the truth about Gracie? �S-sure,� I said, but all I could focus on was the feel of his skin against mine.
He paused for the briefest second, like he was debating whether or not to ask his question. Then he said, �Did you� know Macon Vance?�
Just like that, my skin went cold and my hackles went up. He didn�t trust me. �No!� I pulled my hand away and backed up a few steps. �Before I walked into the country club that morning, I�d never even heard of him.�
A quick shadow of doubt crossed his face before he chased it away, but not before the truth dawned on me. He was wondering if I�d been a notch on the golf pro�s bedpost. And if I had been, was I really the kind of person he wanted hanging around his daughter?
�Let me set the record straight,� I said. �I didn�t know him. I never saw him alive.� I ticked my statements off on my fingers. �I didn�t sleep with him. And I didn�t kill him.�
�I had to ask, Harlow.�
There he went, using my first name. I�d become so accustomed to him calling me Cassidy, that when he called me Harlow, it just felt wrong. And serious.
�No, you didn�t.� I skirted around him, wanting nothing more than to leave. Now. If he believed I was capable of any of those things�from sleeping with Macon Vance, player extraordinaire, to murder�there wasn�t much to talk about. �You have no reason to believe I�d do any of that.�
�People are talking.�
I sucked in a shaky breath. �What do you mean?�
�He was killed with your scissors, and you know his reputation. I just needed to hear it from you, Harlow.�
I spun around. �Stop calling me that.�
He stared at me. �What?�
�Harlow.� Tears pricked behind my eyelids. I blinked them away, trying to get myself under control.
It was hard enough knowing half the town thought I might have had something to do with Macon Vance�s death, what with the murder weapon belonging to me, and all, but Will? How could he think I�d be involved with someone who slept around, or who had lived in the same town as his only child, but hadn�t tried to get to know her? �Just stop.�
�It�s your name,� he said, looking completely baffled by me.
�He was a player and blackmailer.� I laid my palm against my chest, indignant. �You�ve known me since� since�� Since April, which really wasn�t all that long and took the wind out of my sails. �You really think I�d go out with someone like that?�
In the blink of an eye, he was in front of me. Every step he took toward me sent me shuffling backward. Finally, my back was against the front door, his lean, cowboy body angled to my left, leaning against the door. He trailed his fingers up my right arm, sending a little shiver over the surface of my skin. He bent his head slightly, murmuring in my ear. �I don�t.�
�Then why��
He moved closer, his body against mine, his lips brushing the side of my neck. My breath hitched and my eyes fluttered.
�I had to hear it from you.� He shifted his weight, resting his hand on my shoulder. My purse slipped down my arm, and Trudy�s notebook dropped with a thump.
I jerked, startled, and looked down. It lay open on the tile floor, just like Anna said it had been on my coffee table. Will murmured something into my neck, but my eyes were glued to the notebook. Something about it�
�Cassidy,� he said, his voice louder, his breath no longer on my skin.
I grabbed his forearm, grateful he�d gone back to calling me Cassidy, and equally grateful to be distracted by Trudy�s book. �Look.� I bent down and scooped it up, keeping it open. �There are pages gone.�
�Uh huh.� He bent his head again, his breath like a whisper against my hair.
My eyes fluttered again, and I froze, trying hard to stay in control. �Will Flores,� I said when I found my voice again. �You just questioned whether I could have killed a man�stabbed him with my sewing shears�and now you�re� you�re�� I sucked in a breath, chasing away the zinging reaction my body was going through.
�Righting that wrong,� he finished.
�Yes, but� but�� I put one hand against his shoulder, pushing him back. �Anna Hughes��
�I don�t want to talk about Anna Hughes,� he said, his fingers trailing up my arm again.
�But she� t-took th-this from m-my house��
�Not surprised,� he said. �Loretta Mae was always right.�
My mind hiccuped. I pushed him back again, another chill racing over my skin as air passed between us. �What do you mean?�
His eyes smoldered as he looked down at me. �She told me the day she met Anna to watch out for her, and she was right.�
�She was?�
�It�s like Loretta Mae was a little psychic.�
I started, my temples pulsing, partly wondering what Meemaw knew about Anna Hughes that we didn�t, and partly wondering if Will�s comment was purely innocent. �Yeah.� I swallowed another mouthful of nerves, hoping I�d sounded noncommittal.
He went on. �Anna�s come on to me more times than I can count, always with some rationale.� His voice took on a sarcastic edge. �She deserved better than she got. She was a prisoner in her own life. If she was going down, she might as well go down with a smile on her face.�
My hackles went up. How dare Anna make a move on my� My mind screeched to a halt. My what? A minute ago I�d been up in arms that Will could think I�d have anything to do with Macon Vance. And now I was ready to march right back over to the Hughes house and give Anna a good what for.
�Let�s not talk about that.�
�But the notebook,� I said, holding it back up. I flipped through it. All the dress notes seemed to be there, from what I could tell, so who knew what the missing pages smack in the middle of the book had on them.
�These weren�t ripped before,� I said, realizing that I did have to march back over to Anna�s house, but instead of telling her to back off Will Flores, I had to find out what was on the missing pages. From the way my gut clenched, I suspected it was the reason Trudy was in the hospital� something to do with whatever prison Anna Hughes felt she was in.
�I have to go.� I grabbed my bag from the ground, shoved the notebook inside it, and threw open the door, but something stopped me. I turned and looked at him, compelled by a sudden desire to run my hands through his hair. To feel his touch again. To gather energy from him.
�You�re not��
Before he could finish, I acted, quicker than a rattlesnake, catching him off guard. I put my hands on his shoulders, arched onto my tippy toes, and kissed him square on the mouth. Just like that.
A charge of electricity ran through us both. When we separated, I flung my hand up in a wave, starting down the walkway to my truck. �See you, Flores.� I felt suddenly empowered and ready to face both Anna Hughes, and the eighteen girls waiting for me at the country club.

Chapter 33
Sometime between when I�d left and the time I�d spent next door at Will�s, Anna Hughes had left her house. Now what? I sat in front of the Hughes�s house, the truck�s windows down, idling. My mind immediately set in on thinking about everything that had happened since the day Macon Vance died, starting with the fact that my sewing shears had been somebody�s chosen murder weapon.
If only I could unravel all the threads of this convoluted mystery, maybe Bliss would lift up the dark veil that floated over it and be able to enjoy the Margaret Festival. No small feat considering the pall of death in the air. But moving forward was part of life, and celebrating the values and life of one of Texas�s finest women was a fitting end to a horrible situation.
Being a visual and tactile person, the creative side of my brain battled with the logical side. Creativity usually won. I dug my sketchbook out of my tote, jotting down notes as I processed to help me weave the errant threads together.
I thought through everything I knew about Macon Vance, beginning with Josie and me overhearing Mrs. James�s argument with him. What had I discovered from that conversation? �That Macon Vance is Libby�s father,� I said aloud. My voice was lost in the rumble of the old Ford�s engine.
What else? Mrs. James clearly didn�t like Macon Vance, and she may have tried to pay him off, but he was, after all, her granddaughter�s biological father. She had an alibi, so she was off the hook. Thank the Lord.
Which led me to Steven Allen. For all intents and purposes, he was Libby�s father, but the truth was that he was her stepfather. �Could he have killed Macon Vance to protect that secret?� I said, once again speaking out loud.
�Given your reputation, talking to yourself probably isn�t a great idea.�
I jumped in my seat, flinging my sketchbook out the driver�s window� and right into Deputy Gavin McClaine�s cowboy hat. �Lord almighty, Gavin! You scared the living daylights outta me!�
He cracked a grin, bending to retrieve my sketchbook from where it had landed at his feet. �Sorry �bout that.�
�The Hughes aren�t home,� I said, pretty curious about what had brought him out to their house.
He nodded, once, as he ambled around the front of my truck, yanked open the sticky passenger�s-side door, and slid in. �Actually, I�m here to see you.�
My nerves flared up again, an image of Mrs. James in the tiny brick cell of the jailhouse popping into my head. Was I next? Was he hauling me off to jail in my own truck? I flattened my anxious palm against my chest. �Me? How�d you, um, know I was here?�
He cocked an eyebrow at me as he grabbed hold of the deputy sheriff badge sewn onto his uniform and tugged it. �Just had to ask the right people the right questions,� he said, the smallest bit of snide lacing his voice.
�Oh.� It was all I could think to say.
�Why are you musin� over Macon Vance�s murder?� he asked, looking me square in the eyes.
I felt my hackles go up as he stared me down. How dare he just slide right into my truck, unasked, and start questioning me. Wasn�t it enough that I�d endured his accusations at the jailhouse when I�d visited Mrs. James? �Because he was killed with my scissors, you held my friend��
�Mrs. James has been released.�
�I know but��
I tucked a wayward strand of my hair back behind my ear and peered at him.
�Which means I�m back to square one.�
�Maybe you�re missing something.�
He scoffed. �What in the devil would I be missin�? I�ve covered every aspect of this case from every possible angle.�
I debated what to tell Deputy Sheriff Gavin McClaine, but in the end, I decided I needed to spill the whole truth, come what may. I took a deep breath before saying, �Did you know that Macon Vance was Libby Allen�s biological father?�
He stared at me, his eyes narrowing. �Go on.�
�And he didn�t like that she�s a Margaret�� I stopped as I saw the wheels turning behind Gavin�s eyes and the realization that what I was saying wasn�t redirecting him to some other suspect, like Steven Allen, but was serving as another nail in Mrs. James�s coffin, alibi or not. A shiver worked up my spine. �And Anna Hughes says that Trudy Lafayette killed Macon Vance,� I said, hating that it was even a possibility.
He didn�t even blink. �That right,� he said matter-of-factly. �And how does she figure that little bitty old lady could thrust a pair of scissors into a man�s chest?�
Exactly my reaction. Not to mention the lack of motive, another hole in that scenario. Plenty of people could have wanted Macon Vance dead. Steven Allen. Sandra Allen. Any of his conquests, or their husbands, for that matter. The members of the country club�s board who wanted Vance gone because of his extracurricular activities. Anna Hughes, so the man wouldn�t corrupt her husband.
Trudy�s name circled in my head like a swirling funnel cloud, but I couldn�t come up with a possible motive for her to kill the golf pro.
Which meant Anna Hughes was lying.
Another idea hit me and I snapped my fingers together. What if Trudy had somehow found out about Vance being Libby�s father, had tried to blackmail him, but he turned against her? She could have summoned superhuman strength if he�d attacked her. �Trudy Lafayette is no weakling. If she felt threatened, she might could have done it. Don�t people do crazy things in the face of danger? What if he attacked her first?�
Even as I said the words, a wave of nausea crept up my throat. I felt like I was throwing Trudy under the bus.
�Uh-uh. There was no sign of struggle. Clean thrust, in and out. No scuff marks on the floor. Nothing that would lead us to believe there was a scuffle of any kind.�
�Right.� How would she have found out, anyway? Plus, there was still the issue of the home invasion and her toxic injection. Someone, not Macon Vance, had done that to her.
�What did you want to see me about?� I asked after a spell.
�We found a partial print on your scissors,� he said. �We ran it against Zinnia James�s print and it�s not a match. We�re trying to get a match. Thought you�d want to know. Someone else definitely handled them.�
My heart thudded in my ears. �Are you saying you believe me now? That I didn�t have anything to do with this?�
He hesitated for a good, long minute. �Well, now, I didn�t say that, did I?�
�But if��
�They could belong to someone who picked them up in your shop. Doesn�t your mama help you out some? And your girl, Gracie Flores.�
The thudding grew deafening. Surely he didn�t suspect either of them?
As if he could read my mind, he said, �We�re leaving no stone unturned.�
You should crawl right back under the rock you came from, I thought, but aloud I said, �They had nothing to do with this.�
�We�ll see.�
Trying to prove my own innocence was one thing� and was plenty motivating. But if Gavin McClaine suspected Gracie Flores or my mother and he thought I was going to sit by and do nothing, he had another think coming.
�I really have to get going,� I said, holding up the sketchbook I�d flung at him a few minutes ago. �Dresses to fit, and all that.�
He opened his door, but gave me a good long look before getting out. �Keep yourself outta trouble,� he said, one arm stretched out against the truck�s cab, the other holding the door.
I made myself smile. Meemaw always said you can catch more bees with honey than with vinegar. I felt full of the acidic stuff at the moment, but I made myself look sugar sweet. �I�m not a troublemaker, Deputy.�
�That�s not the way I remember it, Ms. Cassidy.�
As the words floated away from him, a niggling sensation settled in the pit of my stomach. I felt the heaviness of someone�s troubled stare. My gaze was pulled to the Flores house, and sure enough, there, rocking back on his heels, was Will. His mouth was drawn into a tight line.
Gavin McClaine tipped his hat at me before he ambled back to his SUV cruiser. Halfway there, he noticed Will and made the same cowboy gesture. Will notched his chin up in a noncommittal response, then turned his gaze to me as I rumbled out of the Hughes�s driveway, throwing my hand up in a wave, my mind scrambling to figure out who in the world could have killed Macon Vance.

Chapter 34
I�d come up blank on the investigative front. I had no new information. Nothing that was suddenly pointing me in the direction of the killer. I�d called Josie to check in, then made a quick stop by the hospital to see Trudy, but Fern met me at the door, stepping out before I could step in. �How�s she doing?� I asked.
�Resting,� she said. No pleasantries. No extra tidbits of information. Thinking Trudy could be guilty of killing Macon Vance made my stomach clench. Of course Fern couldn�t know what Anna Hughes had told me� could she?
�Will she be able to go home soon?�
Fern ignored my question, instead grabbing me by the elbow and steering me away from Trudy�s door. She spoke through her teeth. �You haven�t fitted the dresses?� It was an accusation, not a question, and I wondered who she�d heard that bit of information from.
Once again, Anna Hughes was the name that came to mind.
I waved my hand, pshawing. �We got a little off schedule, but I have the notebook and I�m headed back to the country club right now.� I patted the bag that hung from my side.
Her expression was dubious at best, so I pulled the moleskin book out of my bag. Before I had it all the way clear, she ripped it from my hands and flipped through it. I held my breath, knowing she�d discover the missing pages in just a matter of seconds.
Less, actually. Once again, like a bolt of lightning heading straight for a roof�s lightning rod, the book flopped open to the ripped pages. �What in heaven�s name��
�I can explain,� I said, throwing up my hands, even though I had no idea why Anna had ripped out those particular pages of the book.
Slowly, she raised her eyes, leveling her gaze with mine. �Do you know what this means?� she said, her voice suddenly tinged with fear instead of the anger of a moment ago.
All I knew for sure was that I just wanted to go back to dressmaking and forget all the drama that seemed to be like starch in the fabric of my life. I�d had more dedicated sewing time when I worked for Maximilian, even if it hadn�t been my designs I�d sewn. But still, I knew it was better to be home, making my own creations, and creating a life for myself in my hometown than it would have been to stay in New York, nothing more than a minion.
Sure, this was the second murder I�d gotten wrapped up in, but I cared about the people of Bliss. I had a chance to help bring our blissful little town back to peace, and that�s something I never would have done in New York. Mama had joked that my gift wasn�t being a detective, but I wasn�t so sure solving little mysteries didn�t have something to do with the power my creations had.
Every trace of color had drained from Fern�s face, and she wobbled on her clunky, white leather lace-up shoes. Her elastic-waisted pants were twisted, the crotch seams angling to her right hip. I tried to guide her to a chair across the hall. �Do you need to sit down?�
She shook her head no, but then she shuffled to the chair, collapsing into it. Fern Lafayette had seen better days.
�Miss Lafayette?� I lay my hand on her shoulder. �Fern? Do you need a doctor?�
Her hand shot up, clenching mine in a death grip with her wrinkled hand. �I warned Trudy to keep her mouth shut, but she wouldn�t listen.� Her voice dropped lower and she darted a glance up and down the hallway. �It�s Sandra James.�
I started. �You mean Sandra Allen?� I asked, grimacing as I pried her hand from mine, clasping it in both of mine. �What about her?� I couldn�t infuse her with calmness, but I could offer her comfort.
She jabbed her heavy-knuckled index finger toward Trudy�s hospital door. �If only people would just be with who they�re supposed to be with. Trudy�s on death�s door because of her. Do you know what�s ripped out?�
I had mental whiplash as she went from true love to accusing Mrs. James�s daughter of attacking Trudy to the missing pages in the notebook. �I thought it was all notes about the Margaret dresses.�
�Well, of course it is,� she snapped in her Southern drawl. �Truth of the matter is, I�m sure there�s quite a bit missing now that you�ll have to figure out on your own, but I hear you�re good at that sort of thing. You do know the pageant is tonight? Don�t you let me or Trudy down by messing up our gowns.�
I blew out a heavy breath. �Yes, ma�am, I know it�s tonight, and I won�t mess anything up. We�ll get it done,� I reassured her. Even if it killed me. �I have help, and we�ve called the girls back early to make sure they�ll be the perfect Margarets. But�� I had to get to the bottom of what she was saying. �What was that about Sandra Allen?�
�It�s all there on the pages of the book.�
�What is?� I asked.
�The undeniable truth, that�s what.�
�Okay.� I waited for more. One person�s truth was another person�s lie, as Meemaw used to say.
She looked up and down the hallway again, then pulled on my arm, yanking me down until I was kneeling in front of her.
�It�s that woman,� she said. �Don�t get me wrong. Plenty of people fertilize flower beds they shouldn�t, and who am I to judge? That golfer spread his seed all over town. That Sandra should have seen it coming.� She shook her head, looking like she thought Sandra was the biggest dolt this side of the Brazos River. �After all, he did it with her, so why wouldn�t he do it to her? Trudy knew it. She just knew, and she started keeping track. Writing down when she�d see them sneaking around. That�s Trudy. She always keeps track of everything. From the time we were little, she�s fancied herself a spy. Keeping track of love and death and everything in between. They thought they were so sly. What comes around, goes around, Trudy says. Ain�t that the truth?�
Meemaw said the same thing. It was karma. You do good, and it�ll come back to you tenfold. You go messing with the natural order of things, and it�ll bite you in the behind every time. It was clear that Fern and Trudy thought people should fertilize only their own flower beds, and I had to agree. �She saw Sandra and Macon Vance sneaking around and she wrote it down?� No wonder Sandra had been so distraught, not wanting to go out after Macon�s murder. It wasn�t over her mother being arrested�or at least not entirely. If what Fern was saying was true, her lover had been murdered.
But why would Anna Hughes have ripped out the pages? Unless�
Holy fried catfish. I stared at Fern. �Did Macon Vance� er� fertilize Anna Hughes�s garden, too?�
She rattled her head, nodding like I�d drilled deep and hit black gold. �You know he did. What comes around goes around, one way or another.�
�Trudy knew about it, and you think that�s why she was attacked?�
I thought Fern�s vigorous nod would knock the curl right out of her hair. �From my lips to God�s ear, as sure as the day is long, I know it.�
A nurse squeaked by in her whimsical lilac-patterned Dansko clogs and lavender scrubs. She stopped when she saw Fern. �Doctor�s coming by to see your sister, ma�am.�
Like a rusty bullet from an old Colt .45, Fern stood and followed the nurse to Trudy�s room on wobbly legs. She stopped at the door, holding the moleskin notebook out to me. �Do those fittings, Harlow. Knowing the pageant is going on�ll give Trudy strength.�
I took the notebook from her, tucking it back into my purse. I didn�t know what to do with Fern�s new information. Without the pages from the book, there was nothing to link Sandra to Macon Vance. Should I tell the deputy about it? But it was all hearsay, and I hated the idea of pointing the finger at someone else without more information. I�d already done it twice and guilt coiled in my stomach over it.
As I left the hospital and started up my old truck, I decided I had to wait. There was enough on my plate already. I�d left Mrs. James�s dress in a garment bag hooked to the knob on the dress form in my dining room. I�d left Mrs. James a message that I had a get-out-of-jail surprise for her, and to go on in to Buttons & Bows and pick up the outfit for the pageant. Josie and the Margaret gowns were waiting on me. Plus, Will had given me a look I just couldn�t decipher. The deputy was a thorn in my side. And Libby and Gracie didn�t know they were cousins. All this, plus a whole barrel full of family secrets�not the least of which was my own relation to Gracie Flores�had my mind spinning every which way.
I pushed it all aside, turning the truck toward the country club. Trudy may be in the hospital and Fern may think she was on the brink of death, but I�d seen a vision of her in a smart nautical polyester pantsuit. Trudy still had years left in her yet, and I was not going to let this be the year the Margaret pageant fell apart.

Chapter 35
Before long I was passing through the banquet room. Table after table was decked in white linen tablecloths, gold chargers at each place setting. No detail was left undone. A harried woman scurried past me, adjusting the vases of yellow roses at the center of each table while a man dressed in chef�s whites arranged chafing dishes on the long buffet table.
�What�s on the menu?� I asked as I patted the velvet curtain, looking for a way backstage.
The answer was gruff. �Barbecue.�
Enough said. Served on china, even barbecue was elevated to a new height. I finally found my way backstage and into the area we were using as a dressing room. The exact spot where Mrs. James and Macon Vance had argued, I realized, but I pushed that unpleasant thought out of my head.
Josie and I spent the next two hours going through every gown, scouring the pages of Trudy�s notebook, and matching which dress went with which person, affixing little slips of paper with the correct name to the corresponding dress. Along the way, I got the lowdown on the dress rehearsal, minus the dresses. Josie took a breath, and finished her story. �So I told Mr. and Mrs. Allen to be here at five o�clock to get into their Sam and Margaret Houston costumes. Neither one of them looked all that excited about it.�
Maybe because the father of Sandra�s child was dead and it had brought up old baggage between them? Did Steven Allen know who Libby�s father actually was? My heartbeat fluttered. What if he�d figured it out and had killed Macon in a fit of jealousy?
As far as murder scenarios went, I liked that one better than Sandra as the killer.
�Harlow?�
I snapped my attention back to Josie. �Sorry�what?�
She straightened as she put the last label on the Margaret dresses hanging from the third garment rack. �Mrs. James called a little while ago. She said she loves the dress, and thank you.�
�Good!� I couldn�t wait to see her in it, but more than that, I couldn�t wait to see if my charm worked and things were improving for her. As I closed Trudy�s notebook, I took a closer look at Josie. Her green eyes glowed. So did her skin, for that matter. She looked radiant. It was the only word I could use to describe her. I had a sudden image of her in a rayon and spandex maxi dress, the fabric stretched across the belly. I pressed my hand to my chest. �Oh my stars.�
She stopped, the hanger gripped in both hands, turning to look at me. �What? What�s wrong? Tell me!�
I gulped, swallowing the giggle that bubbled up my throat. �You know that fashion show at Christmas?�
She nodded. �Yeah.�
�Sugar,� I said, my Southern accent growing stronger, �you�re gonna be sportin� somethin� from the maternity line.�
She froze. �Wh-what?�
I�d expected her to jump up and down, throw out her arms and give me a hug, and ask me how I knew, to which I�d respond, �You�re glowing!� Instead, her smile inverted, frown lines formed between her eyebrows, and her shoulders slumped. �I can�t be. Not yet.�
�Josie?� I took the last gown from her arms.
Her eyes were glazed with tears, but she waved me away, saying, �That was silly. I�m f-fine. It�s just��
I hung the dress up, careful to create space between it and the other garments. Crushed crinoline and petticoats would never do. �It�s just what?�
�Nate�s family� They�re all� all��
She didn�t need to say another word. A lot of the Kincaid�s dirty laundry was still flying through Bliss, months after Josie�s bridesmaid was murdered. She was doing her best to rise above the muck and the gossip, but being part of a fallen family was no easy feat. �You and Nate are great together. You�ll be fantastic parents!�
She was a few inches shorter than me, so she tilted her gaze upward. �We were going to wait awhile. You know, until the dust settled.� Her face clouded, her eyebrows pulling together. She looked down at her flat belly. She definitely didn�t have a baby bump. Yet. �Wait a second. How do you know I�m pregnant?�
I shrugged. Nonchalant was the way to go. �Just a hunch.� But I�d never been more sure of anything in my life.
*���*���*
I�d thought the country club had been chaos earlier, but this� this was utter mayhem. Ushering a gaggle of teenage girls dressed in Victorian gowns to their places on the stage was harder than herding cattle. They clucked, milled around, moved from their spots, and tugged at the heavy sleeves or fanned out the petticoats and crinoline beneath their weighty skirts.
The curtain was drawn, blocking us all from the audience filing into the banquet room. Will Flores was out there, ready to watch his daughter become part of something he�d never imagined she would.
With Trudy�s book in hand, Josie and I had managed to get all eighteen of the Margarets into the right dresses. Now, Mama, Nana, and I, needles and threads in hand, busily inspected each and every one of them, turning the girls this way, then that way, checking for torn hems, gaping seams, or anything else amiss.
Finally, the chaos settled and like the calm before the storm, the Margarets and beaus grew quiet and fell into their places. Duane, dressed in his 1800s replica suit, stood back and practiced an imaginary golf swing as I knelt in front of Libby, slip-stitching the flapping hem of her dress. I watched her parents from the corner of my eye. If they�d been out of sorts earlier, they seemed over it now. They were already in their outfits, Sandra decked out in a silk burgundy gown, an off-white starched bonnet on the back half of her head, the three-inch ties done up under her chin. Steven looked smart in a tightly tailored coat and trousers, a wide cravat tied in a small, centered bow. His low-cut vest showed off the fine white shirt.
They were playing the central roles of Margaret and Sam Houston in the pageant. They took their places, one just out of sight at stage right, the other at stage left. �How much time do we have?� I called out.
Mama�s voice rose above the din. �Five minutes. Just about done, right here,� she said, sending another Margaret to her place on the stage. I tied off the thread just as Libby waved to someone across the stage. I turned and relief flowed through me. Mrs. James waltzed in, the color returned to her cheeks, the confidence back in her stride, and looking radiant in the sky blue dress I�d made special for her. She waved to Libby and made a beeline for us.
�Darlin�,� she said, bending to give her granddaughter a peck on the cheek, �you look divine.�
Libby�s cheeks stained pink, her smile stretching from ear to ear, her dimple carved in her left cheek. �You do, too, Grandma.� After a quick hug, I sent Libby to her place on the stage. The beaus were in a huddle waiting for their entrance. Libby stood right next to Gracie. Mrs. Zinnia James was a tricky old bird to make sure that the two girls who�d hit it off in my shop became better friends. I liked her even more.
Someone yelled from across the stage. �Two minutes!�
�Libby and Gracie are lovely, aren�t they?�
�Like two peas in a pod,� she said, and I snapped my gaze to her again.
Zinnia James looked at me, nodding thoughtfully. �Yes, they are. I know the truth,� she added softly, taking my hand. �Your grandmother, bless her heart, entrusted me with your family�s secret all those years ago. I�ve seen it in Libby recently. She has an uncanny ability to create the most decadent concoctions in the kitchen. Once I realized it went beyond what anyone could say was normal, I knew. She puts things together, uses herbs and flowers and, voila! Suddenly, there�s the most delightful creation and you feel absolutely breathless.�
�It�s true,� a voice said from behind me. �We spent that whole night at Miss June�s talkin� about it and figurin� out how to tell Libby� and Gracie.�
I whirled around to face my grandmother. �I�I thought� I thought you two didn�t like each other?�
�Water under the bridge, Harlow. You made me see that not so long ago.� Mrs. James slipped her arm through Nana�s. �Isn�t that right, Coleta?�
�One minute!�
The girls were all in their places. Josie and Mama slipped out front to watch, but Nana, Mrs. James, and I sidestepped to stage right, where Sandra James Allen stood dressed up like Margaret Moffette Lea.
�That�s right.�
�Sandra has the charm, too,� Mrs. James whispered, winking at her daughter. �She and Steven have done everything in their power to keep it quiet, protect Libby, especially when it came to Libby�s biological father. God knows how he might have used that information. It was bad enough he figured out we�re connected to an outlaw and his lover.�
I stared, practically speechless. �You have it, too?� I managed to say.
Sandra nodded solemnly. �Libby and I are the same. When we cook, it�s like our energy flows into the food and is absorbed by whoever eats it.�
I gaped at her, trying to make sense of everything I was hearing. They all knew about the Cassidy charms.
�Time,� someone called, and, slowly, the curtain began to rise. As the strains of a piano sonata by Robert Schumann filled the air, the girls, in perfect unison, curtsied, and began their dance, moving through the choreographed steps they�d been practicing for months. Only Gracie, who�d had very little time to rehearse, stumbled. She kept her eye on Libby to get the steps right, biting her lower lip and shooting a quick glance in my direction.
Sandra�s voice ripped my attention away from Gracie and back to the murder of Macon Vance. �We didn�t kill him,� Sandra whispered. �That�s what you�re thinking. I can see it on your face.�
�You�re sure about your husband?� I snuck a glance at him. He circled his chin, looking strangled by the cravat around his neck.
�I�m sure.�
I debated going for the whole enchilada, finally taking a deep breath and plunging ahead. �What about Anna Hughes?�
Nana and Mrs. James whispered together like the old friends they apparently were again. I caught their occasional glance at Sandra and me before they focused again on the dancing Margarets.
�What about her?� Sandra watched her husband and her daughter, only half focused on our conversation. She took a step toward center stage at exactly the moment he did.
I wanted to be delicate, but I was running out of time. �Was she jealous? Could she have�� I snuck a look at Mrs. James, not wanting to just ask her outright if she�d been having an affair with Macon Vance.
Sandra moved back toward me, still in time with Steven and the music. �Macon was Libby�s father, but that was it. Whatever we had was over before Libby was born,� she said as she bent at the waist in a flowing dance move. �Anna was having an affair with him. If she was jealous, it wasn�t of me.�
The music changed, and the dance shifted gears, each of the Margarets twirling, holding their dresses out as they spun. Sandra and Steven met in the center of the stage, taking hands, coming together, then separating.
The Allens waltzed toward the front of the stage. The bubble machine, now strapped to a platform above the stage and out of sight, whirred to life. And just like that, as the bubbles cascaded down, surrounding the debutantes in a magically iridescent moment, a memory sparked. Macon Vance, right here on this very stage, arguing with Mrs. James, asking her what happened to girls who didn�t have a pedigree, but had something different.
My breath hitched. Like a charm?
I racked my brain, trying to remember the rest of the conversation. It hit me the next second. He�d asked if the Margarets have to do tricks.
Macon Vance had known about the Cassidy charm.

Chapter 36
That suspicion led me back to Mrs. James. My heart clenched in my chest as if a velvet bow had been tied around and around it, pulled tighter and tighter. �I know what you�re thinking, Ladybug, and it�s not true.� Nana whispered in my ear. �Zinnia didn�t kill that man.�
I gave my grandmother the silent stink eye. A few days ago she didn�t want to have a thing to do with Mrs. James; now she was defending her? I couldn�t make heads or tails of anything.
�Harlow?� Zinnia James�s strong Southern voice interrupted my thoughts.
�Yes, ma�am?� I tucked my hair behind my ears, turning to face her. When I did, I melted. She glowed in her softly ruffled dress, her eyes alight with love for Libby and Sandra. �You know, a week ago I never would have thought Coleta and I would ever mend our bridges, but look at us now. I couldn�t have wished for anything more than this moment, right here.� She leaned over and gave me a hug, and I knew that the dress had worked. I�d thought Mrs. James�s deepest desire would be to be clear of the murder investigation. It wasn�t. She wanted her friendship with my grandmother back.
I peaked out at the audience to gauge the reaction. Madelyn Brighton floated through the crowd, snapping pictures of the Margarets. All the tables were full. Ice clinked against the clear glasses, the waiters moved quietly as they set up the buffet table, and� My gaze hitched on one table. George Taylor sat with a woman I didn�t recognize. She was the lucky woman dating Bliss�s most eligible bachelor. Next to him was Will, then Karen and Ted Mitchell, Josie�s partners in her bead shop. Anna and Buckley Hughes rounded out the table.
I zeroed in on Anna, wondering if her version of the story was true, or if Sandra�s was. Either way, there was something about her that sent up a warning in my head.
The dance concluded, and Mrs. James straightened up, gave Nana�s hand a fortifying squeeze, and waited for her cue to go onstage to announce the Margarets and read the pedigrees. Before she passed the curtain, she stopped and turned. �Harlow, I almost forgot. When I went to pick up the dress at your shop, your computer was buzzing. Making a really strange noise, almost like something was inside the box.�
Meemaw. �Thanks,� I said. �I�ll get it fixed.�
�Yes, good.� The music faded and the girls dropped into a deep curtsey. Applause and a few �Yipees!� broke out from the audience. �I couldn�t help but notice,� Mrs. James continued, �that you�d Googled Anna Hughes.�
�Oh! Right.� Good grief, that seemed like eons ago. �I was trying to find out about her sister�s wedding.� Inside, my stomach roiled. It was as if Mrs. James had known I�d just been thinking about the doctor�s wife.
�It�s a doozy of a secret she�s been keeping from her Amarillo days,� she said, one eye on the Margarets, her fingers lightly fluttering over her forehead, then along her upper lip. I�d never seen Mrs. James nervous. It made her even more endearing.
�O-ohhh.� I frowned. �Yes.� Affairs and daytime drinking were pretty good secrets.
�Your pipes started creaking, too.� She turned to look at me, one finger poised against her cheek. �That�s quite a rickety old house you have there,� she added, but she cocked her head at me, like she wanted confirmation that it was Loretta Mae, and not the pipes, making a ruckus in my house.
�That darn plumbing,� I said, giving an aw, shucks snap with my fingers. The beaus made their way onto the stage, spun the Margarets in a well-rehearsed twirl, then retreated back to the wings.
�Quite a scandal,� Mrs. James said. �Fern said Trudy�s recovering nicely. Guess we can tell her she was wrong. Lightning certainly can strike the same place twice.�
I stared at Mrs. James�s back. Scandal? Lightning? �I don�t�,� I started to say, but the music queued, the girls separated into two lines, and Mrs. James waved at me. She glided out to her spot, looking exactly like a former debutante should look, her silhouette lovely as she basked in the limelight. Being held in the town�s jailhouse hadn�t hurt her one lick.
As Mrs. James read each birth story, the young lady�s beau joined his Margaret onstage. The teenage boys edged up behind me, waiting for their cue. I only half listened to Mrs. James, my mind trying, instead, to make sense of the fragmented conversation we�d just had.
Lightning striking twice. Someone else had said that to me. Recently, too. But who?
�She looks beautiful.�
Will Flores�s voice at my side pulled me out of my thoughts. �Yes, she does,� I said, looking at Gracie. My gaze drifted to Libby. She looked so poised. To think, Macon Vance, her own father, could have destroyed that.
My stomach grew tight as I remembered something. Deputy Gavin McClaine had said Macon Vance was from Amarillo. Mrs. James had just said there�d been some scandal in Amarillo with Mrs. Hughes.
Coincidence? My gut was saying no way.
I still didn�t know what Trudy Lafayette and lightning striking twice had to do with anything.
I tapped my foot impatiently, waiting while Mrs. James read through each Margaret�s pedigree. Each girl stepped forward, one by one, as her beau handed her a yellow rose.
�Darlin�,� Will said, catching Gracie in a hug as she left the stage, �you�re beautiful.�
Duane dropped Libby�s hand as she came up to us. The straight skirt, double rows of ruffles, and the heavily appliqu�d bodice with the square neckline perfectly matched the girl and her quiet personality. Sandra glided up next to her, their smiles widening as Steven appeared from behind the backdrop curtain in his Victorian suit. Behind him, the beaus gathered, dressed to the nines in period costumes, waiting to escort the newly presented girls during their first waltz.
Seeing the Allens together�or maybe it was the new ideas percolating in my mind�I was beginning to believe Sandra�s version of things. She and Will both painted less than flattering pictures of Anna Hughes. They couldn�t both be wrong.
�Libby�s gown is wonderful, Harlow,� Sandra said to me. �I don�t think I�ve ever seen her so� so� happy.�
�Well, of course,� Mrs. James said as she passed by, as if it were ludicrous to think it would have turned out any other way. I thought about chasing her down to find out what the Amarillo scandal had been, but she was already surrounded by a group of clucking mamas. I�d have to catch up with her later.
Libby beamed. She did look happy. Poised and confident, just exactly what I�d hoped she�d feel after wearing the dress I�d made for her. Her eyes sparkled, her cheeks had a rosy tint to them, and she looked like she�d blossomed, breaking out of her caterpillar cocoon, emerging as a colorful butterfly. �I�ll probably never wear this again,� she said, �but I love it.�
Gracie extricated herself from her dad�s hug and whispered something to Libby. They giggled, said, �Ta ta!� in unison and with perfect debutante inflection, and skipped off, giggling and talking before their waltz.
�I need a computer,� I said to Will as the music started again.
Sandra Allen piped up. �Tina Nelson�s the country club�s manager on duty. I�m sure you can use hers. Ta,� she said with a wave of her hand as she and Steven started to wander off. Will and I started backstage, but Sandra�s voice stopped me. �Harlow?�
�Yes?�
�I can�t thank you enough for stepping in and taking care of things for my mother.� She gestured to the stage and the Margarets milling around. �Everything really is perfect.�
I smiled, and thanked her. It was perfect, except that Trudy and Fern weren�t there to see the fruits of their labor. Trudy was barely hanging on after being attacked, and there was a killer still on the loose who had used my dressmaking shears as a murder weapon.

Chapter 37
We stayed put until the waltz was over and Gracie had been escorted by her last-minute beau, one Jason Boone, off the stage and to her seat in the banquet hall. Will whispered in her ear before joining me at the club�s lobby computer. He stood on one side of me, Josie and her blond-haired, suntanned husband, Nate, on the other. �What are you looking for?� Josie asked.
I�d Googled Anna Hughes, just as I�d done at home, and was scrolling through the entries. �Following a hunch.�
�I hear you got you some smarts, Ms. Cassidy.�
We all turned to see Deputy Gavin McClaine amble up to us looking just the same as he ever did in his beige law enforcement clothes. Once again, I tried to get a vision of him in something else�anything else�but came up blank. The man was an enigma� but not necessarily in a good way.
�So you�re Will Flores,� Gavin said. He didn�t offer his hand like a good Southern gentleman. Good manners only went so far, apparently.
Will didn�t offer his either. �Deputy.�
Nate straightened up, his left arm draped comfortably around Josie�s shoulder, the other extended. Breeding had been drilled into him by Lori Kincaid, society matron extraordinaire.
�Gavin. Heard you were back in town,� Nate said, his chin dimple looking more pronounced than usual. Where Will was more ruggedly attractive, and Gavin was kind of badass good-looking, Nate was a classically handsome man. Together, he and Josie would make beautiful babies.
�With bells and whistles,� Gavin said. �Wouldn�t miss such a highfalutin shindig.�
�Look!� Finally, the Amarillo scandal involving Anna Hughes loaded onto the computer screen. They all leaned in to read the Amarillo Globe-News article. The deputy�s breath hit the back of my neck. �So the woman died,� he said a few seconds later.
Josie grabbed my arm. ��Paralysis at the wrinkled area is caused by injecting the neurotoxin, but apparently also caused paralysis of the respiratory muscles and dysphagia���
She looked up at Nate. �Trouble swallowing, I think,� he said.
���which led to pneumonia and fluid in the lungs. The incident ended in the death of Louisa Renee Babcott. No charges have been filed and the death has been called a tragic accident.�� She shook her head sadly. �Is that what happened to Trudy Lafayette? Oh, gosh, she�s not going to die, is she? Is her throat paralyzed?� She�d gone a little green as her hand fluttered to her face, then her throat, as if she�d had the treatment and was feeling the infected areas.
I gasped, as all the threads came together into a solid strand. Just like Mrs. James had done when she�d told me about the Amarillo scandal. Lightning doesn�t strike twice.
Or does it, when the same doctor is involved? Meemaw had been trying to tell me. She�d known about it. That�s why she�d gone to the Hughes�s party. I pieced together my thoughts. �Maybe Macon Vance and Anna weren�t having an affair at all.� I snuck a look around, making sure Anna hadn�t suddenly materialized to eavesdrop, then dropped my voice to a whisper. �Maybe he was blackmailing her, too, but over this.� I tapped the computer screen.
The deputy already had his cell phone out, thumb hovering over the SEND button. �Go on.�
�They�re all three from Amarillo. If Macon Vance remembered the scandal, maybe he was trying to get hush money out of her so he wouldn�t blow the lid on them and ruin Buckley�s practice in Bliss.�
As the deputy pressed SEND on his cell phone, retreating to a quiet corner of the lobby, I backed away from the computer, grabbed my cell phone and Will�s arm, and ran outside to call Fern Lafayette.

Chapter 38
I paced up and down the cement slab in front of the country club�s automatic sliding doors. They zipped open, then closed, open, then closed. �How�s Trudy?� I asked Fern when she answered the phone.
�The doctor�s here now,� Fern said. �Hold the line for a minute.�
The doctor had been there when I�d left and that had been hours ago. Presby had good service. I heard a man talking to Fern, but the voices both became muffled as the automatic doors zipped open again and Deputy McClaine stepped outside. �Anna Hughes has an alibi for Vance�s murder,� he announced. �Seems she was in Dallas picking up her son�s Victorian britches.�
My face fell. �Oh.�
�And during the attack on Miss Lafayette?�
�We�re checking it out now, but twelve women at a neighborhood bunco party is a pretty tight alibi, so there you go.�
I began pacing again, pushing against the thickening wall of humidity. �If it�s not Anna, then who?� I muttered.
Fern�s voice on the other end of the cell phone caught me by surprise. �He said the police don�t have any clues about who might have broken into his house��
I stopped short, barreling right into Will. �What?�
�What? What? Harlow Cassidy, has your mind gone soft?�
�Doctor Hughes!� I whirled around and flung my arms out, nearly sending my cell phone flying. �But he�s here, isn�t he?�
�I saw him before the waltz started,� Will said, but Gavin shook his head. �He left just after.�
Oh Lord. If Macon Vance blew the whistle on what had happened in Amarillo, Buckley�s reputation in Bliss would have been blown to bits. He was the one who�d silenced the golf pro. And if Trudy had pieced it all together, the doctor wouldn�t let her live to ruin his life. �It�s not Anna,� I breathed. The words caught in my throat. �It�s Buckley. Where is he now?� I said into the phone.
Fern hesitated, and I knew she was trying to figure out what had me all worked up. �He just left. Goin� back to the pageant to see his boy. Why?�
�I�ll tell you when I get there, Fern, but don�t leave Trudy alone.�
I told Deputy Sheriff McClaine that Buckley Hughes was on his way back to the country club. In seconds flat, the deputy had texted God knows who, and was on his phone, alerting the rest of Bliss�s law enforcement team, bringing in the cavalry to stake out the club.
�I�m going to check on Trudy,� I said. The deputy nodded, waving me off as he filled in the sheriff.
Will dug his key out of the pocket of his black slacks. �Let�s go.�
We raced to the parking lot. I had anticipated being able to go home to change before the big pageant, but that also hadn�t happened. Now I was grateful for my flats, capris, and chiffon summer blouse. I was no track star, but I managed to stay with Will. He deactivated the alarm and unlocked his truck�s doors without breaking stride. That was more coordination that I could have mustered. And keeping a car in the right lane? There wasn�t a chance I would have been able to drive in a straight line.
Will revved the engine, backed out, and in seconds flat, we were barreling off the golf course property, down the country road, and heading straight for Presbyterian Hospital.

Chapter 39
�I can�t believe Buckley could do this. You really just can�t ever know a person, can you?� Will mused. He pressed a button on the elevator control panel and the doors slid closed. I explained everything to Will during the NASCAR drive to the hospital, including the fact that Macon Vance was Libby�s father and that he was apparently a serial blackmailer, but he was still having trouble accepting it all.
�But it makes sense,� I said. �They�re both from Amarillo. Maybe it took a while, but Vance must have realized that Buckley was the same doctor who�d been accused of malpractice in the Panhandle. A woman died. That�s a big deal. Who in their right mind would get Botox treatments from a doctor who�d killed a woman getting the same treatment?�
�What about Trudy? She couldn�t have known.�
I�d been wrestling with that. �I don�t think she did. She just thought Anna and Vance were having an affair.�
We watched the buttons light up as we ascended, stopping to take on passengers on the fifth floor.
�But there�s no proof of any of it,� he muttered. �He might get away with it.�
If he�d managed to turn out Trudy�s lights, he just might.
�What if we�re too late? He might could have done it already,� I said, the sound of my thumping heart drowning out everything else.
�As long as he wasn�t alone with her, he couldn�t have hurt her.�
�Murdered her,� I corrected, shuddering at the idea that Trudy had very nearly been killed.
The passengers on the elevator sidestepped away from us, glancing at each other with raised eyebrows. I had to admit, murder wasn�t your typical elevator conversation.
I held on to a strand of hope. I�d seen Trudy earlier. She�d been fuzzy, but talking. And Fern wasn�t leaving Trudy�s side, so the doctor wouldn�t have had an opportunity to do anything more to her. Surely that meant she�d be fine. My insides had twisted into a thousand knots. �But why would he have come if it wasn�t to make sure he finished the job? That was bold,� I mused.
He didn�t have a chance to answer me. The elevator stopped on the eighth floor, the doors opened with a whoosh, and we stepped out. I checked the hallways, feeling very spylike. Nurses walked from a room to the nursing station, taking care of patients. Other than their bustling, the floor was quiet.
�She�s in 21A,� I said, channeling the nurse�s focused attention and hurrying toward Trudy�s hospital room.
But Will pulled me to a stop. �You can�t go barging in there, scaring them half to death. You�re not the sheriff, Cassidy.�
No, I was just a dressmaker. �Right. Be calm.�
I left him pondering that. There was no time to waste. I just prayed we weren�t too late.
I sucked in a deep breath, stopped in front of room 21A and pressed my ear to the door. To make sure Buckley really was gone. Or to hear Fern and Trudy talking. Either one would have eased my mind. Instead there was complete silence. My heart sagged. Did that mean�
Will reached down, cranked the handle down, and pushed the door open.
As we walked in, a man turned to face us. I drew in a sharp breath. It wasn�t Buckley Hughes� it was his son, Duane.

Fern slouched in a chair in the corner of the room, a knot on her forehead, blood trickling down her temple, and thick shards of broken green glass mixed with bent flower stems scattered on the linoleum floor.
Duane was hunched over Trudy, syringe loaded and pricking into her skin, his head cranked to the side as he stared at us. The next instant, he reacted, jabbing the syringe toward us as if it were a switchblade.
�Don�t do it, Duane,� Will said.
I skirted around the far side of the bed and hurried to Trudy�s side, looking to see if Fern�s chest was moving up and down. I exhaled in relief as I saw it rise and fall.
Will let the pneumatic door whoosh closed behind him as he walked farther into the room. He reminded me of a wary animal stalking his prey. �Just stop, Duane. You don�t want to do this.�
�He wouldn�t stop.�
�Who? Your dad?�
Duane stared bleakly, his eyes glassy.
Will moved closer. �Son, your dad��
�Not my dad. Vance! Why couldn�t he just leave us alone?� A quick sob escaped his mouth, and he jammed his fists on his hips, turning slightly and looking up at the ceiling.
�Put the syringe down,� Will said.
Trudy�s skin was warm to my touch, but her breathing was shallow and labored. I studied her face, looking for a trace of life. A pinprick of blood on her cheek caught my eye. I reared back, glaring at Duane. �What did you do to her?�
He shrugged. �I�ve seen my dad do it. I had to stop her. She told people��
Oh, God, no. He�d injected more of the poison into her. The area around the pinprick of blood was puffy. I wanted to squeeze the stuff out of her, but I knew from what the doctor himself had told Trudy after her injection at his house and from reading the newspaper article online that massaging the area could spread the toxins� and the paralysis.
�Told people what?� I asked, trying to keep the panic out of my voice. I backed away, ready to make a break for the door to summon a real doctor.
But Duane didn�t answer directly. �First Vance blackmails my dad, then she��he glared down at Trudy� �she starts saying my mom�s having an affair with the guy. Why can�t people just leave us alone? It was an accident! He didn�t mean for that lady to die.�
As Will moved toward him, I read between the lines of what Duane was saying. Dr. Hughes was being blackmailed, but had he killed Vance over it? Duane would have had access to the country club and the stage area. He would have been able to steal a Botox vial from his own home, put something in the lemonade at the club to make Trudy and Fern both drowsy enough to sleep through the break-in. And he would have been able to inject Trudy.
�Your dad wasn�t charged, but your family was chased out of Amarillo,� I said to Duane, everything suddenly making sense. �You didn�t want that to happen again.�
He nodded, his arms limp by his side, the syringe dangling from his fingers. I moved with as much stealth as I could muster. Almost to the door. Three more steps.
Will moved closer to Duane as I lunged for the door, careening into the hallway and right into Sheriff Hoss McClaine as Will tackled the teenager to the ground like a good ol� Friday night Texas football player.
�It�s not the doctor. It�s Duane Hughes,� I managed, all the fear I�d been keeping at bay bubbling up. �In there.� I pointed, then I hurried on, stopping the first nurse I saw, begging her to come help Trudy and Fern Lafayette.

Chapter 40
�That poor misguided boy,� Nana said. We sat on the front porch of 2112 Mockingbird Lane�Mrs. James, Mama, Nana, Libby, Sandra, and me. All the Cassidy women, together at last.
�Too many secrets. He just couldn�t handle it?� Sandra asked after she�d heard the whole story.
My rocking chair started rocking, slowly, but with a force I wasn�t controlling. Meemaw. She was here with us, too.
I nodded, realizing that Meemaw had probably turned the pages of Trudy�s book so I�d see the truth. But Anna and Duane had happened by first. I didn�t know which of them had actually taken the book, but it didn�t matter. Duane had seen Trudy�s scribblings about his mother and Vance and that was enough to send him over the edge again. He�d already crossed that line when he�d confronted Vance. The second time was far easier.
My thoughts drifted to Will and Gracie. He was taking her over to meet her grandparents, at long last. I wanted to be here for her when the meeting was over. If I knew Gracie, and I thought I did, she�d be back to sew. It was her comfort.
Libby would be here for her, too. She sat at the bottom of the porch steps. �When do I tell her?� I whispered under my breath so only Meemaw would hear me.
My chair squeaked as I rocked back and forth. Now, now, now, it seemed to say.
Now. Was Libby ready to hear the truth?
The chair creaked some more.
�Ladybug?� Nana said.
�Bless your heart, you look flushed,� Mrs. James said.
Mama tilted her head, a look of concern flitting across her face. �You all right, darlin�?�
�I am.� I smiled at the circle of women around me. I cleared my throat. �Y�all?� All eyes turned to me, even Thelma Louise, who was tethered to the pecan tree in the yard. �I have some Cassidy family business to discuss, and I think you�ll all want to hear it.�

Sewing Tips
Using tearaway stabilizer, particularly when working with sheer fabric, can help avoid gathering and puckering during machine stitching.
When hand stitching, use an embroidery hoop instead of tearaway stabilizer to keep the fabric taut.
Always start each project with a new needle. A sharp needle means less chance of damage to your fabric.
Thimbles come in different sizes and materials; if you do handwork, find a thimble that fits the middle finger of your sewing hand.
Take things a step at a time and never rush!
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Mrs. James, Mrs. Abernathy, and I stood in the foyer of the Denison mansion, the centerpiece of Bliss�s historic district. �The traffic light on Henrietta Street is out,� Mrs. Abernathy said.
�Really? I just came over on Henrietta. Not a soul on the street and the lights were working just fine,� I said.
She leveled her cool gray eyes at me. �You know how it is around here. The power goes out so randomly. It can be on at our house, but the neighbors next door are on a different grid and theirs will be off.�
Zinnia notched her thumb toward the general direction of the backyard and Henrietta. �Are you listing a house over there?�
Mrs. Abernathy gave a restrained little laugh. �My, but aren�t the two of you inquisitive. We�re doing renovations on a place over there, Zinnia. Still in the early stages,� she added, �but by late spring they ought to be all set.� She slipped her raincoat off and hung it on one of the hooks on the antique coat tree, pausing to look in the mirror and smooth her windblown blond hair. Her black slacks and boxy cream blouse did nothing for her robust figure. I had a flash of her wearing an asymmetrical lavender sweater, buttoned at the top, lavender pants, and instead of the square blouse, a tailored cut with darts and a flared hem.
�Something wrong?� Mrs. Abernathy�s voice shook me out of my designing mode and back into the present. She gave me a good once over, her gaze hitching on the light streak in my chestnut hair, a Cassidy family trait.
�Not a thing,� I said, smiling, wishing I could make a garment for her that would soften her uptight demeanor. But my Cassidy charm would never benefit Helen Abernathy, if she had anything to do with it. Which was just as well. When I designed a garment for someone, it transformed them, letting their heart�s desire be realized. The problem was that there were no checks and balances for my gift. If someone wanted something badly enough, I couldn�t stop it from happening any more than I could stop a tornado from brewing in an otherwise silent sky.
She frowned, but didn�t say anything else, instead turning her attention back to Zinnia James. �All the floors were redone��
�Hand-scraped pecan.� Mrs. James ran the tip of her boot over the grain of one plank.
�Just like we discussed.�
As part of Bliss�s Historic Society, Mrs. James, along with Will Flores, had been overseeing some minor renovations of the Denison Mansion. Abernathy Home Builders had done the work, and the bills had been paid by one of the town�s most prosperous families, the Kincaids. The house would go back on the market after the holidays, but in the meantime, Nate and Josie Kincaid were letting the Historic Society use it for the annual holiday event.
Mrs. Abernathy headed to the staircase, laying her hand on the wood banister. �Come up here. I want to show you the bathtub.
We followed her up the mahogany staircase to the second story. The click of our heels against the newly redone floors echoed, the rolling thunder outside getting louder as we ascended, and a draft circling down the hallway. My great-grandmother�s ghost had taken up residence in my old yellow farmhouse off the town square and I�d recently discovered that all the Cassidy women hung around for a good long while after their passing. Were we an anomaly? I looked down over the railing and into the open space below, wondering if the spirit of Charles Denison, or of his wife, Pearl, were hanging around this old place.
�Quite a house, isn�t it, Harlow?� Mrs. James whispered from behind me.
No signs of any ghosts. Just my imagination at work.
I rejoined Mrs. James and Mrs. Abernathy at the door to the bathroom. A brand-new claw tub replica was the highlight of the big, square room. �Perfect,� Mrs. James said. She went in to take a closer look, stopping to examine the pedestal sink, the ornate mirror, and the silver vanity looking-glass�and-brush set on display on an antique dresser.
I was more enamored with the Victorian dressing gown hanging from a crystal knob on the back of the door. I moved closer to fawn over the details. Hand embroidery along the yoke, a shirred front panel with fine, hand-embroidered scalloped edging sensuously left open from the breastbone tie to the waist, and a cherry-blossom damask pattern in the silk skirt. It was beautiful.
�I�d like to see the runway for the fashion show,� I said, following Mrs. James and Mrs. Abernathy back into the hallway.
�The walkway to the tent will start just outside the kitchen,� Mrs. Abernathy said, but Mrs. James interrupted. �First the widow�s walk.�
Mrs. Abernathy shook her head. �The rain�� She trailed off as Mrs. James, not waiting for Mrs. Abernathy to lead the way, headed for the second flight of stairs and started up.
Mrs. Abernathy turned back to me with a thin smile. �To the widow�s walk,� she said, then turned on her flat heel and followed.
Good thing I�d left my coat and hat on since we�d be stepping back out into the cold.
�Was it repaired?� Mrs. James asked.
�Of course it was,� Mrs. Abernathy said, speaking slowly for emphasis and stretching out the one syllable words into two.
�Strange.�
Mrs. Abernathy turned, stopping Mrs. James before she could open the door to the platform. �What?�
�From down below, it didn�t look like it.�
Mrs. Abernathy�s cheeks paled. �Impossible.�
She reached past Mrs. James, turned the doorknob, and pulled. A gust of freezing wind shot through the opening. I folded my arms over my chest as I pushed forward, outside, and braved the cold. Mrs. James had her jacket on, too, but Mrs. Abernathy shivered.
Out on the small platform, Mrs. James immediately stopped short. She quickly turned back to look at Mrs. Abernathy. �Doesn�t look fixed to me.�
�But�� Mrs. Abernathy shoved past me and looked at the banister. An entire section was missing, the jagged edges of the painted wood all that remained. Just below the flooring where the roof sloped downward, shingles were torn off. The white tent covered the majority of the yard. A narrow enclosed walkway led from the house, connecting it to the tent. My gaze kept going down, down, down, suddenly stopping.
I spotted a mound of red, half hidden under a shrub to the side of the walkway.
I pointed. �What�s that�?�
The women leaned forward to see what I�d spotted. Mrs. Abernathy let out a high-pitched choking sound. Her hand flew to her mouth and she turned her back on the sight.
I peered through the downpour, trying to see what had upset her. �What is it?� I shouted over the rat-a-tat-tat of rain on the roof above us and the booming thunder in the distance.
Mrs. James pressed in next to Mrs. Abernathy. �Is that a boot?� She leaned further over the gaping hole in the banister.
A boot? My heart shot to my throat. �No,� I said with a moan, just as Mrs. James�s foot slipped on the wet wood. She lost her balance and lurched into Mrs. Abernathy. Mrs. Abernathy careened forward, grabbing hold of the ragged end of the banister.
�Help!� She teetered on the edge of the widow�s walk. Mrs. James had regained her balance and gripped Mrs. Abernathy�s arm. I stepped to the right, trying to edge my body in front of hers to stop her from falling, but her foot slipped out from under her. Her body tumbled against mine, knocking me forward as she fell backward. She landed with a thud on her behind, but her legs jutted out in front of her, kicking my feet out from under me.
I felt myself flying, my legs in the air for a brief second before they crashed against the roof, tearing shingles away. Someone screamed. Me? Mrs. James? I couldn�t tell.
Rain pelted my face. The back of my head thudded against the roof and everything went fuzzy. And then I was falling, headed straight for the red mound below.
Faces flashed like an old-fashioned picture show. Meemaw. Nana. Mama. My brother, Red. My nephews, Clay and Cullen. Mrs. James. Libby Mcafferty. Gracie Flores. Will.
The people who loved me, and who I loved�
And then I crashed. It wasn�t the hard, bone-breaking collision of a body against the ground, but a soft landing against something pliable, almost like a trampoline, and it cradled me, cupping my body as I sunk into it.
�Harlow!�
I tried to shake away the clouds in my head, peering up at Mrs. James�s horrified face. Her arm was stretched over the broken railing, as if she were still trying to catch me.
Just as I caught a glimpse of Mrs. Abernathy behind her, her back pressed against the door, I lurched, the fabric of the tented walkway that held me giving way. It pitched and a second later I was sliding, then falling, until I hit the ground.
Right next to the lump of red we�d seen from above.
I gasped for air, afraid to move. Blinking away the veil of fear from the fall, I peered up at the widow�s walk. Mrs. James and Mrs. Abernathy were gone.
Everything was fuzzy, but I tried to take inventory. I wiggled my toes in my boots. Moved my fingertips. Shifted my hips.
Everything hurt.
Finally, I turned my aching head, just a touch, to look at what I was lying next to.
I registered the fur-lined coat, red and white hat, and black belt.
Remembering what Mrs. James had said up on the widow�s walk, my gaze slowly traveled down until I saw black boots. A wave of nausea filled my gut. Not a what, I realized. A who. I had stumbled upon another body.
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Pleating for Mercy

A Magical Dressmaking Mystery

When her great-grandmaorher passes aveay, Harlow leaves her
job as a Manhattan fashion designer and moves back to Bliss,
“Texas. But soon after she opens Buttons & Bows, a custom
dressmaking boutique in the old farmhouse she inherited,
Harlow begins to fecl an inexplicable presence...

One of her first clients is her old fiiend Josie, who needs a
gown for her upcoming wedding. But when Josic’s boss turns
p dead, it starts to look as if the bride-to-be may be wearing
handeuffs instead of a veil. Suddenly; Josic needs a lot more
from Harlow than the perfect dress. Can Harlow find the
veal killer—with a litle help from beyond?

Available wherever books are sold or at
penguin.com
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