Death by Chenille
By
Ann Anastasio
and
Lani Longshore
Published by Ann Anastasio and Lani Longshore at Smashwords
Copyright 2011 Ann Anastasio and Lani Longshore
Cover image courtesy of © Pearljamfan75 & Dreamstime.com
Cover by Joleene Naylor
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
Chapter 1
An egg-shaped spaceship shot across the sky and hid in the swirling smoke from wildfires around Los Angeles. Its dark gray hull absorbed both starlight and streetlight. It hovered above the flaming landscape, like an interstellar freight truck waiting for a break in traffic. Moving to the edge of a lake of lights, it slid to an industrial park and nestled close to a warehouse wall. It dwarfed the big rig Freightliners and Peterbuilts lined up at the loading dock, but the homeless man who noticed its landing did not remember it when he returned to his camp site.
Dozens of squat beings, the size of kindergartners and the color of sand on an overcast morning, filed out of the ship. Rippling flesh oozed below to act as legs, or out the sides for arms. Their oblong bodies jiggled as they walked. They had no faces, no ears, no noses only a ruffle of skin on the top of their bodies. The leader extruded thin stalk-like appendages from the ruffle, with knobs at the end. The creature gestured toward the building with one stalk, and rotated the other as if scanning the area. They lined up behind the leader, who whistled at the door. The electronic lock released, and the creatures marched in.
Once inside the warehouse, they surrounded an open carton filled with bolts of fabric. The leader cooed to the group. Then its short legs grew, lifting it above the edge of the carton. It pulled a tiny device from the folds of its body and tapped a code on the keypad. The air shimmered, and the fabric disappeared. It tapped another code on the keypad. Now the air sparkled, and four empty cartons appeared next to the original.
A strong scent of lavender wafted around them. The creatures glistened and swayed, chittering like squirrels. Again the air shimmered, but this time the creatures were transformed. The rippled flesh smoothed and tightened. Their oblong bodies developed straight, stiff edges. The creatures now resembled bolts of fabric, all shades of beige with an off-white geometric pattern that appeared to be printed on the surface. They still had legs.
The legs lengthened. One by one, the creatures climbed into the cartons. The flaps closed over them. Shipping labels materialized as the carton was sealed by a beam coming from the creature's device inside the box.
***
"You are so much like your grandmother," Susan said through gritted teeth, "and I don't mean that as a compliment." She pulled her coat from the foyer closet and eyed her oldest daughter. Two weeks ago, she thought, having my family together was the only Christmas present I wanted. Now winter break can't end soon enough.
"Yeah, well, I’m taking it as a compliment anyway," Cecily snapped.
"Fine. Be just like her," Susan said as she grabbed her purse. "But start tomorrow, because your sisters are too sick to go to school and I’m late for work. And that’s the end of this discussion."
"Mom, you own the damn shop! Why can’t you spare five minutes to hear my plan?"
Susan dropped her purse at her feet. Gold bracelets jingled as she brushed her sage green skirt. "In the first place, you don’t have a plan. If you intend to make an independent film, it would help to have a script at the very least. In the second place, you expect me to pay for all of this, and your tuition, and your living expenses."
"No, I don’t," Cecily insisted, "I told you, I can get a grant."
Two small, frightened faces appeared at the top of the stairway. "Mommy, Cecily," the smallest girl pleaded, "don’t shout. Please."
"You’re quite right," Susan said, glaring at Cecily, "we shouldn’t shout. Now, back to bed, both of you. And stop staring at Cecily’s hair."
"It’s really red, like my bedspread. And messy," the little one said. "You can borrow my hairbrush, Cecily, if you forgot yours."
"I believe your sister wants her hair that way, dear," Susan said in a tight voice. "Cecily will be looking after you. I’ll be home as soon as I can." She tried to smile at her younger daughters, then picked up her purse, pulling keys out of a zippered pocket. With the barest glance in Cecily’s direction, she said, "If you’re serious about getting a grant, we can discuss that when I get home."
"Whatever,” Cecily said, disdain dripping from each syllable.
Susan took three deep breaths before she got in her car. She buckled her seat belt and put the key in the ignition with calculated calm. She drove by muscle memory, making the turns and stops without paying close attention. She pulled into the strip-mall and parked near her quilt store.
The shop hummed with women examining fabrics, flipping through books and patterns, discussing their newest projects. Susan stood in the doorway for a brief moment, inhaling the sound. She felt her shoulders relaxing, her spine lifting. She thanked the sewing gods for blessing her with her store, Quilting Parade. The light was always perfect, the wood tones cheerful and warm, the walls soft white with a touch of rose glowing underneath. Sprigs of lavender perfumed the shelves. Every display enticed the viewer with a promise that dreams of creativity came true here.
A framed fragment of an antique crazy quilt hung on the wall next to Susan's office. The quilt had survived the 1906 San Francisco earthquake. Even more amazing, the piece had survived a century of family feuds. Susan smiled at seeing the quilt, and thought she might just get through the day.
"Oh, there you are, Susan," Li-Ming said. "You have a couple of calls."
"Who?" Susan asked, fighting an impulse to bolt down the street.
"Not from your mother. Or your daughter."
"I should hope Cecily wouldn’t be calling already. We just had a lovely discussion regarding her exact duties as my child care provider."
Li-Ming offered the message slips. "You can’t expect her to supervise her sisters the way you would."
"Of course I can," Susan said. "Every mother expects too much of her children. It's part of the job description."
Li-Ming stood between her boss and the office. "Susan, breathe," she ordered. "Cecily is a good kid, and she’ll figure out what she wants in life."
"I would be satisfied if she figured out how to dress herself without looking like she mugged a homeless person."
"Breathe," Li-Ming ordered again, a hint of laughter in her voice. "As for your mother, she is a force of nature, but you’ve managed to get along so far, and you’ll get through this latest, well, whatever the argument is about this time."
"It’s always the same argument," Susan whispered, stepping around Li-Ming with exaggerated care. "My mother is trying to run my life. And, yes, I am aware of the grand irony of that last statement. The irony gods and I are on a first name basis."
Li-Ming shook her head. "And I thought my family had issues."
"I heard that," Susan said. She put the messages on her desk and logged onto the computer. Scanning the e-mail, she whimpered, "Oh, mercy, not another one from Carolyn."
"Carolyn Jamison? The one who owns Queen of the Needles?"
"Yes, and she never e-mails me except when she has some cause to promote. Why she bought a quilt shop instead of running for mayor, I’ll never know."
"I gather from the expression on your face she does indeed have another cause. I’ll just go now," Li-Ming said.
A tiny, blonde woman poked her head into the office as soon as Li-Ming left. "Susan," she said in a near whisper, "got a minute?"
Susan looked up. Checking an impulse to reassure the woman with a pat on the head, she said, "Of course, Linda. What's up?"
Linda inched into the room. "Well," she blushed, "it's just that I've been thinking about all that beige fabric we have in stock . . . not that there's too much, you know, just, there's a lot, and . . . " She trailed off, biting her lip.
"It's okay," Susan said. "No one's blaming you for that order. In fact, it's probably the distributor's fault. I just got an e-mail from another shop owner who got some merchandise she didn't order. So, come on, look at me, not the floor, and tell me all about your idea."
"It's, well, you know those blue plaids that just came in? Well, I have an idea for the plaids and the beiges." Her voice faded to silence.
"Great. And if the customers like it, we could even turn it into a project for a new class."
"Oh, thank you!" Linda squeaked, and scampered away to choose her fabrics.
Susan turned back to her computer. "Well, I guess that tells me what I'm going to write." DEAR CAROLYN, she pecked at the keyboard, telling herself for the 457th time that she really needed to learn how to type, LOOKS LIKE WE'LL BE KEEPING AT LEAST PART OF THAT ORDER - ONE OF THE GIRLS HAD AN IDEA FOR A SAMPLE - BUT I'M CERTAINLY WILLING TO BATTLE BIG BUSINESS TO RETURN THE REST. POWER TO THE PEOPLE! "That ought to perk up the old radical," she said, clicking the send button.
The bell over the front door jingled. She hurried to see if it was a customer, preferably one who would spend lots of money with just a little encouraging. Two youngish women, one with a child in tow, scanned the samples hanging on the walls and from the ceiling. Susan picked up a teddy bear from the basket of toys by the counter.
"Hi," she smiled at the women. "We've got a little play area over in the back, or your daughter can drag around good old Sammy the Bear while you're looking." The women thanked her, gave Sammy to the youngster, and resumed their stroll through the store. Susan smiled again and walked over to the cutting table.
"I like the fabrics you've chosen, Linda," she said, then busied herself with the magazine rack, still watching for a chance to nudge the customers from lookers to buyers.
She had rearranged the display for the third time when Linda screamed.
Susan was at the cutting table before she knew she had moved. Linda clutched her hand. Her pale white skin looked ghostly against the blood trickling down her wrist. Susan saw a crimson puddle on beige fabric.
"Let me see," she said, taking Linda's hand. "Ow, that looks bad. Li-Ming, would you please get your car keys. I need you to take her to the emergency room."
"It slashed me," Linda said. Her words stumbled out in a slur. "It grabbed the cutter and slashed me."
"What slashed you, honey?" Susan asked.
"The fabric . . . the fabric grabbed the cutter and slashed me," Linda whispered.
Susan's breath caught in her chest. Her eyes followed Linda's glassy stare at the cutting table, and for a moment she thought she saw a fold of fabric push away the bloody rotary cutter. "It's all right, don't worry about it." She took off her sweater and put it around Linda's shoulders, hugging her gently as she walked her to the front door. Li-Ming snatched up a piece of fabric from the sale bin and wrapped it around Linda's hand. Susan whispered to Li-Ming, "Make sure they know she is really in shock." Aloud, she said, "I'll call Linda's husband."
***
Carolyn stood in the back room of her quilt store Queen of the Needles and called, “Margaret, come over here a minute, will you please?" She pushed a stray lock of brown hair out of her eyes. When Margaret peered around the door frame, she asked, "Did you or Louise move those bolts of the beige tone-on-tone? They were over there in the corner yesterday."
Margaret stepped through the doorway, her plump body seeming to take up more room than it really did. "No, we haven't touched them."
"Shoot. I was all set to return them. I don't even remember ordering them, for pity's sake, and now I can't find them. I know the holidays were hectic, but I didn't think they had taken that much out of me."
"They have to be somewhere," Margaret said. "Sure, this room needs a good cleaning, but there aren't that many places to hide six entire bolts of fabric."
The back room of Queen of the Needles, which was no bigger than a two-car garage, needed more than a good cleaning. It needed someone to tip it on its side, empty everything out and start all over again. Two big desks anchored the room in opposite corners. Bookshelves lined the walls, holding forms, files, and decorations for every conceivable holiday. Piled in front of the shelves was a collection of boxes containing new books, new gadgets, new patterns, and, best of all, new fabric. In the middle of the room stood a large table intended for sorting, sifting, organizing and other business, but which usually did a good imitation of a delicatessen and dessert buffet. Three weeks since the Christmas party, and Margaret could still detect a hint of gingerbread and mulled cider underneath the smell of dust, lint, and the UPS guy's aftershave.
Carolyn shoved her way between two half-empty cartons. Picking through the bolts of fabric left in one of the boxes, she muttered, "Floral, floral, pastel, solid, stripe. Where are those beiges?"
Margaret chose another carton. She emptied it, then noticed something under the table, hidden behind a collection of small boxes.
"Carolyn, here are those bolts, under the sheet we used for the window display at Halloween."
Carolyn looked over her shoulder from where she was squatting, then got down on her hands and knees for a better look. "That is the strangest thing I've seen all month. How could they have gotten down there? Well, at least they're found. I know I didn't order them, and I’m not the only one. I sent an e-mail to Susan over at Quilting Parade, and she got a shipment of beige fabric that she didn’t order."
I heard one of the customers today talking about something similar happening in one of the other shops in the area. I can't remember which one it was, but Louise might remember. I'll ask her when she gets back."
"Thanks, Margaret. If other shop owners are having problems with their shipments, it'll make it easier to get our money back. If you don't mind being in front by yourself, I really want to find all the paperwork for this order. I don't even want to answer the phone. Is that okay?"
"No problem," Margaret said. "It's really quiet, and Louise will be back soon."
***
Margaret left Carolyn to paw through papers on her desk and returned to the front of the store. She eyed the sample quilts hanging from the tall ceilings. Their jewel tones glowed on the white-washed walls, even with the spot-lights turned off. She re-checked the poster board by the front door, making sure the class descriptions matched the quilts.
Louise bounded into the store, followed by a brisk wind that swirled around the cutting table. "Mercy, it's cold out there," she said, hugging her patchwork jacket around her slender frame.
"Louise, tell me something I don't know. It's fifty-two degrees outside, and anyway, you're always cold. That’s what you get for moving here from Atlanta. By the way, do you remember the woman who was here just after the shop opened this morning? She bought that green fabric, the one we were certain only Carolyn would ever like. And the batik with the purple fish. You know, the woman with the vest with the big cat appliqued on the back."
"Oh, right. What about her?"
"Wasn't she talking about another shop that was having trouble with its fabric orders?"
Louise thought for a moment, and rubbed the tip of her nose with her index finger. Her deep rose nail polish complemented her brown skin. "Yes," she said, exhaling, "yes, she was. And you want me to tell you the name of the shop." She paused, and tapped the end of her nose with her finger. "It was The Cotton Cabinet."
"Let me tell Carolyn. She's in a stew about those bolts of beige fabric. She says she never ordered them."
"Well, that's a relief. I thought there was something wrong with that order, " Louise said. "Oh, and Margaret, next time you listen in on a conversation, try to get in at the beginning!"
"Yeah, yeah," Margaret mumbled as she poked her head into the storeroom and said to Carolyn, "The Cotton Cabinet has the same problem with unwanted fabric."
***
Carolyn said thanks without looking up. She swiveled around to the computer and fired off an e-mail. For good measure, she sent the message to all the shop owners on her list. "It's got to be some sort of plot," Carolyn said to herself. "The manufacturers made way too much of that beige, and now they're trying to make it our problem."
Just before lunch, Carolyn strode out of the back office, holding a notepad in triumph. "We have ourselves a mission, people."
Margaret and Louise looked at each other and sighed. Carolyn's missions usually involved many late nights writing letters.
"What is it this time?" Louise asked. It was her turn to ask; she and Margaret kept track. After years of working for Carolyn, they agreed that the one who asked about the mission first took charge of the letter writing campaign, while the other one filled in with the rest of the tasks around the store.
"I have the names," Carolyn answered, "of not one, not two, but five different shop owners within a sixty-mile radius who have received unordered goods." She waved her notepad at Louise and Margaret. "Once we start comparing invoices, I am certain we will find quite a little conspiracy going on here."
Louise turned her head and stared at the floor. Breathing deeply, Margaret said, "Carolyn, about that invoice."
"Uh, yeah," Louise said, a hint of shame in her voice, "the invoice. You know, Christmas was such a busy time, but I meant to tell you, I never did find the proper paperwork."
"What did you say?" Carolyn asked.
"I'm really sorry, Carolyn," Louise said after she cleared her throat. "I know I should have kept better track of the paperwork for that last order, but I simply can't find it."
Carolyn turned on her heel and strode toward the office. Margaret and Louise followed, and watched Carolyn paw through stacks of paper on the desk.
"It isn't there, Carolyn," Margaret said. "When Louise told me she couldn't find the invoice, I looked, too."
Carolyn dropped into the chair at the desk. She chewed on her lower lip, pushed her hair back with both hands, then tilted her head to look at the ceiling.
"I don't think the invoice is up there, either," Louise said. "I know we've got things jammed in all over this room, but we haven't resorted to stapling stuff on the ceiling. Yet."
"No, it isn't that," Carolyn said, swiveling around to the computer. She pulled up her e-mail records and stared at them. Motioning over her shoulder for the other two to check the screen, she said, "All of these e-mails have the same two complaints – fabric they didn't order and paperwork missing."
Margaret chuckled. "Oh, I'm so glad we're not the only ones."
Carolyn glared at her. "This is serious, Margaret. Something is going on here. We're all stuck with fabric we didn't order, and we don't have the information we need to send it back. The manufacturers – "
"May not be plotting against us," Louise said. She tapped her nose. "Suppose, for the moment, that this isn't a plot by big business. I know it goes against the grain for you, Carolyn, but hear me out. This could just be a big mistake – and I mean a BIG mistake. Like, maybe a computer virus in the shipping department, or some disgruntled employee – "
"Or maybe someone is trying to smuggle in something into the country!" Carolyn said, bouncing in her chair. "And the mistake was they sent it to the wrong place. Where are our bolts? Have we opened any of them?"
"No, not yet," Margaret said.
Carolyn launched herself out of her chair and over to the far corner of the room. She pulled away some bolts of fabric stacked there, then stopped. "Isn't this where we stacked the beiges?" she asked.
The three women spent the better part of the next hour looking for the bolts. Margaret crawled under the table to see if they were there again. Louise opened the boxes stacked against the walls. Carolyn poked and prodded different piles around the room.
Finally, Margaret sat on the edge of the table with a thump. "This is absurd. Those bolts were here just two days ago and we put them . . . somewhere." She scratched her forehead. "What did we do with them, Carolyn?"
"I don't know."
"I keep telling you guys," Louise said, "you need to get more exercise and do crossword puzzles or something to keep the gray matter from turning to mush. These little senior moments are not a good sign, not at all."
With one voice, Margaret and Carolyn said, "Invoices."
"Okay, okay, so maybe I need to do a few memory exercises myself," Louise admitted. "But seriously, how can you lose six bolts of fabric twice?" She leaned against a filing cabinet, then squinted at a mound in the corner. "What's that?"
Margaret and Carolyn turned to follow Louise's pointing finger. The fabric leaned against a wall.
"How could we have missed that?" Margaret asked.
The women each took two bolts and toted them into the main room. They put them on the cutting table, then stepped back. Carolyn tugged on a lock of her hair. Louise rubbed her nose. Margaret stuck her hands in the pockets of her slacks and held her breath.
"Oh, for goodness sake, will you look at us," Louise said. "What do we think they're going to do, sprout legs and run away? Come on, let's unwrap them see if we have any surprises inside."
The plastic wrap did not want to be stripped away. Even Margaret's large, strong hands couldn't rip it apart. Carolyn tried to slip a pair of scissors into the seam, but failed. Finally, she grabbed a rotary cutter and sliced through the top, deeply gouging the cardboard insert. All three women tugged to get the plastic off the fabric.
"This doesn't feel right," Margaret said as she fingered the cloth. She stepped back from the cutting table, tapping her fingers against her thumb as if they were sticky.
Louise took her place, stroking the fabric. "You're right, it doesn't. It's slick, almost oily." She, too, retreated.
Carolyn stepped forward, put the bolt back on the cutting table and unwrapped several yards, letting the fabric fall on the floor. "Well, there doesn't appear to be anything stuck in between the layers, so if someone is using this to smuggle something, I can't see it."
"Don't touch it anymore, Carolyn," Margaret whispered.
"Why not? There's a mystery here, and I'm going to figure out what it is." She scrunched the fabric, then leaped back. She shook her hand. "It bit me."
Louise and Margaret leaned forward to get a better look. Narrow, pink welts rose up on Carolyn's palms.
"That's it," Carolyn snarled, "this stuff is going back right now." She strode to the bathroom.
"Going back where? How?" Louise asked as she and Margaret followed Carolyn. "We don't have the invoice."
"I don't care," Carolyn said, raising her voice over the running water. "I did some checking and our last three shipments came from the same manufacturer, so that's where the beige stuff must have come from. We'll stuff it back in one of those boxes and mark it Return to Sender."
"Question," Margaret said, raising her hand. "How are we going to get it in a box without touching it?"
Louise said, "We have some latex gloves left over from that hand-dying class. That should help."
While Margaret fetched a shipping box, Louise found the gloves. She donned a pair, picked up the bolt and stood it on its end. Margaret and Carolyn, also gloved, wound the loose fabric back. Then, holding their breath, they placed it in the box. They fit the other five bolts around the first one, closed the box, and taped it shut.
***
Gary, the UPS guy, angled into his favorite parking spot near Queen of the Needles. The van could be seen from the display window, but wouldn't block any parking for the paying customers. That his van blocked parking for the paying customers of the shop next door didn't bother him. He didn't make deliveries to that store, and the ladies at Queen of the Needles always gave him cookies when he parked away from their front door.
He checked his paperwork; only two small boxes to be delivered today. Some days, he worked off the calories from those cookies with the Queen of the Needles delivery alone. He counted calories carefully. He didn't plan to be a UPS guy forever.
He was tall and dark, and everyone told him he was handsome. Certainly the ladies on his route always did, one way or another. It wasn't so bad, being the object of adoration, even if many of the women were old enough to be his mother. He thought of it as building up his fan base. Some day, he would be in the movies, and women would buy tickets to see him, and tell the people in line next to them that they knew him when he delivered boxes for UPS.
One face shimmered in his mind, as it had yesterday and the day before. Susan. Beautiful Susan. Her quilt store in the next town had just been added to his route. She was friendly enough, although no cookies. He hadn't paid much attention to her until the day he had delivered six big boxes. Her gold bracelets had jangled as she signed for delivery. Without thinking, he had blurted, "How can you guys stay in business when there are so many fabric stores around here?"
Susan had raised her head, smiled, and talked about quilters, and fabric, and making beautiful things. Gary didn't know much about sewing, and cared less, but he did know about being an artist. He watched Susan's face, her eyes, and knew she felt the same glowing joy in her quilt store that he felt on stage.
His hand reached out, but a sharp honk behind him shattered the vision. "Idiot," he muttered, either to himself or the other driver. Susan is out of your league, he told himself. Still, he had asked other shop owners about her, knew she was widowed, and at least in theory available. He shook his head and gathered the delivery.
The door to Queen of the Needles opened before he had maneuvered the hand truck onto the sidewalk. Louise blocked the doorway, then backed away to let Gary enter. As he pushed his way into the store, he could see Margaret and Carolyn standing near a large box. Margaret bit her lip and looked away.
"Hey there," he said, "how is everyone today? You guys look like there's something bothering you. Is everything okay?"
The women hesitated. Margaret wrung her hands. Her eyes darted between Carolyn and Louise, but Louise only shook her head.
Carolyn looked down at the box. "We've got a problem."
Now Gary looked at the box. "Oh, don't worry about that. I can take it and fill out the paperwork. I'll fax it over and have the charges added to the next billing. You're one of our best accounts. An unscheduled pick up is no problem at all."
Carolyn squeezed her hands to her face. "That's not the problem." Her voice quavered. "The fabric in that box is . . . is . . . ," she paused, beseeching Margaret and Louise. Finally, she took a deep breath and said, "It's defective. And possibly dangerous."
Gary resisted an impulse to laugh. Using some of the techniques he had learned in his last acting class, he said, "Really? Dangerous, you say? What was it, fumes from the plastic? No one was hurt, I trust."
"Carolyn's hands were bit . . . I mean, burned," Louise said. Margaret looked as if she wanted to speak, but Louise continued, "We think there's something wrong with the finish."
"That's right." Carolyn took over. "And we hate to ask you to take it away, in case there are some, um, toxic effects, but we have to send it back. We have to get it out of here. Just be careful, okay? Don't put it near the other boxes, and don't keep it in the back of your van too long. In fact, if you could take it back and get it shipped out right now, that would be best."
"Ladies, I appreciate the warning. I'll keep the van well ventilated, just in case the finish emits any fumes, and I won't touch the box with my bare hands if I see something leaking out." He took two small boxes off his hand truck and placed them on the cutting table. Rocking it back and forth, he scooped up the large box. "See, I won't have to get too near it at all. Don't worry," he said, still seeing fear in their eyes. "You wouldn't believe the sort of things people ship all the time, and nothing bad ever happens."
Margaret dashed to the back, returning with a couple of cookies. "I knew you wouldn't forget," Gary smiled at her, and then he was gone.
Margaret whirled to face Carolyn. "You should have told him. He didn't believe that story about the finish."
"Oh, like he would have believed a story about a hunk of cotton growing teeth and biting me!"
"You still should have told him. Something bad is going to happen, and it will be our fault."
***
As he promised, Gary left the windows open in the van. He signaled right and headed for the highway. "Funny," he said aloud, "I never knew it could be this noisy with the windows open."
Traffic moved smoothly on the elevated on-ramp, until a green sports car zipped around him at twenty miles over the speed limit. The car signal at the next exit, but didn’t slow down as it rounded the corner.
A faint odor of something burning tickled his nose. "Oh, lord, don't tell me the engine on this thing is going to blow again," he said aloud while scanning the road, hoping for another vehicle that might be burning oil.
The smell grew stronger. He looked for a convenient place to pull over, but the highway was under construction.
The van rocked and the odor intensified. Turning his head over his shoulder, he saw the box from Queen of the Needles moving around in the back . . . on its own.
He shoved his foot down on the accelerator. Acrid smoke now accompanied the burning smell. Gary's eyes watered, then burned. He coughed, struggling to breathe. He pushed the accelerator harder.
A siren screamed over the highway noise. In the rear view mirror, he saw a highway patrol car following him. He aimed for the first bit of open shoulder. The van shuddered, and thumping noises emanated from the back. The steering wheel seemed to come alive, twisting one way, then another. He grabbed the wheel and yanked it as hard as he could to the right, stomping on the brake pedal at the same time. As the wheels left the shoulder, yellow wildflowers rose up in the windshield. The van went nose down into a culvert, rolled on its side, and kept rolling. It landed with a crunch on the passenger side.
"Gotta get out. Gotta get out," Gary mumbled. He pushed at the seat belt buckle three times before it released. He tucked into a ball and fell into the passenger seat, crouched, then launched himself up toward the window.
The smoke thickened. His hands found the window opening, then felt a terrible burning. The door was too hot to touch.
Now Gary heard another noise from the back of the van, a sound of voices. Squinting through watery eyes, he saw the box from Queen of the Needles split open. A scream worked its way up from his toes, but couldn't make it past his throat. He grabbed for the driver's side door again, ignoring the pain. He thrust his head out of the window, gasping in air fresher than inside the van but still swirling with acrid smoke.
Strong hands grabbed his arms and hauled him out of the van. Other hands helped steady him on the ground. He coughed, and opened his eyes. He could see the faces of two police officers, but he couldn't focus on any features. His throat started to close in. "Get me out of here," he wheezed, "we have to get away! They have legs! They have legs!"
Chapter 2
Susan stared at her coffee cup next to the plate with her half-eaten breakfast. She picked up her fork, speared a bit of scrambled egg, put the fork down again. "Well, there’s just no way around it," she said to the empty kitchen.
Pushing herself from the table, she grabbed the phone and hit the number for her mother. The red walls swallowed what little sunlight made it through the fog and clouds, turning the kitchen into a cave that even the white cabinets and abundant spotlights couldn’t rescue.
She tapped her manicured fingernail against the gray, granite countertop, waiting for her mother to pick up the phone. She noticed a few mustard stains from what must have been the girls’ lunch from the previous day. "Cecily," she growled under her breath, "how hard is it to pick up a sponge and use it?"
The phone rang one time too many, and she knew she would get the answering machine. Her mother’s familiar gruff voice blared, "I’m not here."
"Great message, Mom," Susan said, "I’m sorry I haven’t called. We left things, well, badly, the last time. Cecily is home now, so why don’t you come over for dinner sometime this week? I’m certain she would be delighted to see you, if only to enlist your aid in her latest scheme. Call me when you can."
As Susan hung up the phone, she caught a glimpse of Cecily in the hallway. "You might as well come in, I’ve seen you now."
Cecily edged into the kitchen and took a seat on the opposite side of the table. She pulled at a stray curl, then tucked it under her faux leopard-skin headband. "I heard you inviting Grandma to dinner."
Susan leaned against the counter, careful to keep her sweater away from the mustard stains. "Yes, I did. I imagine that will shock her as much as it does you."
Cecily shrugged. "I just thought that with you two arguing again, the last thing you’d want would be to give her more ammunition."
"Ammunition?" Susan asked.
"Yeah, you tipped her off about my film project."
Susan crossed her arms and stared down at her daughter. "Are you saying you haven’t spoken with your grandmother about this already?"
"No, I haven’t," Cecily answered. She lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. "You're the first to know."
Now Susan shrugged. "Well, I’m a little surprised myself that I mentioned anything." Her mouth curled into a humorless grin. "I’m also surprised that I invited her to dinner. And that I picked up the phone to call her in the first place." Her eyes softened, and her jaw relaxed.
Cecily’s face eased into a smile. "And you’re thinking now what a huge mistake you've made, and how the dinner will collapse into an ugly argument you've had too many times before."
Susan shook her finger at Cecily. "I thought you dropped psychology."
"Mom, I don’t need to be a psych major to understand that this family can get dramatic at the drop of a hat. So, what are you and Grandma feuding about now?"
"Nothing new," Susan said, turning around to the cupboard behind her. She took out a mug and small plate. "The coffee is still fresh, do you want some?" When Cecily nodded, Susan poured her a cup. She put a small blueberry muffin on the plate, and placed it next to the mug.
"Thanks," Cecily said as she spooned sugar into the coffee.
Susan sat down, pushing her plate of cold eggs aside. "Your grandmother and I haven’t argued about anything new in years. It’s usually a variation on the theme of how I'm squandering my life. She thinks I need to be more involved with things."
Cecily looked puzzled. "Mom, you’re already involved in the store and the quilt guild. And the girls’ schools. How much more involved can you be and still have time to eat and sleep?"
"I have no idea," Susan said, picking up her mug. She sipped, then muttered, "Ick, cold." She added some fresh coffee to the tepid liquid. "Your Grandma Edna always wanted me to do more as an artist. She gave me that fragment of her grandmother’s quilt to inspire me."
"The one you had framed? The one in the shop?"
"Yes. It survived the 1906 San Francisco earthquake. Edna has always envied her grandmother’s talent. And her adventures. She would love nothing more than to be in the middle of some huge, catastrophic event."
"Whereas you," Cecily said with caution, "prefer a quieter, calmer life?"
"I survived disco as a child. Big hair and shoulder pads in high school." She shook her head and grinned.
"Enough said," Cecily laughed.
Susan wrapped her hands around her mug and brought it close to her chest. "And then there was your father’s cancer," she whispered. "That was a bigger event than I would have wanted." She put down the mug, reached across the table and patted her daughter’s hand. "So," she said, her voice firm again, "tell me about this film project."
A hint of joy flashed across Cecily’s face, but disappeared as she bit her lower lip. "Okay, Mom, but first, I need to admit that you were right. I don’t really have a plan. And I don’t know if I want to go back to school."
"Are you telling me you want to drop out?"
"No." Cecily looked away. "Yes."
Susan sat back in her chair and clasped her hands to her temple. "What do you plan to do then?"
"I was thinking of film school."
"Film school," Susan said without emotion. "Just like that, film school? You haven’t done anything that would indicate you could succeed in film school."
"I know, which is why I need to make a movie now. It doesn’t have to be very long. You’ve been to the independent film festival. Some of the entries are barely longer than a commercial. If I got started on it during winter break, I could work on it during spring semester, finish it up for fall, and include it in my applications for film school. For next year."
Susan’s entire upper body shuddered, like a puppy shaking water off its fur. "You just said you wanted to drop out."
Cecily rocked her head from side to side, nearly touching her ears to her shoulders. "Yes, but not immediately. I signed up for some classes that I think will really help me make a movie. I met this professor last fall, and she’s really cool. She thinks I could have a shot at getting in to a good school. She teaches creative writing, but her brother is a director, so she's learned a little bit about film from him. She knows all these people who are doing really exciting, creative things. She’s the one who told me about the grants. She even helped me fill out the applications."
Susan’s eyes widened. "So, you’ve already started down this road?"
"It’s not the road to doom, Mom." Cecily pushed herself against the back of the chair. Her shoulders crept up toward her ears as her chin dropped. "Even if I fall flat on my face, what’s it going to hurt for me to try?"
"Aside from my bank account?"
Cecily jumped up. "I honestly thought you were going to listen to me this time, Mother." She shoved her chair aside and ran down the hall.
Susan heard footsteps pounding up the staircase. She cradled her head in her hands. "If she weren’t so much like my mother, I’d swear she was switched at birth."
***
Carolyn saw the UPS van stop at the door. Gary must be really mad at us, she thought, he doesn't park right in front anymore. The windshield reflected the sun directly into her eyes so she couldn't see his face. Her breath caught in her throat. A strange man exited the cab and took a small box from the back.
Louise, who had been helping a customer find just the right shade of green for her project, smiled and asked, "Did I just see the UPS van? Does Gary look okay?"
"Gary's here?" Margaret asked as she entered the showroom from the back office. "I'll give him extra cookies today."
"It isn't Gary," Carolyn said, her voice flat. "It's a new guy."
They drew together by the front counter, waiting for the door to open. A customer, green fabric in hand, hovered at the cutting table, watching. A thin young man in a brown uniform entered. His eyes were bright blue. The eyebrows over those eyes now arched as he saw four women staring at him, silent, solemn.
"Um, ah, just a small delivery today. Uh, which one of you would like to sign?" he asked.
None of the women spoke. None of them moved. The UPS guy put the box on the cutting table, hesitated, then held out a clipboard. Louise reached out her hand. Carolyn shook her head and demanded, "Where's Gary?" The clipboard fell to the floor.
"He had an accident the other day," the man said as he knelt down to retrieve the papers. "He's really lucky to be alive. He lost control of the van, I guess, and it rolled over in a ditch. Some cops arrived and pulled him out. The craziest thing was, the van blew up."
Louise and Carolyn staggered against the counter. Margaret gasped. "Blew up? How badly were they hurt?"
"Oh, the cops weren't hurt at all," he said, "but Gary is in the hospital. Funny, I never thought he would be the type, but I guess he was using drugs or something. One of the guys who went to see him said Gary was just out of his mind."
"What do you mean, out of his mind?" Carolyn and Louise asked.
He took a step back. "I didn't mean anything by that, ladies. Gary's a great guy, really, but he was talking crazy from what I heard. Talking about something in the van trying to get him, stuff like that."
"Was there?" Margaret asked.
"Was there what?" he asked.
"Something in the van? Did anyone see anything, uh, anyone running away from the van?"
"No, no one else was anywhere near the van, and all they found in the wreckage was the stuff Gary had on his list. Speaking of lists and papers, will one of you sign this for me?"
Louise reached for the clipboard once again. He steadied it until she grasped it. She smiled at him, a weak smile. She scanned the paperwork, and signed on the last page.
Margaret started to speak, but choked. Beginning again, she asked, "Would you like a cookie?" The driver opened his mouth, but no sound came out, so he just shook his head while backing toward the door.
The customer asked, "So, what hospital is Gary in?"
"St. Elizabeth's," he managed to say over his shoulder. The engine roared, and the brown van jumped out of its parking space, spun around and raced off the lot to the blare of angry honks.
Carolyn clasped her hands and said, "Thanks for asking about the hospital. What a shock! And to think, we may have been one of Gary's last stops. Now, Louise, I believe you were helping this lady?"
"Yes, yes, of course," Louise said, leading the woman to a display of fabrics ranging from mint to emerald, "you need two more greens, right?"
"Now what are we going to do?" Margaret whispered to Carolyn. "You know very well it was our creepy fabric that, well, did whatever it did and made the van blow up."
Carolyn grabbed Margaret's arm and pulled her as far from Louise and her customer as she could. "We don't know that. We don't know when the accident happened. Maybe he did stop for a drink, we don't know. Maybe he had an allergic reaction to the cookies we gave him. Maybe he's just crazy!" She rocked from one foot to the other, and avoided looking at Margaret's face.
Margaret crossed her arms, narrowed her eyes and drew herself up to her full height, which was still three inches shorter than Carolyn. "I've been working for you for fifteen years. Do you honestly think I don't know what's going through your head? You think I'm any less scared than you are?"
"What can we do? Who's going to believe our crazy story?"
"Gary will," Margaret answered, "and then we can get people to believe Gary. After that, we look for someone who can figure out what the heck is wrong with that fabric."
Carolyn closed her eyes, rubbed her forehead and muttered, "You're right. Of course you're right. Just a little panic attack there." She took a deep breath. "I'm better now. We'll go to the hospital. Oh, wait, that's not going to work. We don't know Gary's last name, and I don't know if the dispatch office will give us that information."
Margaret thought for a moment. "Maybe it will be in the papers. Or the police report. There's got to be some place we can look up information about the accident, and that would have Gary's name."
"Good idea," Carolyn said. "Louise will be finished with that sale in a couple of minutes. We'll figure out a plan then."
When Louise was finally free, the three women settled themselves on the rattan chairs in the alcove where the quilting books were displayed. The alcove had a clear view of the front door, but customers entering the store couldn't easily see inside it. The women often sat there when they were feeling conspiratorial, or needed to share special news, or just wanted to feel like ladies of leisure for a few moments. Usually they had mugs of tea and a plate of cookies. Now, however, each one had a pen and paper.
Carolyn spoke, "All right, let's write down everything we know - when the fabric came, the missing invoice, that the bolts went missing, the accident. What do we really know about this fabric and injuries? Aside from Linda over at Quilting Parade, who else has been hurt?"
"I think I heard about a problem in Amy's shop," Louise said. "Didn't you get an e-mail from her?"
"Yes, but she didn't mention injuries, only that she had fabric she didn't order."
Margaret said, "It wouldn't surprise me if there have been other . . . incidents, but no one is talking. We only found out about Linda because Li-Ming told us. Susan didn't want to admit to anything, remember? Li-Ming waited until the next day and called us from home. She even told us not to tell Susan!"
"Margaret's right," Louise said. "And there's something else. We just started looking at those bolts. They've been here for, what, a week? Longer? I can't even remember when they first came in, but I know we didn't unwrap them right away."
"Which is unusual in itself," Carolyn said.
"Exactly," Louise continued, "it's very unusual for us to have unopened bolts of fabric just lying around. Except that they didn't lie around, they hid."
Margaret and Carolyn sputtered in unison. "Hid?" Carolyn said, eyes wide. "Don't you think that's going a bit too far? We're talking about fabric here, not elves or pixies."
"Look at the evidence," Louise said. "Point one, fabric that we didn't order appeared on our doorstep. Point two, when I was looking for the paperwork to return it, I couldn't find it. Point three, when you were looking for the fabric to send it back, you couldn't find it. Point four, people who handled the bolts on three separate occasions, in three different places, were injured."
"That's the evidence, all right," Carolyn replied, "but I don' t see where it leads us. It's just as likely that we're getting old and forgetful, which is why we couldn't find things right away."
Margaret said, "Let's approach this from another angle. Carolyn, did you e-mail Susan and Amy, or did you fire off a mass mailing when we thought this was the factory getting orders mixed up?"
"The mass mailing thing," Carolyn admitted. "You know how I get."
"We know," Louise and Margaret said simultaneously. Louise lowered her eyes and fiddled with her pen. A smile slid around her face, and she bit her lip. Margaret did not smile, but stared at Carolyn like terrier waiting for a dog treat.
"I got replies from everyone," Carolyn continued. "All of them had unordered bolts of fabric." She glanced at Margaret, then down at her paper.
"Okay," Margaret said, "and did any of them have unopened bolts? More important, do any of them have unopened bolts now?" She paused. "Do we? Are we certain all of that stuff went into the box?"
Louise said, "I checked the back this morning, just in case there were more hiding."
"That doesn't mean we're in the clear," Carolyn said. "As for unopened bolts in other stores, I don't know if there are any, but it would probably be a good idea to find out, wouldn't it?"
"And if some those bolts haven't been opened," Louise said, "we could suggest a little experiment. I don't believe in pixies either, but something odd is going on. Let's get together with some other store owners and see what happens with their fabric, okay?"
Carolyn thought for a moment. "That sounds reasonable. And we should talk to Linda, too. Susan didn't mention if Linda had to take the plastic off. That might be useful information."
"Look, let me talk to her," Margaret said. "I know her better than either of you. She needs a little coaxing sometimes, if you know what I mean."
"Yes, I do," Carolyn laughed. "I'll send off another round of e-mails, and if there's any untouched, unwanted beige tone-on-tone fabric, we'll have a little unwrapping party. What do you think?"
"Sounds good," Louise said, "but what about Gary?"
"Oh, I almost forgot about him," Carolyn said.
Margaret said, "And you forgot we've had this conversation. We don't know his last name."
"I do," Louise said. "It's Dover. Gary Dover. I can go to the hospital and talk with him."
"You know his last name?" Margaret asked.
"Well, yeah. The first time he came in, I introduced myself and asked a little about him. Carolyn, there is a reason you hired me to do the paperwork. I find out things. I get the details. If you will remember, we had a new delivery guy every week for a while, but they all said that soon the routes were going to become more stable. So I kept asking. When Gary told me he was going to be our delivery guy for the foreseeable future, I figured it wouldn't hurt to know a little about him. He told me how long he had been driving for UPS, about his career plans, all sorts of things, including his last name."
Margaret patted Louise's arm. "Honey, you aren't responsible for what happened to Gary. We all just let him walk out of here with that fabric."
"Well, we shouldn't have,” Louise said. “We should have known better. We should have been more careful."
"But we weren't," Carolyn snapped, "so now we know something about ourselves that we might not like. Get over it. We have to decide who is going to do what, and when."
They decided that Louise should visit Gary in the hospital, Carolyn would go through the e-mails and collect more information, and Margaret would search the papers for any reports of the accident. They wrote down everything they could remember about the fabric, whether it seemed important or not. They made lists of things to watch for, things to ask. Eventually they were reduced to doodling in silence, moving nothing but the hands holding the pens. Louise drew vines and flowers around her lists, Margaret drew quilt blocks, and Carolyn drew squares that turned into cubes.
Finally, Margaret could not muster the energy to move her pen. She settled back in her chair and stared at her hands, now folded in her lap. Louise put down her own pen. She remained sitting straight and tall. Margaret tilted her head slightly to catch Louise's gaze.
Carolyn continued to sketch little cubes in the margins of her notepad. Each cube was identical. She filled up all the margins and started drawing cubes in between her notes.
"You already have enough boxes to fill a warehouse," Louise said. "Let's face it, we're getting cold feet about the plan. But we have to get up off these chairs and get started." She stopped. "And you two should search the back again for more bolts of fabric."
"Maybe it isn't as bad as we think," Margaret said. "Maybe there really is a simple explanation for what's happened."
"No," Louise said, "no, there isn't a simple explanation. I think - "
Carolyn stood up suddenly. "It doesn't matter what we think, and it doesn't matter that we're afraid of over-reacting. You're absolutely right, Louise, we have to get started, and follow the evidence where it leads. Either we figure this out, or we get far enough along to hand it over to someone else to solve."
Carolyn's confident manner inspired the other two. She shut off the computer while Margaret searched the back for unwanted fabric. Louise cleared the tables. Carolyn looked in the storeroom for stray beige bolts, then they gathered their coats and purses, and locked the door behind them. They waved their good-byes from their cars.
***
Margaret tried not to think about the conversation at the store as she drove home. She suspected she was overreacting. Surely nothing bizarre happened to middle-aged matrons in small suburban towns. Lost in thought, she missed her turn while thinking about what Louise had said. Then she parked crooked and had to pull into the driveway twice. She was half way to the front door before she realized that while her keys were in her hand, her purse was still in the car.
In the living room, Margaret was greeted by teenage voices chanting, "What's for dinner? What's for dinner?" She closed her eyes and sighed.
"I've had a lovely day, thank you so much for asking." She opened her eyes to find three boys lounging on the living room floor. "Only two of you are mine. Who are you?" she asked a red-headed boy sitting next to her youngest son. Thinking she might have sounded a bit harsh, she smiled, softened her voice and said, "I have this thing about liking to know the names of people I feed."
Her sons rolled their eyes and groaned. "Oh, Mom," Allan, her oldest, said, "This is Tim. He was over a couple of weeks ago, remember?"
"I remember half the school was here a couple of weeks ago," Margaret said. "Hello, Tim, nice to see you again."
"So, we're glad you had a nice day, but what is for dinner?" Allan asked.
"I don't know. I just walked in, give me a break. Or better yet, go look in the pantry and tell me what you want." Looking straight at her youngest son, she said, "And it can't be pizza, Matthew."
"Ah, Mom," Matthew said as he pulled himself off the floor, "you're taking all the fun out of it."
She went into her bedroom to change her shoes. She sat down on the bed and picked up the quilt lying at the end. It was the first one she had made for herself after the boys were born. She decided to make a leaf pattern to justify buying something new when she had all those left-over blue and yellow fabrics from the baby quilts. The greens, browns, maroons and oranges still enchanted her.
The front door open, then her husband's voice echoed through the house, "Hi, anybody here?" She heard the boys greet their father.
When she finally made her way to the kitchen, her husband greeted her with a kiss and said, "The boys want macaroni and cheese for dinner."
"That's fine with me, Stan. Is there anything you want?"
"Are you saving that asparagus for something? If not, steamed asparagus would be nice."
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