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She cursed the needle, the cloth and the thread, fixing each stitch in place with a word of power. The murmured litany sounded so harmless, like a cats purr or a low humming, but the other woman shivered and hunched her shoulders, like someone pelted by wind-driven sleet.


It had been a long time since shed heard words like those, but she knew what they meant, and the hands that wielded her own needle felt stiff and clumsy. She had tried to remonstrate, to warn. Might as well talk to a stone, she thought, or one of the white marble statues the old man had put up all around the garden. Heathen images they were, statues of old gods and goddesses. Naked, too, some of them. It was against Scripture: You shall make unto yourself no heathen images. Shed read it herself in the Book, spelling out the words with slow, painful care. It was a prideful thing being able to read, and harder than anything she had ever undertaken, without help or encouragement, but she had wanted to read His words for herself. This was worse than heathen images, though. This was inviting the devil into your heart and feeding him on your hate. He was there in the room with them; she could feel him. Two women, sewing by the fire, and that Presence, not hot like the Bad Place was supposed to be, but icy-cold.



Youre stitching your soul into it. The words burst out of her. Theres always a price to pay. You think its her youll hurt, but itll come back on you.


Like talking to a stone. The soft murmur continued unbroken. The needle gliding in and out reflected the firelight like a splinter of living flame.





I cant stand it any longer.


Rachel had never heard her speak in that tone before: flat, dead, uninflected. Cheryl didnt believe in repressing her emotions. When she was angry she could swear like a marine sergeant, at the top of her lungs and at considerable length; when she laughed her whole body shook and dimples dented her rounded cheeks. Now she sounded like a tired old woman, forty years older than her real agemid-thirties, Rachel assumed. The red-gold curls framed her gray face like an unsuitable wig.


Rachel glanced into the room they had just leftthe hospital room where Cheryls husband lay. He had roused long enough to acknowledge her presence and mutter a few words of reassurance, but now he was sleeping, stuffed full of painkillers.


Hes going to be fine. The doctor said he expects a full recovery.


This time. Cheryl sagged, bracing herself against the wall. Hes been a cop for almost twenty years, sooner or later his luck was bound to run out. He could find another job, one that would pay better and wouldnt involve so much pressure. There was no need for him to answer this call. He wasnt even on duty, and it wasnt an emergencya domestic argument, they happen all the time. But he wont quit and he wont stay safe. Theyve all got guns these days, and next time it may not be his leg. Next time



They were only acquaintances, not on hugging terms, but Rachel put an impulsive arm around the other woman. Come on, Cheryl. Ill drive you home.


Not yet. I told Kara Id meet her here. Anyhow, I dont want the kids to see me like this. She straightened, took a deep breath, and produced a smile. Ill wait in the cafeteria till Kara gets here and bum a ride home from her. Or walkits not far. You probably have things to do, you go on.


Rachels eyes moved back to the open doorway. She couldnt see his face; it was hidden by the white mountain of sheets and cast. She didnt have to see it. Fifty years from now she would be able to close her eyes and remember how he had looked, gray-white skin drawn tight over the fine bones, dark eyes sunken and opaque. Drawn with shock and pain though it had been, his face was the kind that would stop any womans breath, and the nurses hands had lingered as she tucked the blankets around him.


Lucky, the doctor had said. Lucky the guy who had been beating up on his wife had grabbed the .22 instead of the shotgun. A shotgun shell at close range would have shattered his kneecap as well as the bones of his thigh.


Poor Rachel. Cheryl patted her shoulderconsoling her now. This was a hell of a thing to dump on one of my best customers. I wouldnt blame you if you never came back.


It was stretching the truth to call Rachel a customer, much less one of the best. Most of the merchandise Cheryl sold was far beyond Rachels meansantique linens and vintage clothing of such extraordinary quality that her customers came from all over the country. The shop occupied the lower floor of the rambling old house in which the Cardozas lived, in the small Virginia city of Leesburg. Though not far distant from Washington, it was hard to reach except by car. The drive was a long one even for Rachel, who lived on the Maryland side of the capital, but she made the trip frequently because for her the shop was as good as a museumbetter, in some ways, because she was allowed to examine the objects closely, to linger and touch. Cheryl had spotted her immediately as a looker rather than a buyer, but shed always treated Rachel with the same warmth she showed her regular customers, greeting her by name, answering her timid questions. Sometimes, when business was slow, she would close up for an hour and insist that Rachel join her in the family apartment for a sandwich or a cup of coffee. Rachel had found herself chatting as she seldom did to virtual strangersabout her boring job as a hostess in a local restaurant and her graduate work at the University of Maryland, and the difficulty of finding time to work on her doctoral dissertation. She had met Cheryls pets and her three children. And her husband.


Im sorry you got stuck with this, Cheryl went on. But I dont know what Id have done if you hadnt been there when the call came. Run the car into a tree, most likely.


Most likely she would have. The call, from the captain at the station, had been cruelly vaguejust that Tony had been shot while trying to break up a domestic argument. It wasnt until Cheryl reached the hospital that she learned the damage was only a shattered leg.


When they got out of the elevator Rachel saw a familiar face. Kara was Cheryls partner and sister-in-law, married to her brother Mark, and Kara, standing at the admissions desk, was clearly upset. Rachel could hear her clear across the lobby. I am a member of the family, dammit! I insist you tell me


Catching sight of them, she stopped shouting and ran to throw her arms around Cheryl. They hugged each other and exchanged agitated questions and responses, while Rachel stood awkwardly to one side.


She had always felt uncomfortable with Kara. She didnt know her as well; Kara was the traveling partner, the Acquisitor, as Cheryl called herfollowing up leads, attending sales and auctions, gathering the merchandise Cheryl sold in the shop. It took a knowledgeable eye and a great deal of expertise to spot potential prizes in a box-lot of crumpled linens or a pile of dirty old clothes. Kara had the expertise and the connections. As the wife of a fourth-term congressman she knew everyone in the political sphere; related by marriage to one of Washingtons old families, she was accepted by people who wouldnt have allowed a politician in their homes. She was all the things Rachel was notpoised, sophisticated, matureand she wore clothes as if they had been designed specially for her.


She didnt look so sophisticated and soign that day. Her suit jacket was only half-buttoned and her makeup was smudged, especially around, the eyes, when she relaxed her grip on the other woman.


Well, thank God its no worse. Your message was so vague; I was afraid


Yeah, Cheryl said. Me too.


Im sorry, honey, I didnt mean to sound critical. It must have been horrible for you. That bastard Schroeder has the tact of an army mule.


Did you call my only brother?


Kara took a tissue from her purse and carefully blotted her eyes. I left a message. Mark was in a meeting, as usual.


Cheryl was back to normal, thinking about other peoples needs instead of her own. I better call again, tell him its okay. Hell worry.


The two men were close friends as well as related by marriage, but Marks wife only shrugged. Theres plenty of time, the meeting will probably last all afternoon. What can I do for you? If you want to stay here, Ill head back to the house, meet the school bus, tell the kids


No. I have to tell them. Cheryl glanced at the clock. Weve got a couple of hours. What you can do for me is buy me a cup of coffee. And one for Rachel. Shes been great. I dont know what I would have done without her.


Kara turned with a graceful gesture of apology and recognition. She did it wellshed probably had lots of practice, pretending to remember her husbands constituents and aidesbut Rachel could tell she didnt remember her. No reason why she should; Rachel had only met her three times, and on two of those occasions Kara had been busy with people who obviously were best customerswell-dressed professionals who didnt so much as blink at the high prices. After a quick, automatically appraising glance at Rachels neat, nondesigner jeans and tailored shirt, she punched in the charm, smiling, extending her hand.


You were there when Cheryl got the news? Thanks for coming to the rescue.


She was wonderful, Cheryl said warmly. I lost it, I was bawling and racing around trying to find my car keys and the phone so I could call you, andIt was a shock to her too, knowing Tony so well.


I didnt realize that, Kara said.


Rachel poked a loosened strand of hair under the chiffon scarf that held it back from her face. She had been a fool to leave it hanging loose instead of braiding it as she usually did, but it was one of her few good features, thick and waving and walnut brown, and Tony worked odd hours, sometimes he was home during the day


He was very nice to me, she said primly, and forced herself to meet Karas cool, knowing eyes.



He is nice, Kara said. No wonder you look so shaken. Lets get that coffee.


Rachel knew she should refuse. Cheryl didnt need her now. She could say she had to get back to work. Cheryl wouldnt remember what she had said earlierthat she had quit her job and had the whole day free. But she smiled and nodded and trailed along when they headed for the cafeteria.


After they settled down with coffee and sandwiches, and Kara had bullied Cheryl into eating something, Kara said briskly, Do they have any idea how long it will be before he can go back to work?


I didnt ask, Cheryl admitted.


Of course not. But even after hes released from the hospital hell need therapy and attention and TLC. Ill arrange to take over at the shop.


But you were going to Europe with Mark! You cant


Certainly I can. A wife is just an ornamental encumbrance on trips like that. Mark would be the first to agree that your needs come first.


Yeah, my needs, Cheryl said. But not the shop. You know how he feels about it, Kara, hes been griping about


A glance from Kara stopped her. She looked embarrassed and then defiant. Well, he has been, and I dont care who knows it. Theres another possibility. We talked before about hiring someone part-time, and heres Rachel, she just quit her job so she could finish her dissertation, and her field is folklore


Just a minute, Kara said gently. Start again, from the beginning.


Cheryl hadnt forgotten a single detail. Rachel sat like a block of wood while she explained. Shes writing about womens work and traditions as a separate cultureHave I got it right, Rachel? She stopped with a gurgle of self-deprecating laughter, and went on, No, I cant explain things like that, but I understood it when you were telling me. Anyhow, shes concentrating on what they call the fabric artssewing and weaving, the patterns for quilts and embroidery and where they came from and the various techniques, and how they were passed on, and what they mean. She knows a lot about our kind of stuffcostume, tooand shes only got another year to finish, theres some kind of rule about how long youre allowed, and shes saved some money, but Ill bet she could use a little more, you always can.


She ran out of breath, and Rachel said it before Kara did. You dont know me. You dont know my qualifications.


I know more about you than I would about any other applicant. It wouldnt be hard work, Cheryl said earnestly. There are long stretches when nobodys in the shop, you could work on your book


Give the girl a break, Cheryl, Kara interrupted. Dont rush her into a decision before shes had time to think it over. We cant pay much, Rachel, and you might find your duties interfered with your studies.


We could give it a try, Rachel said, trying to sound as cool and reasonable as Kara had. For a few weeks. You need somebody right away. If it doesnt work out, that would give you time to find someone else.


Its very kind of you, Cheryl said earnestly.


It wasnt kind, and Rachel had a feeling Kara was well aware of that.





Cheryl had exaggerated when she praised Rachels expertise. She was like that, giving people more than their due, seeing only the best in them. Rachel was glad she hadnt made any extravagant claims. The extent of her ignorance was embarrassingly evident to her once she got to work. She knew something about quilts and woven coverlets, since she had studied the patterns for her thesis, but her knowledge was purely academic. Her only knowledge of vintage clothing had come from her visits to the shop, and the other merchandiseantique jewelry, hats, fans, shawlsinterested her not at all. Twinkling with gems faux and genuine, lavish with lace, feathered and embroidered and beflowered, the garments and accessories were too elaborate for her tastes and completely impractical. Imagine having to iron yards and yards of heavy cotton, eyelet-trimmed petticoats!


She did iron them, watched closely by Kara and perspiring with nervousness. She learned how to sew on buttons and repair hooks-and-eyes strained by customers who had underestimated their waist size. If you dont replace a button immediately it may be lost, Kara had informed her. And then wed have to replace all of them. It was a sufficient threat; some of the Victorian and Edwardian blouses (Rachel learned to call them waists) had long rows of buttons, all old and impossible to match.


In addition to demonstrating emergency cleaning techniquesThe sooner you get at a stain, the easier it is to removeKara gave her a crash course in the history of costume. Luckily for Rachel the tags attached to each garment carried not only the price, but information about the date, the fabric and the approximate size. Not that that deters chubbies from trying to squeeze themselves into a size three, Kara had commented wryly. Try to talk them out of it if you cantactfully. I usually point out that the armholes of the old garments are too tight for well-shaped modern females. Women werent supposed to have muscles in the bad old days.


Bias-cut, pongee, Lily Dache, Battenburg; celluloid versus tortoiseshell, paste (paste?) versus rhinestone; at the end of a week Rachels head rattled with information she knew she would never absorb, and her wariness of Cheryls partner had developed into hearty dislike. Kara was never flat-out rudewell, hardly ever; her comment on Rachels first attempt at sewing on a button (For Gods sake, dont they teach kids anything useful these days?) was probably not meant to be taken personally. One day, watching Rachel rearrange the rack of lingerie a customer had left in disorder, Kara said suddenly, You dont like these clothes, do you?


Shaking out the twelve-inch flounce of a white petticoat, Rachel took her time about answering. I admire the workmanship and the materials. But Id never wear them. They arent my style.


Hmmm, said Kara. She didnt press the point.


Cheryls standards were just as demanding, but her tutelage was a lot easier to take. She told funny stories about her own mistakes and interspersed instruction with compliments. You sure are picking this up fast. Took me forever to learn all those designer names, and I still cant pronounce em right. Why do they all have to be French?


Cheryl didnt have much time for Rachel, though. Not only did Tony require her attention, but ordinary domestic chores become more than doubly burdensome when the person who usually shares them is incapacitated. Cheryl seemed to spend half her time in the car, running errands, shopping, chauffeuring the children to various appointments. Occasionally she accepted Rachels offer of help with gratitude so effusive it embarrassed Rachel, who was uncomfortably aware of her true motives. Any excuse to get away from the shop and Karas bossiness!


By the time Tony came home from the hospital Cheryl was treating her like one of the family. It was impossible not to respondrejecting Cheryls overtures would have been like slapping a childbut Rachel almost preferred Karas cool courtesy. She didnt want to hear Cheryl talk about her husbandabout her fears for his safety, about his (many) virtues and (few) failings. About how they had met, how she had believed she could never care for another man as she had cared for her Joe, how wrong she had been. Rachel listened with a sunny smile on her face and envy boiling darkly inside her. It wasnt fair. What had Cheryl done to deserve not one but two such paragons? Her first marriage had ended, not in divorce or desertion, but in her husbands premature and tragic death.


Cheryl had everything. Three children, all bright and healthy and handsome, a lovely old house filled with antiques, a loving brother and fond friends. It was too good to be true, like a feature in some saccharine womans magazine.


As one of the family she had come to know Cheryls brother Mark, who was also Karas husband, fairly well. Before he left for Europe he had helped Cheryl rearrange one of the downstairs rooms of the big, rambling house as a bedroom for Tony. The family living quarters were on the second floor, and Cheryl had decidedunilaterallythat the stairs would be too difficult for a man on crutches. She would, of course, sleep upstairs to be near the children. Once she had set her mind on something she was impossible to budge, so nobody argued with her, though Marks raised eyebrows suggested he had some doubt of Tonys approval of the arrangement.


Rachels initial wariness of Mark disappeared as she watched him carry furniture and wash windows, and listened to him exchange friendly insults with Alice, Cheryls cleaning woman. All of them treated Alice like a friend instead of an employee, but Mark was obviously her favorite; he kept accusing her of being a feminista charge she vehemently deniedand she retaliated by repeating the current scandals about his fellow congressmen. There was always some scandal about some congressman, and Alices expertise supported her claim that she read three newspapers a day.


Sometimes Rachel thought Mark was on better terms with Alice than with his own wife. There was something uneasy about that relationship, pleasant though it appeared on the surface. It couldnt be Karas decision to stay in Washington instead of accompanying Mark to Europe; he had postponed his own departure for two days so he could be on hand to help bring Tony home from the hospital. They had been friends for years, even before Tony married Marks sister, and their mutual affection was evident, though it took the typical masculine form of insults and rude jokes.


After Mark left, Tony had been visibly depressed. For a man who was accustomed to being active and in control, his enforced idleness was maddening, and with the best intentions in the world Cheryl kept saying and doing all the wrong things. Watching her, Rachel was torn between sympathy and exasperation. She understood, only too well, why Cheryl hovered over him, touching him and patting him; but couldnt Cheryl realize that he didnt want her to be bright and cheerful and uncomplaining all the time? He would have liked her to complain now and then, to prove she couldnt get on as well without him.


Tony had been home for about a week when Rachel found herself alone in the shop one gray December afternoon. It was the first time she had been on her own, and she was acutely conscious of Tonys presence, even though two closed doors and a short corridor separated them. Kara was out chasing down merchandise and Cheryl had taken young Jerry to the pediatricianit was one of those ear infections that wouldnt go awayand there were no customers to occupy her attention. She was supposed to be reading one of her reference books but she hadnt turned a single page; she kept listening for sounds from the back room, and wondering what he was doing there all alone. Reading, sleeping, lying on his bed staring out the window in bored frustration? The view would be lovely in a few months, but the gray skies and withered grass of a December day would only depress a man who was already feeling low. Cheryl had put up a bird feeder outside the window. Rachel would never forget the look on Tonys face when his wife explained she was sure hed enjoy watching the finches and the sparrows and the cute little tufted titmice.


It was no use trying to study, she couldnt concentrate. Perhaps there was something she ought to do in the shop. Brightly but softly lit, with pots of ferns and ivy hanging at the windows, it was a cheerful, summery rooma lot more cheerful than Tonys back bedroom. Once the double parlors of the house, it had been turned into a single large room by removing the French doors and replacing partition walls with square columns that provided additional display space. The graceful proportions and handsome old woodwork gave it a look of elegance that suited the merchandise on displaybright quilts, framed pieces of fragile old lace, designer gowns by great names like Worth and Vionnet. Rachels gaze lingered on a garment that had struck her as epitomizing the frivolity and impracticality of vintage chica peignoir of fragile shell pink chiffon, its flowing sleeves and trailing skirts and low-cut neck trimmed with cascades of pink silk roses and green silk leaves. Why would a modern, sensible woman wear a thing like that? She certainly wouldnt; it was too frivolous and feminine, and far, far too expensiveanother designer original, almost a century old. It was beautiful, though. The woman who had owned it must have worn it only a few times, on special occasions, for a special person, a husband or lover


The footsteps on the porch outside were a welcome distraction from fantasies that had taken on an uncomfortable edge. Rachel swore under her breath. Those fantasies had gotten worse (or better?) since Tony came home. Shed have to do something about the situationit wasnt fair to anyone, including herself.


Bracing herself to smile and look pleasant, she realized the footsteps had halted. Not retreated, just stopped, outside the door. There was a soft but solid thud, and then silence.


Rachel craned her neck, trying to get a glimpse of the person outside through one of the long glass panels flanking the door. The mailman, or UPS? If he had delivered something, he should have at least rung the bell. She was about to stand up when the door opened.


Not a customer, Rachel thought, unless the clientele was about to undergo a radical change. The usual male clients were either older men looking for a present for a wife or daughter, or younger men with sophisticated tastes in interior decoration. This man was in his late teens or early twenties, and if his clothes were any indication of his tastes, they werent sophisticated. His sneakers had cost more than Rachel spent on clothes in a month, his jacket was covered with iridescent insignia, and his jeans were supported by a wide leather belt and gaudy brass buckle.


It wasnt his clothes that raised Rachels hackles, it was the way his eyes shifted, searching the big room like a dog sniffing out a strange neighborhood. Not until he had looked the place over did he actually enter the room, giving the door a careless shove that slammed it into place. Then his eyes returned to Rachel.


One of Cheryls first lessons had concerned potential buyers. Just because a customer looks poor or ignorant doesnt mean she cant buy everything in the shop. Be polite. To everybody.


Can I help you? Rachel asked, politely.


Depends on what you got in mind. Feet apart, thumbs hooked in his belt, he grinned insolently at her.


Oh, hell, Rachel thought. One of those. There was only one way to handle themand for all she knew, he could buy everything in the shop. Holding her polite smile in place, she said, Are you looking for something in particular?


Nah. He turned away, studying the garments on a rack nearby. When he began rummaging through them Rachel bit her lip to hold back a sharp protest. The clothes were vintage whites, Victorian and Edwardian undergarments and nightgowns. Their present snowy perfection was the result of hours of washing, bleaching, starching and ironing. She had ironed one of the petticoats herself, ruffle by ruffle by ruffle.


He wasnt looking at the clothes, he was yanking at the price tags. If he was a seller instead of a buyer, that would account for his behavior and his presence; sellers often checked the prices, especially people who were selling for the first time. They wanted to get an idea of how much they could ask. Most of them failed to take into account not only the difference between wholesale and retail, but the amount of work involved in restoring the garments. Cheryl had some funny stories about would-be sellers and their indignation when she tactfully declined to buy tattered family treasures for outrageous prices, but she had occasionally acquired good pieces from such sources. Be polite to everybody.


Watching his dirty hands tugging at the fragile fabrics, Rachel was on the verge of breaking Cheryls rule when he pulled one of the hangers off the rack. The sight of this particular garment had distracted him from his original purpose, whatever that may have been; it was a pair of lacy, ruffled underdrawers.


Like all the merchandise in the shop, they were in pristine condition and of rare qualityhand-stitched crepe de chine, the legs ending in deep frills of handmade lace and silk ribbonsbut it was the label sewed inside the waistband that justified the high price. Lucile, whose real name was Lady Duff Gordon, had specialized in extravagant lingerie for wealthy aristocrats during the early 1900s. Following the fashion of the time, this pair of undies had separate legs, joined only at the waistband.


Turning, a broad grin on his face, the man inserted his hand into the front opening and wriggled his fingers.


Rachel felt a furious blush warm her face. She and Cheryl had laughed and exchanged mildly ribald comments over those open-legged panties, though the practicality of the arrangement in a period of long skirts and trailing petticoats could not be denied. It was not embarrassment but anger and shock that provoked her reaction. No doubt the man was just a stupid clod, like the characters who insist that the obscene remarks they yell at passing women arent meant to sound threatening, but his fixed smile and intent unblinking stare underlined the crudeness of that gesture.


She couldnt do anything about the blush, but she managed to control her voice. Please dont handle the merchandise. If its torn or soiled youll have to pay for repairs.


A sullen frown replaced the grin. Aright, aright, you dont hafta be so snotty. I was just kidding around.


He slung the hanger into place and sauntered toward the back of the room, where rows of open shelves held folded quilts, coverlets and fabric. Rachel had spent hours folding the quilts just so. She clenched her hands. The hell with politeness, she thought. How could she get rid of him? Cheryl would be back soon



She hadnt been frightened before. He was tall, a good foot taller than she, gawky and hollow-chested and pasty-facednot a particularly formidable figure. But she was suddenly and unpleasantly conscious of the fact that the house was isolated, set back from the street in its own large lot, in a quiet residential district; and when she thought of Cheryl walking in the door with Jerry, five years oldWhatever this character had in mind, he wasnt likely to be deterred by another woman and a small child. Maybe he had a gun. Everybody had guns these days. He hadnt felt threatened, not by one undersized female, but if someone else came in


He was standing with his back to her, examining one of the quilts Cheryl had hung on the walla spectacular Baltimore album quilt, each square showing a different pattern of flowers and birdsand Rachel was trying to nerve herself to speak, when the door into the hall opened.


Tony got out three wordsExcuse me, Rachelbefore the man spun around. At the sight of Tony his jaw dropped and his eyes bulged. With an inarticulate exclamation he bolted for the front door.


And Tony went after him.


It was pure unthinking reflex. When youre a cop, and people flee at the sight of you, you go after them. He moved too fast and too abruptly, and the hardwood floor had been polished to a slippery shine. One of the crutches skidded, and Tony fell with a crash.


Rachel ran to him and knelt down on the floor. He had landed on his right side, twisting as he fell in an instinctive attempt to spare his left leg and the cast that covered it from ankle to hip.


Gray-faced and sweating, Tony glared at her over his shoulder. What the hell are you doing? Go after him. Stop him.


How? Rachel demanded.



A car door slammed and tires screeched. The roar of the engine faded fast; he must have been doing sixty. Tonys tight mouth relaxed. Good question. Im sorry, Rachel. Sorry I swore at you.


That wasnt swearing. She laughed shakily. Stay where you are. Dont move. Ill call the doctoror the rescue squador


No, its okay. No damage done, except to my ego. He leaned back against the arm she had slipped under his shoulders. He was wearing a heavy sweatshirtpeople feel the cold when they are lying still, bored and helplessbut even through the thick fabric she could feel the hard muscle and bone. Hed be forty next yearCheryl had already started kidding him about itbut he was in better condition than most men half his age. The creep wouldnt have made it as far as the door if Tony had been able-bodied.


Rachel retrieved the crutches and, with their help, got him up and into a chair. I still think I should call the doctor, she said anxiously. Or do you want to go back to bed? Would you like some coffee or a glass of water?


He smiled at her and her knees went weak. I want you to sit down. That was an incredibly stupid performance. All I accomplished was to scare you half to death.


You got rid of him. Rachel pulled up a chair and dropped into it. I was getting worried. How did you know?


You had the intercom on.


She glanced at the desk. I didnt know. Cheryl must have turned it on before she left. So you heard.


The whole thing. His mouth twisted. I was getting worried too. If it hadnt been for this damned leg Id have been here sooner.


Who was he?


Tony shrugged. Never saw him before.


Then why did he run?



Cautiously Tony shifted position. He didnt seem to be in pain; in fact, he looked more alert and cheerful than he had for some time. The guilty flee where no man pursueth? I certainly couldnt pursue him. If he hadnt panicked, hed have spotted the crutches and realized I was no threat to him.


You might have been armed.


Most people arent. Unless theyre cops. I think he recognized me.


I think youre right, Rachel agreed. Does that imply that hes from around here?


Tony gave her an approving smile. Smart girl. He wouldnt have reacted so dramatically if he hadnt encountered me before. I may even have arrested him. I cant remember every two-bit crook in the county.


Well, thanks for rushing to the rescue. If you hadnt come when you did She stopped, realizing she was overdoing it and that he wasnt dumb enough to fall for the helpless female routine. He gave her a quizzical look.


Yeah, I was a big help, wasnt I? His brow wrinkled. Its strange that he should come here. He couldnt know youd be alone, and this isnt the sort of place a thief would hit, especially in daylight. I wonder


He broke off. Dont tell Cheryl I fell, he said softly. You know how she is.


His fingers closed over hers in a warm, warning grip. He had heard the car before she had. Speechless, Rachel swallowed and nodded, and Tony released her hand.


Cheryl was carrying a bag of groceries. Her face lit up when she saw Tony, and Jerry flung himself at his father, yelling, The doctor stuck a needle in me and I didnt cry, and he said I couldnt have any candy cause it wasnt good for me, so can I have some?


Dont jump at your daddy like that, Cheryl exclaimed. Youll hurt him.



Jerry, now on his fathers knee, turned to stare at his mother. He had her stocky build and Tonys olive skin and black hair. His resemblance to his father had never been stronger than at that moment; both male faces bore identical scowls.


Its all right, Tony said. I think you deserve a reward, Jerry.


He can have an apple, Cheryl said.


I dont want a stinky apple, I want a choclit bar.


It turned into one of those idiotic, unproductive arguments bright children are so good at provoking, and which usually have undercurrents more complex than the immediate issue. Rachel took the groceries from Cheryl and escaped; when she came back, Jerry was eating cookies and looking maddeningly smug, and Cheryl was dragging a large black trash bag into the shop.


Rachel hurried to help her. The bag was heavy, the plastic strained by the weight of its contents. Whats this? she asked.


I was just about to ask you. Found it outside on the porch. She started to reach inside.


Wait! Rachel caught her arm.


Tony had stiffened. Bring it over here. Please, he added.


Rachel knew what he was thinking. The unpleasant character who had left so hastily might have left an equally unpleasant souvenirrotting trash laced with broken glass, for example. There was something wrong with that bag. She could feel it. The hairs on the back of her neck bristled.


Cheryl sat back on her heels. Whats the matter with you two? Its just old linens. Before Rachel could stop her, she pulled a crumpled bundle out of the bag.


People bring things like this in all the time, she went on cheerfully. Usually its junk when it arrives in a trash bag, but you never knowGood gosh. Look at this.



The fabric she lifted between her hands was yellowed with age and badly wrinkled, but now Rachel saw the pattern Cheryls better-educated eye had spotted. Delicate precise stitches shaped an elaborate tracery of intertwined scrolls.


Its a quilt. Cheryl laid the fabric carefully out on the floor, smoothing the crumpled folds. White work, trapunto, hand-stitchedthough the stitching is so fine it looks machine-made. Look at the detail!


The pattern covered the entire surface of the quilt, which was large enough for a double bed, in an intricate design of formalized flower and leaf shapes, scrolls and overlapping feathers. Certain elements had been raised by inserting cord or bits of cotton under the fabric of the topthe process called trapuntoso that it resembled low bas-relief. It was an astonishing piece of work and ordinarily Rachel would have been as rapt with admiration as Cheryl. But her irrational sense of something wrong had not diminished. If anything, it had grown stronger.


Who brought this? Cheryl demanded.


Somebody you wouldnt want to meet, Tony said. His hands were clenched on the arms of the chair and Rachel sensed the frustration that filled him. If he had been able to move easily hed have pushed his wife away and investigated the bag himself. Hold it a minute, Cheryl, he continued. Its probably all right. But Rachel just had a nasty encounter with the guy who left thisat least I assume it was he who left itand Id just as soon make sure theres nothing but old clothes inside.


He described the incident, making light of it and without mentioning his disastrous attempt at pursuit.


Cheryl jumped up, her eyes fixed on Jerry. Oh, my God. A bomb?


Tony laughed. Nothing like that, honey. I was thinking more along the lines of something harmless but unpleasant, like the donor. I wonderIs that old quilt worth money?


Once its been cleaned, several thousand dollars.


That much?


Maybe more. Torn between caution and fascination, Cheryl leaned closer to the quilt. Its over a hundred years old and in excellent condition. The fabric is cotton and I dont see any bad stains. With careful cleaning it will be as good as new. Actually, I couldnt begin to put a price on it. Weve only had one other of this type and it wasnt nearly as fine. Mid-nineteenth century at a guess.


Hmmm. Tony stroked the piratical mustache framing his mouth.


You think he stole it? Rachel asked.


The circumstances are suspicious, wouldnt you say? Trash bags have been a blessing to modern thieves. Theyre strong, you can cram a lot of stuff into them, and they are a lot less conspicuous than boxes or cartons. He had something on his shabby little conscience or he wouldnt have bolted when he recognized a cop. Lets see what else is in there. Carefully, babe; take hold of the bottom and spill it out.


Rachels skin prickled as she watched Cheryl move slowly backward, tipping the contents of the bag out onto the floor. When it was empty she tossed it aside and straightened with a long breath of relief.


No bomb. That was silly of me, wasnt it?


Not these days, Tony said. You never know what people will think up next. So what have you got?


There were two more bundles. At first glance they appeared to be the same white on white, but when Cheryl unfolded one of them a pattern of colored shapes was visible on the inner surface.


Carolina Rose. Now relieved of her apprehension, Cheryl knelt to squint at the quilt. At least I think thats what it is; Ive never seen this particular variation. Patchwork, with some appliqu and the same exquisite quilting. Look at the way she uses color! Every flower is a different shade, but they blend perfectly.


Jerry came over to see what was going on and Rachel picked him up in time to keep him from walking across the quilt. He wriggled, trying to free himself.


Hes too heavy for you, Tony said. Put him down before he kicks youquite unintentionally. Jerry, how about another cookie?


Cheryl was too preoccupied to comment on this flagrant violation of her rules. Gosh, this is gorgeous. Ill bet it was made by the same woman. The pattern was popular during the mid-nineteenth century and the workmanship is almost as fine as the white quilt.


She went on crooning and commenting, but Rachel had stopped listening. There was one more bundle on the floor. The thiefthe alleged thiefhad crammed the quilts roughly into the bag. The third, on the bottom, had suffered most from careless handling and the weight of others on top of it. The fabric was filthy, covered with a peculiarly uniform grayish film. It didnt appear to be the normal yellowing of old linen, or ordinary dirt, and it certainly couldnt have been the original color of the cloth. No housewife would have chosen that nasty shade, even for backing.


Rachel spread it out on the floor and turned it over. Under the blurring gray film she saw colors and shapesnot the repetitive geometric shapes of patchwork, something quite different. Something wrongShe started violently when she heard Cheryls voice.


Its an album quilt, I guess. Each block has a different patternpicture, rather, in appliqu. Is this a horse, with a rider anda dog? Its so filthy I cant make out details. What a shame its in such poor condition. Those stains probably wont come out.



Normally Rachel wouldnt have ventured to disagree. They arent stains. Look. Delicately, with one fingernail, she scraped at the gray film. It dissolved into a flaky powder. Bending closer, she blew gently at the spot. I can get it clean, Im sure I can. Ill try brushing it first, and then


The hand vacuum. Cheryl peered at the area Rachel had cleaned. Look at those minuscule stitches. I wonder how it got so dirty; the others arent like that. Ive never seen anything quite


She put out her hand, and then hesitated, her fingertip, like that of God in the Michelangelo painting, not quite touching the fabric. Ill leave it to you, then.


Thanks. Ill be careful, I promise. I know how to do it, you showed me.


Just a minute, Tony said. He had one arm around Jerry, who was dribbling crumbs all over his lap. Arent you girls forgetting something? That may not be stolen property, but it certainly doesnt belong to you.


A dimple appeared at the corner of Cheryls mouth. Rachel had seen this indentation before; it wasnt produced by laughter but by tightening lips. Flotsam, she said. Or is it jetsam?


Neither, said her husband. He was also familiar with that particular dimple.


Oh, for Gods sake, I was kidding, Cheryl snapped. Although Ill bet theres some law that would support my argument. If unknown people dump things on other peoples front porches


We know who left it.


No, we dont. Thats just your guess.


Not a guess. A reasonable hypothesis.


Rachel had never heard him raise his voice to anyone except his brother-in-law, in the course of one of their friendly arguments. But she knew the signs of rising temperthe way his eyebrows drew together, the soft, slightly rasping tone, the way his fingers tugged at the end of his mustache.


Well, what am I supposed to do with the stuff? Cheryl demanded. Im not running a free storage locker.


Would you buy it?


If we could agree on a fair price. Ive never cheated anybody in my life.


I didnt mean


I know. Cheryl moderated her voice. Jerry was looking uneasily from her to his father. She smiled at him. Daddy and I are joking, Jerry.


Jerry went straight to the point. Daddy will find the bad guy, he said confidently. Thats what Daddy does.


Tonys face relaxed. Right, son. Daddy will find the bad guy and ask him very politely where he got the things.


And then Mommy will buy them, Cheryl added. Jerry, what a good idea. You are a very smart young man.


Then can I have another cookie?


Cheryl burst out laughing and hugged both of them.


Slowly and carefully, eyes averted, Rachel folded the quilt.










End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/MSRCover.png
2 HarperCollins e-books

Stitches
n
Time

BarbaralMichaels





OEBPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





