Chapter 1 

A Stitch in Time 
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ulie Sommers woke to the familiar weight of Tessa, her miniature dachshund, pressed against her side and the less subtle pressure of Hildi, her orange tabby, sprawled across her chest. She blinked against the early morning light filtering through the curtains of her bedroom window, momentarily disoriented until she remembered what day it was.

"First day of autumn," she murmured, gently relocating Hildi to a less suffocating position. The cat responded with an indignant meow before hopping off the bed altogether, tail swishing in mild protest.

Julie's second-floor apartment above Yarn Haven—her pride and joy—was snug but comfortable, with sloped ceilings and windows that offered a picturesque view of Meadowgrove's Main Street. The town was just beginning to stir beneath a canopy of maple trees whose leaves were hinting at the impending riot of orange and crimson that made this corner of New England famous.

Three years ago, she'd left behind a high-pressure marketing job in Boston, along with a fiancé who'd been more married to his corporate ambitions than interested in building a life with her. Some might have 

called her decision to purchase a struggling yarn shop in a small town impulsive, but Julie had never regretted it. Not once.

After a quick shower, she dressed in jeans, a hand-knit burgundy sweater (her own design), and comfortable flats. She secured her chestnut hair in a loose bun, with a few tendrils escaping to frame her face, applied minimal makeup, and headed to the small kitchen to start the coffee maker.

"Come on, Tessa. Breakfast, then work," she called, filling the dog's bowl with kibble and refreshing Hildi's water. She took her coffee and a toasted English muffin to the small dining table by the window, where a half-finished shawl in shades of amber and gold lay beside her sketchbook. The pattern was her own creation for the upcoming Harvest Festival—a design she hoped would showcase the locally sourced merino wool she'd been promoting in the shop.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Marilyn: Meeting the museum committee at 9. Will stop by after with those vintage buttons we talked about.
Julie smiled. Marilyn Green had been one of her first friends when she'd moved to Meadowgrove. The retired schoolteacher, with her silver-gray bob and penchant for sensible shoes, had initially seemed stern and intimidating, but Julie had quickly discovered the warmth and loyalty beneath that efficient exterior. Marilyn's organizational skills were legendary in town, as was her inability to fully embrace retirement. She served on half a dozen committees and taught knitting at the community center twice a week.

A glance at the clock told Julie it was time to head downstairs. She gave Tessa a final pat, knowing the dog would follow once she'd finished breakfast. Hildi, predictably, had already curled up in a patch of sunlight and wouldn't make her appearance in the shop until mid-afternoon.

The stairs from her apartment led directly to a small back room that served as both office and storage space for Yarn Haven. Julie breathed in the comforting scent of wool and lanolin as she switched on lights and made her way to the front of the shop. Large display windows framed the entrance, currently showcasing a fall-themed arrangement of yarns in russet, gold, and deep purple, alongside patterns and finished pieces. She'd learned early on that showing both the materials and completed projects helped customers envision possibilities.

Julie unlocked the front door, flipped the sign to "Open," and stepped outside for a moment to straighten the small chalkboard advertising the Thursday evening yarn group. The air held the crisp promise of autumn, and she took a deep breath, appreciating the contrast to the perpetual exhaust and hurry of her former city life.

Across the street, the historic Wilkins Building stood as it had for over a century—three stories of weathered redbrick with ornate cornices and arched windows. Once the town's first bank, it had housed various businesses over the years but had been vacant for the past eighteen months. Julie had heard rumors about a potential buyer, someone with plans for renovation, but nothing concrete.

Back inside, she adjusted a few displays, restocked a basket of discounted yarn ends, and checked the schedule for the day. Two regulars had booked time for her to help with tricky pattern sections, and she had a shipment of new bamboo needles arriving. Otherwise, it promised to be a quiet Monday, perfect for working on her Harvest Festival designs.

The shop's bell chimed just as she settled behind the counter with her coffee and sketchbook. Betsy Sullivan bustled in, her diminutive frame belying her status as the town's most prolific gossip.

"Julie, dear! I'm so glad you're open. I need another skein of that alpaca blend for Harold's scarf, and I have the most interesting news," she announced, her voice pitched with the excitement of fresh gossip.

"Good morning, Betsy. The alpaca's right over here." Julie led her to the appropriate shelf, already anticipating the inevitable sharing of town news. Betsy's husband was on the town council, which gave her access to information before it became public knowledge.

"Did you hear about the Wilkins Building?" Betsy asked, fingering the soft yarn. "It's finally been sold."

"Really? To whom?" Despite herself, Julie was curious. The building was a Meadowgrove landmark, and its location directly across from her shop meant any changes would affect her business environment.

"A woman named Victoria Thompson. Apparently, she's some sort of real estate developer from New York. Has big plans, from what Harold tells me." Betsy lowered her voice conspiratorially. "She's talking about a boutique hotel with a high-end restaurant on the ground floor."

Julie's eyebrows rose. "A hotel? In Meadowgrove? We barely get enough tourists for our existing bed and breakfasts, except during leaf season and the Harvest Festival."

"That's exactly what I said! But this Victoria person thinks our little town is ready to become a 'destination.'" Betsy sniffed, clearly skeptical. "She's staying at The Pines Inn while she finalizes everything. Drove into town in one of those enormous black SUVs with tinted windows. Very New York."

As Betsy continued her commentary on the newcomer's designer clothes and "city manners," Julie rang up the alpaca yarn and half-listened, her mind already considering the implications of a boutique hotel. On one hand, more tourists could mean more customers for Yarn Haven. On the other, she valued the small-town character of Meadowgrove and worried about changes that might alter its charm.

The bell chimed again, and Julie looked up to see Rose Chen, the town librarian, slipping in quietly. Unlike Betsy, Rose was reserved, almost shy, though Julie had discovered a sharp wit beneath that calm exterior during their Thursday yarn group sessions.

"Morning, Rose," Julie called. "The new knitting magazines came in yesterday. I set aside the Japanese one you like."

Rose's face lit up with a small but genuine smile. "Thank you. Their cable techniques are always so innovative." She moved toward the magazine rack while Betsy, never one to lose an audience, shifted her attention to include the newcomer.

"Rose, have you heard about the Wilkins Building sale? I was just telling Julie..."

The morning continued in this pleasant rhythm—customers coming and going, conversations about patterns and town news, Tessa greeting favorites with gentle enthusiasm from her bed near the counter. Around eleven, the bell chimed again, and Julie looked up to see a woman she didn't recognize step hesitantly into the shop.

The stranger was striking—tall and slim, with expertly styled ash-blonde hair cut in an elegant bob. Her clothes screamed money without being flashy: camel-colored trousers, a cream silk blouse, and a cashmere wrap in a subtle herringbone pattern. Diamond studs glinted at her ears, and a slim gold watch circled her wrist.

"Welcome to Yarn Haven," Julie said warmly, setting aside the sock she'd been working on during a lull. "Can I help you find something?"

The woman's gaze swept the shop with the assessing look of someone accustomed to making quick judgments. "Perhaps. I'm Victoria Thompson." She extended a manicured hand. "I've just purchased the Wilkins Building across the street."

So this was the mysterious developer. Julie shook the offered hand, noting the firm grip. "Julie Sommers. This is my shop."

"Yes, I gathered that." Victoria's smile didn't quite reach her eyes, which remained coolly appraising. "Charming place. Very... rustic."

Julie couldn't decide if that was a compliment or a subtle dig. "Thank you. We focus on quality yarns, with an emphasis on local and sustainable sources. Are you a knitter?"

"God, no." Victoria laughed lightly. "I don't have the patience. Or the time." She ran a fingertip over a display of hand-dyed merino. "I wanted to introduce myself, since we'll be neighbors soon. My plans for the Wilkins Building will bring a new level of sophistication to Meadowgrove. I think it will benefit all the local businesses. Well, the viable ones, at least."

There was something subtly dismissive in her tone that made Julie straighten her spine. "Yarn Haven has been 'viable' for over thirty years, Ms. Thompson. I've owned it for three, but it was a Meadowgrove institution long before that."

"Of course," Victoria said smoothly. "And I'm sure a quaint little shop like this adds to the town's charm. That's precisely the atmosphere my boutique hotel will capitalize on—authentic New England charm with world-class amenities."

Before Julie could respond to the backhanded compliment, Tessa emerged from behind the counter, her nails clicking on the hardwood floor as she approached the visitor. Victoria took a step back.

"It doesn't bite, does it?" she asked, eyeing the dachshund warily.

"She is very friendly," Julie said, unable to keep a note of frost from her voice. Anyone who referred to Tessa as "it" automatically lost points in her book. "This is Tessa."

Victoria made no move to pet the dog, instead adjusting her wrap and glancing at her watch. "Well, I should go. I have a meeting with Mayor Johnson about zoning permits. I just wanted to introduce myself and let you know that construction will begin next month. There may be some... disruption. Noise, dust, the usual. But the end result will be worth it."

"I appreciate the heads-up," Julie said neutrally. "Good luck with your project."

With a nod and another coolly professional smile, Victoria swept out of the shop, leaving behind a subtle waft of expensive perfume and an air of disturbance, like ripples across a previously calm pond.

Julie absently scratched Tessa's ears, her thoughts troubled. Something about Victoria Thompson rubbed her the wrong way—perhaps the woman's faintly condescending attitude, or her obvious assumption that she was doing Meadowgrove a favor by gracing it with her presence.

The bell chimed again, this time heralding the arrival of Marilyn, punctual as always. Her salt-and-pepper bob was tucked neatly behind her ears, and she wore her standard uniform of pressed slacks, a button-down shirt, and comfortable loafers, along with the hand-knit cardigan Julie had given her for her sixty-fifth birthday last year.

"Was that Victoria Thompson I just saw leaving?" Marilyn asked without preamble, setting a small paper bag on the counter. "The vintage buttons, as promised."

"The one and only," Julie confirmed, opening the bag to examine the carved mother-of-pearl buttons. "These are perfect for the baby sweater sets, Marilyn. Thank you."

"Never mind the buttons. What did Ms. High-and-Mighty want?" Marilyn's no-nonsense tone made Julie smile. Her friend had a deeply ingrained suspicion of outsiders who arrived in Meadowgrove with grand plans and urban attitudes.

"Just introducing herself as our new neighbor. Apparently, the Wilkins Building is being transformed into a 'boutique hotel with world-class amenities.'" Julie couldn't help mimicking Victoria's precise diction.

Marilyn snorted. "That woman has been in town for all of three days and already thinks she knows what Meadowgrove needs. The historical society is in an uproar. The Wilkins Building is one of the oldest structures in town, and while it's not officially designated as a historic landmark, many think it should be."

"From what Betsy said, Victoria has the mayor on board."

"Linda Johnson would sell her grandmother if it meant more tax revenue," Marilyn said dismissively. "The council meeting Thursday night should be interesting. Several of us plan to speak about the importance of maintaining the town's historical character."

The shop door burst open before Julie could respond, and a whirlwind of color and energy entered in the form of Nelly Morrison. In contrast to Marilyn's neat appearance, Nelly was a riot of textures and hues. Her wild red curls were partially contained by a patterned headscarf, and she wore a flowing bohemian dress in peacock blue over purple leggings, with multiple beaded necklaces and dangling earrings completing the ensemble.

"Darlings! Am I interrupting?" Nelly's voice, warm and slightly husky, filled the shop. At fifty-two, she embodied the free-spirited artist stereotype, teaching yoga three mornings a week and selling her paintings and handcrafted jewelry at local fairs. She was also, improbably, one of Marilyn's closest friends, despite their opposing personalities.

"Just discussing our new neighbor," Julie said, nodding toward the Wilkins Building. "Have you met her yet?"

"Victoria Thompson? Oh yes." Nelly made a face, dropping her beaded bag onto a chair. "She came to my yoga class this morning, wearing designer exercise clothes and looking like she'd rather be getting a root canal. Left halfway through, claiming the 'energy wasn't right.' Pure nonsense—she just couldn't handle my intermediate poses."

Marilyn's lips twitched. "Not everyone appreciates your alternative approach to yoga, Nelly."

"Hmph. There's nothing 'alternative' about proper alignment and breath work," Nelly retorted, but her green eyes twinkled. She turned to Julie. "Any chance of tea? I'm parched after teaching back-to-back classes."

"Of course." Julie moved to the small kitchenette tucked behind the counter where she kept a kettle and assortment of teas for regular customers. "Green, herbal, or black?"

"Herbal, please. I've had enough caffeine for one day." Nelly settled onto a stool, absentmindedly stroking Tessa, who had trotted over to greet her. "So, this Victoria person. Word around town is that she's more than just a developer with her eye on the Wilkins Building. Apparently, she's looking at several properties."

"Including the old mill site," Marilyn confirmed. "The historical society is concerned. That property has been in limbo since the Wilson family trust dispute, but it's one of the few remaining examples of 19th-century industrial architecture in the county."

Julie returned with Nelly's tea and a refill of her own coffee. "It sounds like Ms. Thompson has big plans for our little town."

"Too big, if you ask me," Nelly said, blowing on her tea. "Meadowgrove doesn't need to become another overpriced weekend destination for Boston professionals. We already have enough vacation homes sitting empty most of the year."

The conversation was interrupted by the arrival of a young mother with a toddler in tow, looking for yarn for her first sweater project. Julie spent the next half hour helping her select an appropriate wool blend and explaining the pattern basics, while Marilyn entertained the child with a basket of soft yarn scraps kept specifically for that purpose.

After the customer left, promising to return for the Thursday yarn group, Marilyn checked her watch. "I need to run. Library board meeting at one, and I want to review the budget proposal beforehand."

"And I've got a commission to finish," Nelly added, draining her tea. "A family portrait for the Hendersons' anniversary. Conventional stuff, but it pays the bills."

"Before you both dash off," Julie said, "don't forget about Thursday. We're starting the charity knitting for the winter clothing drive. Hats and scarves for the homeless shelter in Burlington."

"I'll bring those donated alpaca skeins from my cousin's farm," Nelly promised.

"And I'll have the patterns copied and sorted," Marilyn added. "See you then, if not before."

As her friends departed, Julie turned her attention back to her shop duties, restocking shelves and helping the occasional customer. The afternoon passed quietly, punctuated only by Hildi's appearance around two, the cat sauntering in from the apartment stairs to claim her favorite perch on the window seat.

Around four, as Julie was updating the shop's social media page with photos of new yarn arrivals, the bell chimed again. She looked up to see Dr. Benjamin Walker, the town's most eligible bachelor according to Meadowgrove's contingent of matchmaking matrons.

At forty-two, Ben Walker was undeniably handsome in a quietly confident way, with dark hair beginning to silver at the temples and intelligent brown eyes behind classic tortoiseshell glasses. He'd taken over the town's medical practice five years ago when old Dr. Patterson retired, and had quickly earned the community's trust with his blend of modern medical knowledge and old-fashioned bedside manner.

"Dr. Walker," Julie greeted him with a smile. "What brings you to the realm of yarn today?"

"Ben, please," he reminded her, as he always did. "I'm looking for something for my mother's birthday. She's an avid knitter, as you know."

Julie did know. Margaret Walker, who lived in Burlington, was a skilled knitter who often sent her son to purchase supplies from Yarn Haven, despite having several shops closer to home. Julie suspected it was the widow's subtle attempt at matchmaking, but she didn't mind. Ben was always pleasant company.

"What did you have in mind?" she asked, coming around the counter.

"That's the problem. I'm out of ideas." He ran a hand through his hair in a gesture of mild frustration. "I've given her yarn for the past three birthdays. I thought maybe something different this time—knitting needles, or one of those kits you mentioned once?"

"We just got in some beautiful rosewood circular needles," Julie suggested, leading him to a display case. "Or there's this set of hand-carved cedar cable needles that are really special."

They spent a companionable fifteen minutes discussing options before Ben settled on a project kit for a lace shawl that included hand-dyed silk yarn and antique glass beads.

"She'll love this," he said with genuine appreciation as Julie wrapped it in tissue paper and placed it in one of the shop's distinctive bags, stamped with the Yarn Haven logo—a stylized ball of yarn with knitting needles.

"How are things at the clinic?" she asked as she processed his credit card. "Still busy?"

"Always." His smile had a tired edge. "Autumn brings the usual influx of seasonal allergies and early cold viruses. Plus, I'm short-staffed since Nurse Peterson retired last month."

"I heard you were looking for a replacement." Julie handed him the bag and receipt. "Any luck?"

"Not yet. Small-town medical practices aren't exactly drawing the top nursing graduates." He hesitated, then added, "Actually, I ran into your new neighbor this morning. Victoria Thompson came in for a tour of the clinic."

Julie's eyebrows rose. "She's interested in healthcare?"

"Apparently, her hotel plans include a 'wellness spa.' She wanted to discuss potential collaboration—her spa clients could be referred to my practice for actual medical needs, that sort of thing." He adjusted his glasses, a habit Julie had noticed when he was choosing his words carefully. "She's very... determined."

"That's one word for it," Julie replied dryly.

Ben's mouth quirked in a half-smile. "Not making friends with the locals, I take it?"

"Let's just say her vision for Meadowgrove seems to involve significant changes to its character."

"Progress isn't always bad," Ben noted, but his tone was thoughtful rather than challenging.

"True progress enhances what's already valuable about a place," Julie countered. "It doesn't replace it with a generic upscale experience you could find anywhere."

Ben nodded, considering this. "Fair point. Meadowgrove's charm is what brought me here from Boston, after all. Speaking of local character, will you be entering anything in the Harvest Festival craft competition this year?"

"A shawl design," Julie confirmed. "I'm using that local merino from the Johnston farm, dyed with natural materials. Very autumn-inspired."

"Sounds like a winner to me," he said warmly. "Though I'm hardly an expert."

Their conversation was interrupted by the ringing of Ben's phone. He checked the screen and grimaced. "Duty calls. Thanks for your help with the gift."

"Anytime. I'm sure your mother will love it."

After he left, Julie found herself smiling. There was something so genuine about Ben Walker, a quality increasingly rare in a world of carefully curated social media personas and superficial interactions. Not for the first time, she wondered if she should take Marilyn and Nelly's not-so-subtle hints and consider him as more than just a friendly customer.

The rest of the afternoon passed uneventfully. At six, Julie locked the shop door, fed Tessa and Hildi, and decided to treat herself to dinner at The Greenery, Meadowgrove's farm-to-table café run by her friend Sarah Lopez. The early evening was mild enough that she chose to walk the three blocks, enjoying the golden light as the sun began its descent behind the hills that cradled the town.

The Greenery occupied a converted Victorian house on Maple Street, its wraparound porch filled with small tables where diners could enjoy their meals in fair weather. Julie spotted Sarah behind the counter as she entered, her dark hair netted back as she prepared a coffee drink.

"Julie! Perfect timing—I saved you some of the butternut squash risotto," Sarah called, spotting her. "Counter or porch?"

"Porch, definitely. It's too beautiful to be inside." Julie settled at a small table with a view of the street, ordering the risotto and a glass of local white wine.

As she sipped her wine and watched the town's evening routines unfold—shopkeepers closing up, couples strolling, the occasional car heading toward the residential neighborhoods—Julie felt a deep contentment. This was why she'd left the city; these quiet moments of connection and community that grounded her in a way her previous life never had.

Her peaceful reflections were interrupted by the now-familiar sight of Victoria Thompson, walking briskly down the sidewalk opposite The Greenery. She was engaged in what appeared to be an intense phone conversation, her free hand gesturing emphatically.

"...don't care what they want. I've secured the permits, and the zoning board is on board. The historical society can complain all they want," Victoria's voice carried across the quiet street as she passed. "This town is a gold mine waiting to happen, and I intend to be the one who taps it."

Julie frowned, watching the developer disappear around the corner. There was something unsettlingly predatory about Victoria's attitude toward Meadowgrove, as if the town existed solely for her profit rather than as a living community with its own history and character.

Sarah appeared with the risotto, following Julie's gaze. "Ah, you've met our ambitious new neighbor, I see."

"Briefly. She came into the shop this morning." Julie turned her attention to the fragrant dish before her. "This looks amazing, Sarah."

"Local squash from the Millers' farm," Sarah said with justified pride, sliding into the chair opposite Julie. "So, what's your take on Ms. High-Powered Developer?"

Julie considered her response as she tasted the risotto. "I'm trying to keep an open mind. Change isn't inherently bad, and Meadowgrove could use some economic revitalization. But there's something about her approach that feels... off."

"Like she sees us as quaint local color for her real target audience of wealthy urbanites?" Sarah suggested.

"Exactly." Julie nodded. "As if we're props in her tourism brochure rather than an actual community."

"Well, she's definitely ruffled some feathers at the town council. My cousin works at the clerk's office and says the planning meeting yesterday got heated. Victoria wants to modify the Wilkins Building's façade, and the historical preservation committee is fighting it tooth and nail."

They chatted a while longer before Sarah was called back to the kitchen, leaving Julie to finish her meal and enjoy the deepening twilight. By the time she paid her bill and started home, the streetlights were coming on, casting pools of warm light along Main Street.

As she approached Yarn Haven, something caught her eye—a figure standing in the shadows across the street, seemingly studying her shop. The person was too far away and too obscured to identify clearly, but there was something in the posture that suggested intense interest rather than casual observation.

A chill that had nothing to do with the evening air ran up Julie's spine. She quickened her pace, fishing her keys from her purse. As she reached her shop door, she glanced back, but the figure was gone, leaving her to wonder if her imagination had been influenced by Victoria Thompson's disruptive presence in town.

Upstairs, Julie was greeted enthusiastically by Tessa and with dignified indifference by Hildi. She spent the evening working on her Harvest Festival shawl, the rhythmic motion of knitting soothing her earlier unease. By the time she prepared for bed, the incident outside the shop had receded to a minor blip in an otherwise pleasant day.

She couldn't have known that Victoria Thompson's arrival in Meadowgrove—and their brief encounter—would be the first stitch in a complex pattern of events that would transform the town and test Julie's courage in ways she never imagined.

The autumn wind picked up as night settled fully over Meadowgrove, rustling the trees along Main Street and carrying away the last warmth of the day. In the darkness across from Yarn Haven, a shadow moved briefly before disappearing into the night, leaving no trace of its presence or purpose.

Chapter 2  

Tangled Threads 


T

hursday arrived with a crisp morning breeze that scattered fallen leaves across Main Street and carried the scent of woodsmoke from chimneys being put to use for the first time that season. Julie arrived at Yarn Haven early, eager to prepare for the evening's yarn group meeting. It was one of her favorite parts of owning the shop—hosting a diverse collection of crafters who'd become friends over shared projects and stories.

She hummed as she arranged chairs in a loose circle in the back room, placing the small electric kettle and tea supplies on a side table. Tessa followed at her heels, occasionally nudging Julie's calf as if offering supervision of the preparations.

"Yes, I know I forgot the cookie tray," Julie told the dachshund with a smile. "I'm getting to it."

The bell above the shop door jingled, and Julie glanced at her watch in surprise. It was only 8:30, half an hour before opening.

"Hello?" she called, stepping into the main area of the shop.

Marilyn stood just inside the door, looking uncharacteristically flustered. Her normally impeccable bob was slightly askew, and she clutched a folder of papers to her chest.

"Thank goodness you're already here," Marilyn said, making a beeline for Julie. "You won't believe what happened at the emergency town council meeting last night."

Julie raised an eyebrow. "Emergency meeting? I didn't hear about that."

"It wasn't publicly announced—technically just an 'executive session.'" Marilyn's voice dripped with disapproval. "But my neighbor Carl is on the council, and he called me first thing this morning, absolutely livid."

She laid the folder on the counter and extracted a document, spreading it flat for Julie to see. It appeared to be architectural renderings of the Wilkins Building, but with significant modifications. The classic brick façade was replaced with sleek glass and steel, and a modern rooftop addition extended the structure upward by at least one story.

"They approved this?" Julie asked, astonished. "What about the historical preservation regulations?"

"That's just it." Marilyn tapped a finger on another document—a legal-looking letter with the town seal. "Mayor Johnson pushed through a variance, claiming 'economic necessity.' Victoria Thompson had her architect and a so-called economic development expert present data suggesting her hotel would bring millions in revenue and dozens of jobs to Meadowgrove."

Julie studied the renderings with growing dismay. The proposed changes would completely alter the character of the building that had stood as a Meadowgrove landmark for over a century.

"This can't be legal," she murmured. "What about public comment periods? The historical society would never have approved this."

"That's why they did it in a closed session," Marilyn replied grimly. "By the time the historical society gets wind of it, the permits will be issued and construction started. Victoria Thompson clearly knows how to work the system."

A sharp knock on the shop's front door interrupted them. Nelly's wild red curls were visible through the glass, and Julie hurried to let her in.

"Have you heard?" Nelly demanded without preamble, brandishing her phone. "That woman is destroying a piece of Meadowgrove history, and our illustrious mayor is helping her do it!"

"Marilyn was just showing me," Julie confirmed, locking the door again. She wasn't officially open yet, and this conversation required privacy. "How did you find out?"

"George texted me," Nelly replied, referring to George Whitaker, a retired widower who had joined their yarn group last year. "His daughter works at the building inspector's office. They're expecting the final plans to be submitted today, with fast-tracked approval."

The three women gathered around the counter, examining the renderings with shared concern.

"We need to organize," Marilyn said decisively. "Get a petition started, call an emergency meeting of the historical society."

"Will that even help at this point?" Julie wondered. "If they've already approved the variance..."

"At minimum, we can demand a public hearing," Nelly insisted. "This affects the entire town, not just Victoria Thompson's profit margin."

They spent the next twenty minutes outlining a plan, with Marilyn agreeing to contact the historical society members and Nelly volunteering to create flyers for a town meeting. Julie promised to speak with other Main Street business owners who might share their concerns about the impact of radical changes to the town's historic character.

By the time Julie unlocked the shop for regular hours, she felt both troubled by the development news and heartened by her friends' immediate willingness to mobilize. This was what she valued about small-town life—people who cared deeply about their community and stepped up when it was threatened.

The morning passed busily. Word of Victoria's plans had begun to spread, and several customers mentioned the Wilkins Building renovations. Opinions were divided—some welcomed the potential economic boost a boutique hotel might bring, while others, particularly longtime residents, expressed dismay at the modern redesign.

Around lunchtime, the shop door opened to admit Dr. Walker, looking slightly harried in his white coat with a stethoscope still around his neck.

"Ben," Julie greeted him with surprise. "Aren't you usually at the clinic at this hour?"

"Emergency house call for old Mrs. Fenton," he explained. "Nothing serious—she fell but didn't break anything. I was passing by and thought I'd grab a sandwich from the deli, but then I saw you were open..." He trailed off, seeming slightly embarrassed by his impulsive visit.

Julie smiled, charmed by his awkwardness. "Well, I'm glad you stopped in. Have you heard about the Wilkins Building plans?"

His expression grew serious. "Just this morning. One of my patients is on the town council. To be honest, I'm concerned about the precedent it sets. If historical buildings can be modernized at will, Meadowgrove could lose the very character that makes it special."

"Exactly!" Julie exclaimed, pleased to find an ally. "Marilyn and Nelly and I are trying to organize some community response. There's talk of calling for a public hearing."

"Count me in," Ben said without hesitation. "The clinic has been in that building on Elm Street since 1922. I'd hate to see it or any of our historical structures compromised for short-term economic gain."

Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of another customer, an elderly woman looking for yarn for her granddaughter's baby blanket. Ben took his leave with a promise to attend any community meeting they organized.

As Julie helped the woman select a soft, washable yarn in pale green, she found herself thinking about Ben's support. It was nice to know the respected town doctor was on their side. His opinion carried weight in Meadowgrove.

The afternoon grew increasingly busy as word spread about the evening's yarn group. In addition to the regulars, several curious newcomers had called to ask if they could attend. Julie always welcomed fresh faces, knowing that the group's friendly atmosphere often converted casual crafters into dedicated members.

By six o'clock, she had arranged a larger circle of chairs than usual and put out an assortment of cookies, cheese, and fruit on the back room table. Tessa, sensing the impending arrival of admirers, had positioned herself strategically near the refreshments, while Hildi had claimed a high shelf where she could observe the proceedings with feline detachment.

Rose Chen arrived first, punctual as always. The librarian's quiet demeanor concealed a dry wit that often caught new group members by surprise.

"I brought the book on traditional cable patterns you requested," Rose said, sliding a large volume from her tote bag. "And I heard about the Wilkins Building. The library board is quite concerned—we're hoping to expand into that block eventually."

Before Julie could respond, the bell chimed repeatedly as several members arrived at once: George Whitaker, tall and dignified with his silver hair and neatly trimmed beard; Betsy Sullivan, already talking animatedly about the latest town gossip; and the Peterson sisters, Eleanor and Irene, identical twins in their seventies who continued to dress alike despite being well past retirement age.

Marilyn and Nelly arrived together, Marilyn carrying a neatly organized folder of patterns for the charity knitting project, Nelly lugging a large cloth bag overflowing with donated yarn.

"The alpaca from my cousin," Nelly announced, upending the bag onto an empty table. "Enough for at least two dozen hats and scarves. Plus, I brought wine." She produced a bottle of local red from her voluminous purse.

The final arrivals included Sarah from The Greenery, who rarely had time to attend but had closed early specifically for the charity project; Frank Morelli, the high school woodshop teacher who had recently taken up knitting as therapy for his arthritis; and two newcomers—a young mother named Jessica with her teenage daughter, both eager to learn.

As Julie began to welcome everyone and explain the charity knitting project for the Burlington homeless shelter, the shop door chimed once more. To her surprise, Ben Walker stepped in, looking slightly abashed.

"Sorry I'm late," he said. "Clinic ran over. I know I'm not a regular, but I thought I might learn the basics tonight. For the charity project," he added, as if needing to justify his presence.

Julie felt an unexpected flutter of pleasure. "Of course! Everyone's welcome. We're just getting started."

As Marilyn efficiently distributed patterns appropriate to each person's skill level, Julie found herself watching Ben's interactions with the group. Despite being one of Meadowgrove's most prominent citizens, he displayed none of the self-importance that might have been expected. Instead, he listened attentively as Eleanor Peterson demonstrated the basic knit stitch, his forehead furrowed in concentration.

"Never thought I'd see the day," George murmured to Julie, nodding toward Ben. "Town doctor learning to knit. Times are changing."

"For the better, I'd say," Julie replied with a smile.

The conversation inevitably turned to Victoria Thompson and the Wilkins Building as the group settled into their projects.

"My Harold says the tax revenue alone would fund the new drainage system the town's been putting off for years," Betsy commented, her needles clicking rapidly as she worked.

"At what cost, though?" Frank countered. "My students did an architectural study of the Wilkins Building last semester. It's one of the finest examples of turn-of-the-century commercial architecture in the county."

"I heard they're planning to name the hotel restaurant after Victoria's grandmother," Rose added quietly. "Apparently, she has some historical connection to Meadowgrove, though Victoria hasn't elaborated on what that might be."

This nugget of information caught Julie's attention. "That's interesting. She never mentioned any personal connection to the town when she introduced herself."

"Maybe she's descended from one of the founding families," suggested Irene Peterson. "The Wilkins, the Johnsons, the Meadows—they all have living descendants scattered across the country."

"If she is, that makes her plans for the building even more puzzling," Marilyn remarked. "You'd think she'd want to preserve her own family's legacy."

The discussion continued as hands remained busy with needles and yarn. Julie noticed that Ben, while struggling with his stitches, was listening intently to every exchange. When Jessica, the young mother, mentioned that Victoria had visited the elementary school to discuss funding a new playground, his eyebrows rose slightly.

"She's certainly spreading her influence widely," he observed. "The clinic, the school, the town council—she's covered a lot of ground in just a few days."

"Laying the foundation for bigger plans, I suspect," Nelly said, her tone darkening. "The Wilkins Building is just the beginning. I've heard rumors she's interested in the old mill site and possibly the lakefront property that's been in the Sullivan family for generations."

Betsy looked up sharply at this. "Where did you hear that? Harold hasn't mentioned anything about lakefront inquiries."

"My art student Emma works weekends at The Pines Inn where Victoria's staying," Nelly explained. "She overheard her on the phone discussing multiple Meadowgrove properties."

A thoughtful silence fell over the group as they processed this information. Julie found herself wondering about Victoria's true intentions. A single boutique hotel seemed an unusually small project for someone with her evident resources and ambition.

"Well, I for one am keeping an open mind," Frank eventually said. "Change isn't always bad. This town could use some fresh ideas."

"Fresh, yes. Destructive, no," Marilyn countered firmly.

The conversation shifted to other topics—the upcoming Harvest Festival, Rose's plans for the library's children's reading program, George's new woodworking project—but an undercurrent of concern about Victoria Thompson's plans remained palpable.

As the evening progressed, Julie found herself repeatedly drawn to Ben's corner of the room, offering assistance with his increasingly lopsided attempt at a basic scarf. His hands, so skilled in medical procedures, proved endearingly clumsy with knitting needles.

"I think I should stick to surgery," he joked after dropping stitches for the third time. "This requires a different kind of dexterity."

"You're being too hard on yourself," Julie encouraged, demonstrating the stitch again. "No one's an expert their first time."

"Some of us aren't experts our fiftieth time," George called out with good humor, holding up his own rather irregular work.

The warm camaraderie of the group was one of the things Julie valued most about these gatherings. People from different walks of life, spanning generations, found common ground in the simple act of creating something with their hands.

By nine o'clock, the official end time, most members had made significant progress on their charity projects. As people began packing up their supplies, the conversation returned to Victoria Thompson and the community response to her plans.

"We're calling a town meeting for next Tuesday," Marilyn announced. "Seven o'clock at the community center. We need as many people there as possible to show the council that their closed-door decisions won't go unchallenged."

"I'll spread the word at the clinic," Ben promised. "Many of my patients are longtime residents who care deeply about the town's character."

"And I'll put up notices at the café," Sarah added. "Maybe offer a discount to anyone who shows proof of attendance."

Julie felt a surge of pride in her community. This was Meadowgrove at its best—citizens coming together to protect what they valued, regardless of personal differences.

As the last of the yarn group members trickled out, Ben lingered, carefully wrapping his beginner's effort in tissue paper.

"I think my mother will get a good laugh out of this," he said, holding up the small, uneven piece. "She's been trying to teach me to knit since I was ten."

"It's actually quite good for a first attempt," Julie assured him, beginning to tidy the room. "You should bring her to the group sometime. We'd love to meet her."

"I'd like that," he said, then hesitated. "Julie, there's something I've been meaning to ask you. I know this is sudden, but would you consider—"

The shop door chimed, cutting off his words. Victoria Thompson stood in the entrance, her elegant figure silhouetted against the darkened street outside.

"I hope I'm not interrupting," she said, though her tone suggested she didn't particularly care if she was. "I saw the lights on and thought I'd stop by."

Ben straightened, his expression shifting to guarded politeness. "Ms. Thompson. I didn't realize you were interested in knitting."

"Dr. Walker." Victoria inclined her head slightly. "I'm interested in all aspects of Meadowgrove's... charm." The pause before the last word gave it an almost derisive quality. "Actually, I wanted to speak with Ms. Sommers about the upcoming community meeting I've been hearing about."

Julie exchanged a quick glance with Ben before responding. "We're organizing a town forum to discuss your plans for the Wilkins Building. Many residents feel the changes should have been presented for public input before approval."

Victoria's smile didn't reach her eyes. "I understand change can be uncomfortable for small communities. That's why I'd like to offer you an opportunity to hear my complete vision for the property. Perhaps over dinner tomorrow? I find that one-on-one conversations are often more productive than public forums where emotions can run high."

The invitation caught Julie off guard. She sensed a strategic move rather than a genuine desire for dialogue. "I appreciate the offer, but I think the community discussion is important. Transparency benefits everyone."

"Transparency. Of course." Victoria's tone cooled slightly. "Well, my invitation stands. Seven o'clock at Le Château, if you change your mind." She glanced around the shop, her gaze dismissive. "Charming place you have here. So... traditional. Good evening, Dr. Walker."

With that, she turned and left, the bell chiming sharply in her wake.

"Well," Ben said after a moment of stunned silence. "That was..."

"Calculating?" Julie suggested. "I get the feeling she's trying to divide and conquer—approach key community members individually rather than face united opposition."

"You're probably right." Ben ran a hand through his hair. "She invited me to discuss the 'wellness spa' concept again last week. When I expressed reservations about how it would integrate with local healthcare needs, she implied that my practice could benefit significantly from her clientele."

Julie raised an eyebrow. "Financial incentives for support?"

"Essentially. Very diplomatically phrased, of course." He shook his head. "I should get going. Early surgery tomorrow."

"What were you going to ask me?" Julie remembered. "Before we were interrupted?"

A flush of color touched his cheeks. "Oh, it was nothing important. Just... I wondered if you might want to have coffee sometime. To discuss the town meeting preparations," he added quickly.

Julie felt a small, pleasant warmth spread through her chest. "I'd like that. How about tomorrow afternoon? The shop is usually quiet around three."

"Three it is," he agreed, his smile brightening his tired eyes. "Good night, Julie."

After Ben left, Julie finished cleaning up, her mind replaying the evening's events. The yarn group's solidarity, Ben's unexpected participation, Victoria's calculated interruption—it all felt significant, though she couldn't yet see the pattern these threads would ultimately form.

By the time she locked up and headed upstairs with Tessa and Hildi, her thoughts had turned to practical matters. The town meeting would need flyers, perhaps a presentation of the original architectural significance of the Wilkins Building. She made mental notes as she prepared for bed, planning to discuss ideas with Marilyn and Nelly the next day.

Outside, the autumn night had grown chilly, a light frost beginning to form on windows and car windshields. Julie closed her curtains against the darkness, unaware that across the street, in the shadows of the Wilkins Building, a figure stood watching the lights of her apartment.

The next morning arrived with the hushed quality that follows a frost, the world seeming briefly crystallized and expectant. Julie woke early, her mind already buzzing with plans for the day. She dressed warmly in jeans and a chunky hand-knit sweater, pulling her hair into a casual ponytail.

Downstairs, she set about rearranging a front window display to showcase the charity knitting project, positioning partially completed hats and scarves alongside photos from last year's donation to the Burlington shelter. Tessa supervised from her bed near the counter, occasionally thumping her tail when Julie looked her way.

The bell chimed at precisely nine o'clock as Marilyn arrived, punctual as always, with a stack of freshly printed flyers for the town meeting.

"I stopped by the copy shop on my way," she explained, setting them on the counter. "What do you think?"

Julie examined the flyer, impressed by Marilyn's efficiency. "These are perfect. Clear, informative, not antagonistic. We want to encourage dialogue, not create deeper divisions."

"Exactly my thinking." Marilyn began sorting the flyers into distribution piles. "Nelly's taking the west side of town, I'll cover the east, and we thought you could handle Main Street since you know all the business owners."

As they finalized their distribution plan, the bell chimed again. Julie looked up, expecting another early customer, but instead found herself facing Derek Winters, Victoria Thompson's assistant. He was younger than Julie had expected, probably in his mid-twenties, with sandy hair and wire-rimmed glasses that gave him a scholarly appearance.

"Ms. Sommers?" he inquired, glancing between Julie and Marilyn. "I apologize for arriving before your official opening hours. Ms. Thompson sent me to deliver this."

He extended a cream-colored envelope with Julie's name written in elegant script.

"Thank you," Julie said, accepting it with a measure of caution. "You're Derek, right? Victoria's assistant?"

He nodded, pushing his glasses up nervously. "And nephew, actually. My mother is Victoria's sister."

This personal detail surprised Julie. Victoria had never mentioned family connections, and certainly not that her assistant was also her relative.

"You must know Meadowgrove well by now, helping your aunt with her projects," Marilyn observed, her tone conversational but her eyes sharp with interest.

"Not really," Derek admitted. "I only arrived last week, and most of my time has been spent in meetings or on conference calls." He hesitated, then added, "I heard about your community meeting. It sounds like a good idea—getting everyone's input."

The comment seemed genuine, and Julie noted with interest the subtle distinction between Derek's attitude and his aunt's dismissive approach.

"You'd be welcome to attend," she offered. "Tuesday at seven, at the community center."

"I'd like that, though I'm not sure my aunt would approve." His smile was wry. "I should get back. She has a full schedule of meetings today."

After he left, Julie opened the envelope. Inside was a formal invitation to dinner, along with a small, handwritten note: "I believe we could find common ground. Let's discuss how your shop might play a role in Meadowgrove's future. – V.T."

"Role in Meadowgrove's future?" Marilyn read over Julie's shoulder. "What does that mean?"

"I'm not sure," Julie replied slowly. "But it sounds like she's offering some sort of involvement in her plans."

"Or buying your support," Marilyn said bluntly. "Be careful, Julie. That woman strikes me as someone who believes everything and everyone has a price."

Julie nodded thoughtfully, tucking the invitation into her pocket. "I have no intention of being bought. But I am curious about what she has to say."

The morning proceeded with a steady stream of customers, many of whom took flyers for the town meeting. Around noon, Nelly burst in, her wild curls even more untamed than usual due to the brisk autumn wind.

"You won't believe what I just heard," she announced, shrugging off her multicolored shawl. "Victoria Thompson was seen meeting with the owners of the old mill property this morning. Emma's father works security there, and he said they were walking the grounds, discussing 'restoration potential.'"

Julie frowned. "The mill has been abandoned for decades. What could she possibly want with it?"

"That's just it," Nelly replied, lowering her voice conspiratorially. "According to local legend, there are historic artifacts hidden somewhere on the property—valuable items from Meadowgrove's founding days that disappeared during the mill's closure in the 1960s."

"Treasure hunting?" Marilyn scoffed. "That seems far-fetched, even for someone as ambitious as Victoria Thompson."

"Maybe, maybe not." Nelly shrugged. "But Emma also mentioned that Victoria has been asking questions about Meadowgrove's founding families—specifically the Wilkins family."

This caught Julie's attention. "Rose mentioned last night that Victoria was naming the hotel restaurant after her grandmother. Do you think she could be related to the original Wilkins family?"

"It would explain her interest in the building," Marilyn conceded. "Though not her willingness to modernize it beyond recognition."

The three friends continued to speculate as they distributed flyers and helped customers throughout the early afternoon. By two-thirty, the shop had quieted, and Julie found herself watching the clock, anticipating Ben's arrival for coffee.

"I'm heading to the library to research the Wilkins family history," Marilyn announced, gathering her things. "Rose said she'd help me access the historical archives. If Victoria has a connection to Meadowgrove's past, we should know about it."

"And I've got a yoga class to teach," Nelly added. "But I'll stop by later. I want to hear about your coffee date." She winked at Julie, who felt a blush rise to her cheeks.

"It's not a date," Julie protested. "We're discussing the town meeting."

"Of course you are," Nelly agreed with a knowing smile. "That's why you've checked your hair in the reflection of the window display three times in the past hour."

After her friends departed, Julie straightened the already-tidy shop and set up the electric kettle in the back room. She'd just laid out mugs and a plate of cookies when the bell chimed. Her heart gave a small, unexpected leap as she turned, expecting to see Ben.

Instead, Victoria Thompson stood in the doorway, impeccably dressed in a tailored pantsuit, her ash-blonde hair gleaming in the afternoon light.

"Ms. Sommers," she greeted Julie with cool professionalism. "I realize I'm early for our potential dinner meeting, but I thought we might speak privately first. I assume you received my invitation?"

Julie nodded, momentarily taken aback by the woman's presumption. "I did, thank you. But I haven't decided whether to accept."

Victoria's smile didn't reach her eyes. "That's why I'm here. I wanted to clarify the opportunity I'm offering you." She glanced around the shop with a calculating gaze. "Your business has...potential. With the right positioning, it could become a feature attraction for the tourists my hotel will bring to Meadowgrove."

"Feature attraction?" Julie repeated, not quite understanding.

"Yes. I'm envisioning a craft corridor—a series of artisanal shops that would complement the hotel's aesthetic. Your yarn shop, properly... enhanced... could be the centerpiece." Victoria moved further into the shop, running a manicured finger along a display of hand-dyed yarns. "We'd need to update the branding, of course. More sophisticated packaging, a refined shop design, perhaps a tagline emphasizing authentic New England craftsmanship for our urban clientele."

Julie felt a flicker of indignation. "Yarn Haven has been successful for over thirty years with its current 'branding.' Our customers appreciate authenticity, not marketing concepts."

"Current success and future potential are different matters," Victoria replied smoothly. "My plans for Meadowgrove will transform this quaint little town into a destination. Businesses will either evolve to meet the new market or be left behind."

The bell chimed again, and Julie looked up to see Ben Walker standing in the doorway, his expression shifting from pleasant anticipation to wary recognition as he spotted Victoria.

"Dr. Walker," Victoria acknowledged him without warmth. "How unexpected to find you here."

"Ms. Thompson." Ben nodded politely as he entered. "Julie and I had arranged to meet to discuss community matters."

"I see." Victoria's gaze flickered between them, shrewd and assessing. "Well, I won't intrude on your... community discussion. Ms. Sommers, do consider my offer. I believe we could be valuable allies in Meadowgrove's transformation."

With that, she swept out of the shop, leaving behind the lingering scent of expensive perfume and an atmosphere of unsettled tension.

"What was that about?" Ben asked once the door had closed.

Julie explained Victoria's unexpected visit and her proposition to "enhance" Yarn Haven as part of a curated shopping experience for hotel guests.

"She certainly doesn't waste time," Ben observed, accepting the mug of coffee Julie offered. "First the clinic, now your shop—she seems determined to reshape Meadowgrove entirely according to her vision."

"The question is, why here?" Julie mused, sinking into a chair opposite him. "There are dozens of picturesque New England towns. What makes Meadowgrove so special to her plans?"

Ben's expression grew thoughtful. "That's a very good question. Her focus on the Wilkins Building in particular seems significant."

They spent the next hour discussing strategies for the town meeting, sharing information they'd each gathered about Victoria's various proposals around town, and enjoying a comfortable rapport that occasionally ventured beyond their immediate concerns into more personal territory.

Julie learned that Ben had left a prestigious position at a Boston hospital to take over Dr. Patterson's practice, seeking a more balanced life after a health scare had prompted him to reevaluate his priorities. In turn, she shared stories of her transition from corporate marketing to small-town shopkeeper, and the unexpected joy she'd found in Meadowgrove's close-knit community.

As their conversation wound down, Ben hesitantly returned to the question he'd attempted to ask the previous evening.

"I was wondering if you might like to have dinner sometime," he said, his confident doctor's demeanor giving way to a more vulnerable sincerity. "Not to discuss town meetings or Victoria Thompson. Just... dinner."

Julie found herself smiling, a pleasant warmth spreading through her chest. "I'd like that very much."

"Saturday?" he suggested. "I could pick you up around seven?"

"Saturday sounds perfect."

After Ben left, promising to continue research into the Wilkins Building's historical significance, Julie went about the remainder of her afternoon with a lighter step. Despite the concerns about Victoria's plans, there was something undeniably pleasant about Ben's dinner invitation and the prospect it represented.

The shop grew busy again as people stopped in after work, many asking about the town meeting flyers they'd seen around Meadowgrove. Julie was encouraged by the response—it seemed the community was indeed concerned about preserving the town's character.

As closing time approached, she began her usual evening routine, straightening displays and tallying the day's sales. Tessa had long since retreated upstairs for her evening meal, and the shop was quiet save for the gentle tick of the old clock on the wall.

The sudden ringing of Julie's phone startled her. Marilyn's name flashed on the screen.

"Julie, you need to see this," Marilyn said without preamble when Julie answered. "I found something in the historical society archives about Victoria Thompson—or rather, about her family. Can you meet me and Nelly at The Greenery in fifteen minutes?"

"Of course," Julie agreed, intrigued by the urgency in Marilyn's typically composed voice. "I'm just closing up now."

After quickly finishing her closing tasks and locking the shop, Julie headed down Main Street toward The Greenery. The evening had grown chilly, and she pulled her scarf tighter around her neck as she walked, her mind buzzing with questions about Marilyn's discovery.

What connection could Victoria possibly have to Meadowgrove that would justify her intense interest in transforming it? And more importantly, how might that information help the community protect the town's historical integrity?

As Julie reached the café, she couldn't shake the feeling that the simple yarn shop owner she'd become in her quest for a quieter life was about to be pulled into something far more complex than community activism. There was a pattern forming—she just couldn't quite see its full design yet.

The warm lights of The Greenery beckoned as she quickened her pace, eager to unravel the mystery of Victoria Thompson's true intentions for their beloved town.

Chapter 3 

Pattern of Suspicion 


J

ulie pushed open the door to The Greenery, a bell similar to her own shop's chiming softly overhead. The café's warm lighting and soothing earth tones provided a stark contrast to the chilly evening outside. Sarah Lopez, spotting Julie from behind the counter, pointed toward a corner booth where Marilyn and Nelly were already seated, heads bent over what appeared to be old documents spread across the table.

"Julie!" Nelly waved, her collection of jangling bracelets catching the light. "You won't believe what Marilyn found."

Julie slid into the booth beside Nelly, grateful for the steaming mug of tea that Sarah delivered without being asked. "What's all this?"

Marilyn, looking more animated than Julie had seen her in months, carefully pushed forward a yellowed newspaper clipping protected in a clear plastic sleeve. "This is from the Meadowgrove Gazette, October 1965. I found it in the historical society archives while researching the Wilkins Building."

Julie leaned forward to examine the faded headline: "WILKINS HEIRESS FLEES TOWN AMID SCANDAL." Below was a grainy photograph of a young woman being escorted to a car, her face partially obscured by a hat, but her resemblance to Victoria Thompson was unmistakable.

"Margaret Wilkins," Marilyn explained, tapping the photograph. "The last of the original Wilkins family to live in Meadowgrove. She left town abruptly in 1965 after being accused of stealing historical artifacts that belonged to the town museum—items collectively known as the Meadowgrove Collection. The case was never proven, but the scandal was enough to drive her away."

"And you think Victoria Thompson is related to her?" Julie asked, studying the photograph more closely.

"Not just related," Nelly chimed in, unable to contain herself. "We think Victoria is Margaret Wilkins' granddaughter!"

Marilyn nodded. "I cross-referenced with what public records I could access. Margaret Wilkins married a man named Howard Thompson in New York in 1967. They had one daughter, Elizabeth, born in 1968. Elizabeth would be the right age to be Victoria's mother."

Julie sat back, processing this information. "So Victoria Thompson isn't just a random developer who happened to choose Meadowgrove. She has family ties here—and not just any family, but one of the founding families."

"Exactly," Marilyn confirmed. "And this might explain her intense interest in the Wilkins Building. It was originally built by her great-grandfather, Elias Wilkins, in 1897."

"But why not just say so?" Julie wondered. "Why hide her connection to Meadowgrove?"

Nelly glanced around before lowering her voice. "Because of the scandal. The Meadowgrove Collection was valued even back then at an enormous sum—it included gold ceremonial items from the town's founding, historical documents signed by notable early Americans, and jewelry that allegedly contained gems brought from Europe by the original settlers."

"None of which has ever been recovered," Marilyn added grimly. "The theft essentially ended the Wilkins family's standing in the community. After Margaret left, the remaining property was gradually sold off by distant relatives with no interest in the town."

Julie's mind raced with implications. "So Victoria returns to reclaim her family's position—and property—in Meadowgrove, but doesn't acknowledge her connection because she doesn't want people associating her with the scandal."

"Or," Nelly suggested with dramatic emphasis, "she knows where the artifacts are hidden and wants to recover them before anyone realizes who she really is."

Marilyn gave Nelly a reproving look. "We're getting ahead of ourselves with speculation. What matters is that Victoria Thompson has deliberately concealed her family connection to this town while buying up property and pushing for radical changes."

"It certainly adds another dimension to her interest in the Wilkins Building," Julie agreed. "She's not just a developer seeing an opportunity; she has personal history invested in that property."

Their conversation paused as Sarah approached with a plate of her signature apple spice muffins. "On the house," she said with a smile. "You three look like you're plotting a revolution over here."

"Just trying to understand our mysterious new neighbor," Julie replied, accepting a muffin gratefully. She hadn't realized how hungry she was.

After Sarah moved away, Marilyn produced another document—a map of downtown Meadowgrove from 1960. "Look at this," she said, pointing to several buildings highlighted in yellow. "These were all Wilkins family properties at one time. The Wilkins Building, of course, but also the old mill site, the lakefront property Nelly mentioned, and interestingly, the very building where Yarn Haven is now located."

Julie nearly choked on her muffin. "My shop? The Wilkins family owned it?"

"From 1903 until 1967, when it was sold after Margaret left town," Marilyn confirmed. "It was originally a Wilkins Mercantile branch, then housed various businesses before becoming a yarn shop in the 1980s."

"That might explain Victoria's specific interest in 'enhancing' your business," Nelly suggested. "She's systematically targeting former family properties."

Julie felt a chill that had nothing to do with the autumn evening. She recalled Victoria's calculating gaze as she'd surveyed Yarn Haven, her comments about the shop's "potential" taking on new significance. Was Victoria's ultimate goal to reclaim all of her family's former holdings in Meadowgrove?

"We should bring this information to the town meeting," Julie decided. "People have a right to know about Victoria's connection to Meadowgrove and the potential conflict of interest in her development plans."

"Agreed," Marilyn said firmly. "Transparency is essential, especially given the historical context."

Nelly was about to add something when the café door opened, bringing in a gust of cold air and the imposing figure of Sheriff Tom Harris. The sheriff, a tall man with salt-and-pepper hair and perpetually furrowed brows, paused just inside the entrance, his gaze sweeping the room until it landed on their booth.

With measured steps, he approached them. "Evening, ladies," he said, nodding to each in turn. "Mind if I join you for a moment?"

Without waiting for an invitation, he pulled up a chair from a nearby table and sat at the end of their booth. Despite having lived in Meadowgrove for over fifteen years, Sheriff Harris retained the aura of an outsider—professional, polite, but never quite one of them.

"What can we do for you, Sheriff?" Marilyn asked, subtly sliding the newspaper clipping beneath a menu.

"Just making my rounds," he replied, sharp eyes noting her movement but not commenting on it. "Heard there's been some community concern about the Wilkins Building renovation plans. Mayor Johnson mentioned you're organizing a town meeting."

"We are," Julie confirmed, meeting his gaze steadily. "Many residents feel the changes should have been subject to public discussion before approval."

The sheriff nodded slowly. "Can't argue with democratic process. Just make sure things stay civil. Last thing we need is division in the community."

"Our goal is constructive dialogue," Marilyn assured him, her former schoolteacher tone emerging. "We're simply advocating for transparency in decisions that affect Meadowgrove's character."

"Good to hear." Sheriff Harris rested his hands on his utility belt, a habitual gesture. "On another note, had a peculiar call today. Someone reported a break-in at the old mill property. Nothing taken that the caretaker could see, but evidence someone's been poking around inside recently."

Julie exchanged a quick glance with her friends. "The mill's been abandoned for years," she said carefully. "Who reported it?"

"That's the interesting part," the sheriff replied. "It was Victoria Thompson. Seems she had a tour scheduled with the property owners today and noticed signs of entry—footprints, a disturbed lock."

"Why would she care about trespassing at a property she doesn't own?" Nelly wondered aloud.

Sheriff Harris shrugged. "Said she's considering purchasing it and was concerned about security. Made quite a point of mentioning the historical value of the site."

This new information hung in the air between them. Julie felt a growing certainty that Victoria's interest in the mill was connected to Marilyn's discovery about her family history—and possibly to the long-missing Meadowgrove Collection.

"Well, if that's all, Sheriff," Marilyn said pointedly, "we were just finishing up here."

He studied them for a moment, his expression suggesting he knew they were withholding something. "All right then. You ladies have a good evening. And Ms. Sommers," he added, turning to Julie, "might want to check your shop's security system. Been a few reports of suspicious activity along Main Street after hours."

With that cryptic warning, he rose and departed, nodding to Sarah behind the counter on his way out.

"What was that about?" Nelly murmured once he was gone. "Is he warning you or threatening you?"

"Neither, I think," Julie replied thoughtfully. "Just letting me know he's paying attention." She turned to Marilyn. "What else do we know about the Meadowgrove Collection? If Victoria is looking for it, we should understand exactly what we're dealing with."

Marilyn extracted another document from her folder—a museum inventory sheet from 1964, the year before the theft. "The collection included twenty-three items of historical significance," she explained. "The most valuable were the Meadowgrove Charter, signed in 1794; a set of gold ceremonial items used by the town's founders; and what was called 'the Founder's Journal,' a handwritten account by Jonathan Meadow documenting the town's first decade."

"But why would Margaret Wilkins steal them?" Julie questioned. "Her family was already prominent and wealthy."

"According to town gossip at the time—which Rose's great-aunt recorded in considerable detail in her diary—Margaret believed the items rightfully belonged to the Wilkins family. Apparently, there was some dispute over who had actually donated them to the museum in the 1920s."

Nelly leaned forward eagerly. "So if Victoria believes her grandmother was innocent, or that the items belong to her family regardless, she might have returned to Meadowgrove specifically to find them!"

The pieces were beginning to fit together in Julie's mind. "And she needs access to properties like the Wilkins Building and the old mill to search for them. That would explain the rushed renovations and her interest in buying multiple historical properties."

They continued piecing together the puzzle until Sarah began turning chairs onto tables, a gentle hint that the café was closing. As they gathered their documents and prepared to leave, Julie felt a new sense of purpose. What had begun as concern about preserving Meadowgrove's architectural heritage had evolved into something far more complex—a historical mystery with Victoria Thompson at its center.

Outside, the temperature had dropped further, and a fine mist hung in the air, haloing the streetlights. Julie pulled her scarf tighter and bid her friends goodnight, promising to meet again the following day to prepare for the town meeting.

The walk back to Yarn Haven took only minutes, but Julie found herself unusually alert, the sheriff's warning about security echoing in her mind. Main Street was deserted at this hour, shops darkened and sidewalks empty. Only the Corner Pub at the far end showed signs of life, muted laughter and the glow of lights spilling onto the sidewalk.

As Julie approached her shop, fumbling in her purse for keys, she noticed something odd—a flicker of movement in the alley that ran behind the buildings on Main Street. She paused, peering into the darkness, but saw nothing further.

"Just nerves," she muttered to herself, unlocking the shop door and quickly stepping inside. She reset the alarm, double-checked the locks, and headed upstairs to her apartment, where Tessa greeted her with sleepy enthusiasm and Hildi surveyed her from the back of the sofa with typical feline indifference.

"You'll never guess what I learned tonight," Julie told Tessa as she knelt to scratch behind the dachshund's ears. She moved through her evening routine—changing into comfortable pajamas, making a cup of chamomile tea, checking her phone for messages—all while mentally reviewing the information Marilyn had discovered.

A text from Ben made her smile: Hope your meeting went well. Looking forward to Saturday. Sleep well.
She replied with a simple Goodnight! Talk tomorrow before settling on the sofa with her tea, Tessa curled beside her. The documents about Margaret Wilkins and the missing artifacts had stirred something in Julie—an investigative instinct she hadn't realized she possessed. The yarn shop owner in her wanted to protect Meadowgrove's small-town character from overdevelopment, but another part of her, perhaps the former marketing strategist accustomed to analyzing patterns and motivations, was intrigued by the puzzle Victoria Thompson presented.

Julie was about to head to bed when Tessa suddenly stiffened beside her, ears perked and head tilted toward the window. A low growl rumbled in the small dog's chest.

"What is it, girl?" Julie whispered, setting down her mug and moving cautiously to the window.

Pulling the curtain aside slightly, she peered down at the street below. A figure stood in the shadows across from Yarn Haven, positioned between two buildings, almost invisible except for the brief glow of what appeared to be a cigarette. The ember brightened as the person took a drag, illuminating just enough of their face for Julie to recognize Derek Winters, Victoria's nephew and assistant.

What was he doing watching her shop at nearly midnight?

Julie let the curtain fall back into place, her heart beating faster. She considered calling Sheriff Harris but hesitated. Derek wasn't actually doing anything illegal by standing on a public street, and she had no proof he was specifically watching her apartment.

Instead, she took out her phone and snapped a quick photo of Tessa, positioning herself so that the window was visible in the background. With apparent casualness, she uploaded it to Yarn Haven's social media page with the caption: "Late night crafting with my faithful companion. #YarnHavenLife #MidnightKnitting"

It was a calculated move—letting Derek know, if he was indeed watching for her, that she was awake and aware of street-level activity. Within minutes, the figure across the street moved away, disappearing around the corner toward where the Wilkins Building stood.

Julie released a breath she hadn't realized she was holding. She gave Tessa an extra treat for her vigilance, double-checked all the locks, and finally headed to bed, though sleep proved elusive. Her mind kept returning to the photograph of Margaret Wilkins fleeing town, to Victoria's hidden connection to Meadowgrove, to the missing historical artifacts.

There was a pattern here, and Julie was determined to decipher it—not just to protect her shop and town, but because once she pulled on this loose thread, she couldn't stop until she saw the entire design revealed.

The next morning dawned gray and drizzly, the kind of autumn day that drove customers into shops seeking warmth and comfort. Julie arrived downstairs earlier than usual, unable to shake a lingering unease from the previous night's observations. She moved through her opening routine with Tessa at her heels, oddly comforted by the small dog's presence.

The bell chimed at precisely nine o'clock as Marilyn arrived, her silver hair slightly damp from the mist, carrying a cardboard box labeled "TOWN MEETING" in her precise handwriting.

"I've prepared information packets," she announced, setting the box on the counter. "Historical data on the Wilkins Building, photographs of the original architecture, and summaries of relevant town preservation ordinances."

Julie smiled despite her fatigue. "You never do anything halfway, do you?"

"Not when it matters," Marilyn replied firmly. "And speaking of things that matter, I did some additional research after we parted last night." She extracted a folder from her tote bag. "I found property records for Victoria Thompson—or rather, for a shell corporation called Wilkins Heritage LLC. She's been systematically purchasing properties with historical connections to her family, not just in Meadowgrove but in three other New England towns."

"She's on some kind of mission," Julie murmured, examining the documents Marilyn spread before her. "But is it about reclaiming family heritage or finding those missing artifacts?"

"Perhaps both," Marilyn suggested. "The timing is interesting. Victoria began acquiring properties shortly after the death of her mother, Elizabeth, last year. I found the obituary." She produced a printout of a New York Times death notice. "Elizabeth Thompson née Wilkins, aged 78, survived by her daughter Victoria and nephew Derek."

"So Derek is also related to the Wilkins family," Julie noted, remembering his vigil outside her shop the previous night. Should she mention it to Marilyn? Before she could decide, the shop door opened, bringing in Nelly along with a gust of damp air.

"Morning, crafters!" Nelly called cheerfully, shaking droplets from her plastic rain bonnet, a jarring neon green that somehow worked with her bohemian aesthetic. "Any new developments in our mystery?"

As Marilyn brought Nelly up to speed on her latest findings, Julie busied herself with preparing tea, half-listening while considering whether to share her midnight observation. She was saved from deciding when the bell chimed again, admitting a breathless Rose Chen, the librarian's typically calm demeanor visibly disrupted.

"You need to see this," Rose said without preamble, hurrying to the counter with a large archival book cradled in her arms. "I was cataloging donated materials from the Patterson estate this morning when I found this photograph album. It belonged to Dr. Patterson's father, who was apparently an amateur photographer in the 1960s."

She carefully opened the album to a marked page, revealing a black-and-white photograph of what appeared to be a social gathering at the old mill. A group of Meadowgrove's prominent citizens posed stiffly for the camera, dressed in formal attire from the mid-1960s.

"That's Margaret Wilkins," Marilyn identified, pointing to the young woman they'd seen in the newspaper clipping. "And next to her is Mayor Johnson's father, Charles Johnson. They were contemporaries."

"Yes, but look at the date and the caption," Rose urged, indicating the neat handwriting beneath the photograph: "Meadowgrove Historical Society Annual Dinner, October 12, 1965."

"That's the night before the artifacts were reported missing," Marilyn realized, her eyes widening.

"Exactly," Rose confirmed. "And according to Dr. Patterson's notes, there was an argument between Margaret Wilkins and Charles Johnson that evening. Something about rightful ownership of historical items."

Julie studied the photograph more closely, noting the body language—Margaret and Charles standing rigidly beside each other, neither quite looking at the camera, tension evident even across the decades.

"The Johnson and Wilkins families were both founding families of Meadowgrove," Marilyn explained, seeing Julie's questioning look. "They've had a rivalry going back generations, though most considered it ancient history by the 1960s. Or so everyone thought."

"Until the artifacts disappeared, and Margaret Wilkins was blamed," Julie concluded.

"And fled town, her reputation ruined," Nelly added dramatically. "Only to have her granddaughter return decades later to reclaim the family name—and perhaps the artifacts themselves!"

The bell chimed yet again, and Julie looked up to see Ben Walker entering, a paper bag from the bakery in hand. He paused, taking in the four women clustered around the counter with their heads bent over old documents.

"I brought muffins," he said, lifting the bag with a slightly bewildered smile. "But it seems I've interrupted an important meeting."

"Not at all," Julie assured him, grateful for both the muffins and his steadying presence. "We're just piecing together some local history related to Victoria Thompson. It turns out she has deeper connections to Meadowgrove than anyone realized."

As she explained what they'd discovered about Victoria's family ties and the missing artifacts, Ben listened attentively, occasionally asking perceptive questions that helped clarify their understanding.

"So if I'm following correctly," he summarized, "Victoria Thompson is actually Victoria Wilkins-Thompson, granddaughter of Margaret Wilkins who was accused of stealing valuable historical artifacts in 1965. She's returned to Meadowgrove under her married name, buying up properties connected to her family, possibly searching for the missing items or attempting to restore her family's position—or both."

"That's our working theory," Marilyn confirmed. "The question is, what do we do with this information?"

"Present it at the town meeting," Rose suggested. "People have a right to know who's behind these development plans and what her true motivations might be."

"But we need to be careful," Ben cautioned. "These are serious implications about someone's character and family history. We should stick to documented facts rather than speculation."

Julie nodded in agreement. "The focus should remain on transparent development processes and preservation of historical properties. Victoria's family connection is relevant context, but we don't want to turn this into a personal attack."

As they continued their discussion, Julie noticed Tessa had become unusually alert, her attention fixed on the shop's front window. Following the dog's gaze, Julie spotted Victoria Thompson herself, walking purposefully down the opposite side of Main Street toward the Wilkins Building. A moment later, Sheriff Harris appeared, coming from the same direction Victoria was heading, nodding to her as they passed.

"And there's another interesting connection," Julie murmured, nodding toward the window. "Victoria and Sheriff Harris."

The others turned to look, but both figures had already moved out of view.

"You think there's something between them?" Nelly asked, always ready to see intrigue.

"I don't know," Julie admitted. "But the sheriff seemed very interested in our discussion about Victoria last night at The Greenery. And he specifically warned me about security concerns."

The morning progressed with a steady stream of customers drawn in by the rainy weather, seeking the comfort of creative projects to match the cozy day. Julie's friends departed one by one—Marilyn to continue her research, Rose to return to the library, Nelly to teach her yoga class—leaving Ben as the last lingerer.

"I should get to the clinic," he said reluctantly, checking his watch. "But first, is everything all right? You seemed uneasy when you mentioned the sheriff's warning."

Julie hesitated, then decided to trust her instincts—and Ben. "Last night, after I got home from The Greenery, I noticed Victoria's nephew Derek watching my shop from across the street. It was around midnight, and he left as soon as he realized I'd spotted him."

Ben's expression darkened with concern. "That's unsettling. Have you told Sheriff Harris?"

"Not yet. It felt... insufficient, somehow. He wasn't doing anything technically wrong, just standing on a public street."

"Still, given what you've discovered about Victoria's family history and her interest in your building, it's concerning." Ben's professional demeanor shifted subtly, revealing a protective instinct that Julie found both touching and reassuring. "Promise me you'll be careful, and that you'll call if anything else happens that makes you uncomfortable."

"I promise," she agreed, touched by his concern.

After Ben left for the clinic, Julie found herself watching the street more carefully as she assisted customers and restocked displays. The drizzle had intensified to a steady rain, drumming against the shop windows and reducing visibility. Meadowgrove seemed wrapped in a misty cocoon, the world beyond Main Street fading into gray obscurity.

Around noon, the bell chimed, admitting a rain-soaked Derek Winters. He removed his fogged glasses, wiping them on his shirt before replacing them and blinking owlishly at Julie.

"Ms. Sommers," he began hesitantly. "I hope I'm not interrupting your work."

"Not at all," Julie replied, keeping her tone neutral while studying him with new awareness. After last night, she wasn't sure what to make of Victoria's nephew. "What can I help you with, Mr. Winters?"

"Derek, please." He approached the counter, seeming younger and more uncertain in daylight than the shadowy figure she'd glimpsed the previous night. "I wanted to apologize for my aunt's approach yesterday. She can be... intense about her vision for Meadowgrove."

Julie raised an eyebrow, surprised by this apparent breach of family loyalty. "That's one word for it."

Derek glanced around the shop, his expression suggesting genuine appreciation for its warm atmosphere. "This is a lovely place. I can see why it's been successful for so long."

"Thank you," Julie said, softening slightly. "Are you a knitter?"

"No, but my mother was," he replied, a flicker of sadness crossing his features. "She passed away last year. Aunt Victoria's sister," he added, confirming what they'd learned from Elizabeth Thompson's obituary.

"I'm sorry for your loss," Julie said sincerely.

Derek nodded in acknowledgment. "Actually, I came for a personal reason, not just to apologize for my aunt. I found something in her files that I thought might interest you." He reached into his messenger bag and withdrew a folder. "It's about your building—the history of Yarn Haven."

Julie accepted the folder with a mixture of curiosity and caution. Inside were photocopies of old deeds and what appeared to be architectural drawings of her shop building from the early 1900s.

"These are from my aunt's research into Wilkins family properties," Derek explained. "She's been collecting historical documentation for years—part of a personal project to record our family's contributions to various New England communities."

"Including Meadowgrove," Julie noted, studying the documents with interest. "This is fascinating. Thank you for sharing it."

Derek shifted uncomfortably. "There's something else you should know. My aunt isn't just interested in developing properties for profit. She's searching for items that belonged to our great-grandmother—heirlooms that were lost when she left Meadowgrove suddenly in the 1960s."

Julie kept her expression neutral, not revealing how much they'd already pieced together. "Lost items? What kind of heirlooms?"

"Family documents, mostly," Derek replied vaguely. "Letters, photographs, that sort of thing. Sentimental value more than monetary worth."

It was clearly a rehearsed line, and Julie didn't believe it for a moment. The missing Meadowgrove Collection was worth a small fortune, both historically and monetarily.

"And she thinks these items might be hidden in buildings like the Wilkins Building or my shop?" Julie prompted, watching his reaction carefully.

A flicker of surprise crossed Derek's face before he controlled it. "I... don't know exactly where she thinks they might be. She doesn't share all the details of her search with me."

"I see." Julie closed the folder, deciding to press a little further. "It's interesting that you mention this now, given that I saw you outside my shop quite late last night. Were you looking for these 'family documents' then?"

Derek flushed deeply, caught off guard by her direct approach. "I... That was... I was just walking back to The Pines Inn after meeting some locals at the Corner Pub. I stopped to answer a text message. I didn't realize you'd noticed me."

It was a plausible explanation, but Julie didn't quite believe it. Still, she decided not to push further. "Well, thank you for the historical information. It's always interesting to learn more about the building's past."

Visibly relieved to be off the hook, Derek nodded and backed toward the door. "I should get back. Aunt Victoria has meetings all afternoon. But if you have any questions about the documents, or if you happen to come across any old papers or items during renovations, please let me know."

After he left, Julie immediately took out her phone and texted Marilyn and Nelly: Derek just confirmed V is searching for "family heirlooms" lost in the 60s. Claims they're just documents but seemed nervous when pressed.
Nelly's response came instantly: OMG! The Meadowgrove Collection! I knew it!
Marilyn was more measured: Interesting confirmation of our theory. Be careful—if she believes items are hidden in your building, you could be more involved than you realize.
Julie set aside her phone as customers entered, but her mind continued working through the implications of Derek's visit. If Victoria believed valuable artifacts were hidden somewhere in Meadowgrove's historical buildings, including possibly Yarn Haven, it explained her aggressive pursuit of these properties and her rushed renovation plans.

The afternoon passed busily, the rain driving in steady customers seeking refuge and creative inspiration. By closing time, Julie was tired but satisfied with the day's sales and the progress they'd made in understanding Victoria's motivations.

As she completed her closing routine, checking the register and straightening displays, her phone buzzed with a text from Ben: Still on for tomorrow night? I can pick you up at 7.
She smiled, typing back: Absolutely. Looking forward to it.
His response came quickly: Me too. Been a while since I had a reason to wear a tie.
Julie chuckled, appreciating this glimpse of Ben's more playful side. Despite the mysteries and tensions swirling around Meadowgrove, the prospect of dinner with him remained a bright spot on her horizon.

After locking up, she headed upstairs with Tessa, looking forward to a quiet evening at home. She'd just settled on the sofa with a cup of tea and her current knitting project when her phone rang. The screen displayed Nelly's name.

"Julie! Turn on the local news, channel five, right now!" Nelly demanded without preamble, her voice pitched with excitement.

Reaching for the remote, Julie switched on the small television she rarely used, finding the channel just in time to see a serious-faced reporter standing in front of the old mill property, rain dripping from an umbrella held over her head.

"...where Sheriff Tom Harris confirmed that human remains were discovered this afternoon by workers conducting a preliminary site survey. The identity of the deceased has not been released, but sources close to the investigation suggest the remains may have been in the abandoned mill for decades..."

Julie felt a cold shock run through her. "Nelly, are they saying someone was buried in the mill?"

"That's what it sounds like!" Nelly confirmed, her voice tense with excitement. "And guess who was there when they found the body? Victoria Thompson! She was touring the property with the current owners when the discovery was made."

A chilling thought occurred to Julie. "Nelly, if someone died around the same time the artifacts disappeared..."

"Exactly!" Nelly exclaimed. "What if Margaret Wilkins wasn't the thief? What if she fled town because she knew something—or someone—dangerous was involved with the missing artifacts?"

"Let's not jump to conclusions," Julie cautioned, though her own mind was racing with similar speculations. "We don't know how long those remains have been there or who they belonged to."

"Maybe not yet," Nelly agreed reluctantly. "But I bet Victoria Thompson has some ideas. And I'm starting to think her return to Meadowgrove isn't just about reclaiming family properties or finding artifacts—it might be about clearing her grandmother's name."

After ending the call with Nelly, Julie sat in stunned contemplation, absently stroking Tessa's silky ears. The discovery of human remains at the mill added a disturbing dimension to the mystery surrounding Victoria Thompson and the missing Meadowgrove Collection. If there was a connection between the theft and whoever had died at the mill, the stakes of Victoria's quest—and potentially the danger—had just increased significantly.

The rain intensified, lashing against the windows like an urgent warning. In the darkened buildings across Main Street, including the Wilkins Building with its impending transformation, shadows seemed to deepen, as if the past itself was stirring after decades of dormancy.

Julie shivered, drawing Tessa closer. What had begun as concern about preserving Meadowgrove's architectural character had evolved into something far more complex—and possibly dangerous. The town meeting on Tuesday suddenly seemed insufficient to address the layers of mystery unfolding before them.

Her phone buzzed again with a text from Marilyn: Sheriff just called an emergency meeting of the historical society for tomorrow morning. Says it relates to the mill discovery. Something about identifying artifacts found with the remains.
Artifacts. The word seemed to pulse with significance. Julie responded quickly: I'll be there. 9 am at the library?

Yes, Marilyn confirmed. And Julie—be careful. I have a feeling we've stumbled into something bigger than preservation politics.
Julie gazed out at the rain-slicked street below, Meadowgrove transformed into a landscape of shadows and reflections. Somewhere in this familiar town she'd chosen as her sanctuary, long-buried secrets were surfacing—secrets someone might prefer to keep hidden, even now.

With a decisive click, she turned the deadbolt on her apartment door, an extra precaution she rarely took in peaceful Meadowgrove. Tonight, however, the comfortable certainties of small-town life seemed suddenly fragile, like delicate threads that could unravel with a single decisive pull.

Chapter 4 

Casting On


T

he following morning dawned clear and crisp, the previous day's rain having washed the world clean. Julie woke earlier than usual, her sleep disturbed by dreams of hidden treasures and nameless threats. She dressed with care in a navy sweater dress of her own design, paired with comfortable flats—professional enough for the historical society meeting, yet practical for a full day at the shop afterward.

Downstairs, she placed the "Closed Until 11 AM" sign in the window, a rare occurrence that would surely spark curiosity among Meadowgrove's observant residents. Tessa seemed to sense Julie's unease, staying closer than usual as she completed her abbreviated morning routine.

"You can't come to the meeting, girl," Julie told the dachshund apologetically, filling her water bowl. "But I'll be back soon."

Outside, Main Street glistened in the morning sunlight, puddles reflecting the clear blue sky. Julie walked briskly toward the library, her mind organizing questions she hoped might be answered at the emergency meeting. Who were the remains found at the mill? How long had they been there? And most importantly, was there any connection to the missing Meadowgrove Collection?

The Meadowgrove Public Library occupied a graceful Victorian building at the end of Elm Street, its wide steps leading to imposing oak doors. Inside, the scent of old books and polished wood created an atmosphere of hushed reverence. Julie made her way to the conference room at the rear, where the historical society traditionally met.

Several people were already gathered, their murmured conversations creating a nervous undercurrent in the normally sedate space. Julie spotted Marilyn near the front, organizing papers with her characteristic efficiency. Nelly sat nearby, her wild curls particularly untamed this morning, suggesting she'd rushed out without her usual styling routine.

"Julie!" Nelly waved her over. "Have you heard anything new? The morning news had nothing beyond what we already knew."

"Nothing yet," Julie replied, sliding into a seat beside her friends. "Is Sheriff Harris here?"

"Not yet," Marilyn answered, checking her watch. "But several members of the town council have arrived, including Mayor Johnson."

Julie glanced toward the door where Linda Johnson stood conversing with two council members. The mayor, a petite woman in her sixties with an immaculately maintained blonde bob, projected an air of capable authority that had kept her in office for three terms. Despite Marilyn's disapproval of her development-friendly policies, even Julie had to admit the mayor managed Meadowgrove's limited resources with impressive skill.

"Any sign of Victoria Thompson?" Julie asked quietly.

"Not yet, though I'd be surprised if she isn't invited, given her connection to the mill property," Marilyn replied.

As if summoned by their conversation, Victoria entered the room, drawing all eyes with her commanding presence. Today she wore a tailored charcoal suit with a silk scarf at her throat, her ash-blonde hair swept into an elegant chignon. Derek followed a few steps behind, clutching a leather portfolio and looking distinctly uncomfortable under the collective gaze of Meadowgrove's most prominent citizens.

Victoria's eyes swept the room, momentarily pausing when she spotted Julie and her friends. A flicker of something—recognition? wariness?—crossed her face before she composed herself and nodded curtly in their direction.

"Well, that was chilly," Nelly murmured.

"I suspect she knows we've been asking questions," Marilyn whispered back. "Small towns have a way of circulating information."

Further speculation was cut short as Sheriff Harris entered, his tall figure commanding immediate attention. He moved to the front of the room with measured steps, his expression more solemn than usual.

"Thank you all for coming on such short notice," he began without preamble. "As many of you have heard, human remains were discovered yesterday at the old mill property during a preliminary site inspection. I've called this meeting because the circumstances suggest a connection to Meadowgrove's historical society."

A murmur rippled through the assembled group. Julie exchanged glances with Marilyn and Nelly, their shared thoughts evident: Was this about the missing artifacts?

"The remains appear to have been there for several decades," the sheriff continued. "Initial examination by the medical examiner suggests they date back to the 1960s."

Another, louder wave of whispers swept the room. Sheriff Harris raised a hand for silence.

"Along with the remains, we discovered a leather satchel containing what appears to be historical documents—specifically, pages that may have been removed from what you all would know as 'The Founder's Journal.'"

At this, the room erupted in exclamations. The Founder's Journal—one of the most valuable items in the missing Meadowgrove Collection—had been a handwritten account by Jonathan Meadow documenting the town's earliest days. Its disappearance in 1965 had been a significant loss to the town's historical record.

Julie watched Victoria's reaction carefully. The developer maintained an impressive composure, though Julie noticed her hands tightening slightly on the chair in front of her.

Sheriff Harris waited for the commotion to subside before continuing. "I've asked Dr. Eleanor Peterson from the university's history department to authenticate these documents. She'll be arriving this afternoon. In the meantime, I need your help identifying the remains."

He gestured to Deputy Sanchez, who distributed photocopies of what appeared to be a class ring and a partial identification card recovered with the body.

"The ID is too damaged to read clearly," the sheriff explained. "But the ring appears to be from Meadowgrove High School, class of 1958. We're hoping someone might recognize these items and help us identify who this person was."

The room fell silent as everyone examined the images. Julie studied the ring carefully—a simple design featuring the Meadowgrove High emblem of an oak tree. Nothing distinctive jumped out at her, but then, she hadn't grown up in Meadowgrove.

"Thomas Sullivan."

The voice came from the back of the room, where George Whitaker stood, his normally jovial face grave. "That ring belonged to Thomas Sullivan. I recognize the small nick on the band—he damaged it during baseball practice our senior year."

Mayor Johnson paled visibly. "Tommy Sullivan? But he left town to join the military in 1962. His family received letters from him for years afterward."

George shook his head slowly. "I always thought it strange that he never returned for visits. Tom loved Meadowgrove; he talked about coming back and taking over his father's business someday."

Sheriff Harris jotted notes while maintaining his professional demeanor. "Mr. Whitaker, are you certain of this identification?"

"As certain as I can be without seeing the actual ring," George confirmed. "Tom was my best friend in high school. We lost touch after he enlisted, but I'd recognize that ring anywhere."

"Sullivan," Marilyn whispered to Julie. "As in the lakefront property Nelly mentioned—the one Victoria was rumored to be interested in?"

Julie nodded slightly, the connections multiplying in her mind. The Sullivan family had been prominent in Meadowgrove for generations, owning valuable lakefront property that had remained undeveloped despite numerous offers over the years.

"If the remains are indeed Thomas Sullivan," Sheriff Harris continued, "we'll need to understand why he was in the mill around 1965, when his family believed he was serving overseas. And how his body ended up concealed there for nearly sixty years."

His gaze swept the room, lingering briefly on Victoria. "I'm treating this as a suspicious death and potential homicide investigation. I'll be conducting interviews with anyone who might have information about Mr. Sullivan or his connections to the mill property."

The meeting continued with logistical discussions about preserving potential evidence at the mill site and coordinating with the historical society to authenticate the recovered documents. Throughout, Julie observed Victoria, noting how the woman alternated between intense focus and careful detachment, as if consciously managing her reactions.

When the meeting finally adjourned, Julie found herself beside Mayor Johnson at the refreshment table. The mayor looked shaken, her usual poise diminished by the morning's revelations.

"Terrible business," Mayor Johnson murmured, her hand trembling slightly as she poured coffee. "Poor Tommy Sullivan. His sister Elaine still lives in the family home by the lake. She never married—devoted herself to preserving the property after their parents passed."

Julie saw an opportunity to gather information. "The Sullivan property is quite beautiful. I've admired it during summer walks around the lake."

"One of the few undeveloped lakefront parcels left," the mayor agreed. "Developers have been after it for years, but Elaine won't sell. Says it's her responsibility to future generations of Sullivans." She laughed softly, though without humor. "Though who those might be, I couldn't say. Tommy was the last male Sullivan, and with him gone..."

She trailed off, suddenly seeming to realize she'd been unusually forthcoming. "Well, Ms. Sommers, I should speak with Sheriff Harris about informing Elaine privately before this becomes public knowledge. Excuse me."

As the mayor moved away, Nelly appeared at Julie's elbow. "Did you see Victoria's face when they mentioned the Founder's Journal? For just a moment, she looked positively triumphant."

"I noticed," Julie confirmed. "If she's been searching for the missing artifacts, finding even parts of the journal would be significant—both personally and historically."

"But what's the connection to Thomas Sullivan?" Marilyn joined them, keeping her voice low. "And why would pages from the journal be with his body?"

Before they could speculate further, Sheriff Harris approached their small group. "Ms. Sommers, could I have a word?"

Julie nodded, following him to a quieter corner of the room while Marilyn and Nelly watched with poorly concealed curiosity.

"I understand you've been researching Victoria Thompson's family connections to Meadowgrove," the sheriff said without preamble.

Julie maintained a neutral expression. "The historical society has been reviewing records related to the Wilkins Building, yes. Ms. Thompson's family history came up during that research."

Sheriff Harris studied her for a moment, his experienced eyes missing nothing. "Ms. Sommers, I appreciate community interest in local history, but this is now an active death investigation. If you've discovered information that might be relevant to Thomas Sullivan's death or the missing artifacts, I need to know about it. Officially."

Julie considered her options. The sheriff's direct approach suggested he already knew much of what they'd uncovered. Withholding information would only create suspicion and potentially hinder the investigation.

"Victoria Thompson is Margaret Wilkins' granddaughter," she acknowledged. "We discovered that while researching the history of properties she's acquired or shown interest in. Given that her grandmother left town under a cloud of suspicion around the same time these artifacts disappeared—and apparently, around the time Thomas Sullivan died—it seemed worth noting."

Sheriff Harris nodded, unsurprised. "And her interest in your shop building?"

"It was once Wilkins property," Julie explained. "As was the Wilkins Building and the mill site. We think she's systematically acquiring or attempting to acquire properties with family connections."

"Possibly looking for the missing artifacts," the sheriff concluded. It wasn't a question.

"That would be speculation," Julie replied carefully.

A hint of amusement crossed the sheriff's face. "Very diplomatic, Ms. Sommers. But yes, that's our working theory as well. What's less clear is whether Victoria Thompson is merely trying to recover family heirlooms and clear her grandmother's name, or if she knows more about Thomas Sullivan's death than she's letting on."

This direct acknowledgment surprised Julie. "You suspect her involvement?"

"I suspect nothing and everyone until evidence indicates otherwise," Sheriff Harris replied with professional precision. "But I do find it interesting that human remains and missing artifacts surface shortly after Ms. Thompson's arrival in Meadowgrove." He lowered his voice further. "Between us, the renovation permits for the mill property were expedited last week at Ms. Thompson's request. She specifically asked to begin work in the area where the remains were found."

The implications of this were significant. "She knew where to look," Julie realized.

"So it appears." The sheriff straightened, resuming his more formal demeanor. "I'd appreciate it if you'd share any additional discoveries about the Wilkins or Sullivan families with my office directly. And Ms. Sommers? Be careful. Historical secrets sometimes have contemporary guardians."

With that cryptic warning, he nodded politely and moved away to speak with George Whitaker, leaving Julie with a growing sense that Meadowgrove's placid surface concealed dangerous currents.

She rejoined Marilyn and Nelly, who immediately demanded details of her conversation with the sheriff. As Julie relayed the key points, omitting the sheriff's final warning, they were interrupted by the approach of Derek Winters.

"Ms. Sommers," he began hesitantly, glancing over his shoulder to where Victoria was engaged in conversation with Mayor Johnson. "Could I speak with you privately for a moment?"

Intrigued, Julie agreed, following Derek to a quiet alcove near the library's reference section. He seemed even more nervous than usual, repeatedly pushing his glasses up his nose and checking to ensure Victoria remained distracted.

"I wanted to apologize again for last night," he began awkwardly. "I truly wasn't spying on your shop. It's just... my aunt has been acting strangely since we arrived in Meadowgrove, and I'm concerned about her obsession with certain properties."

Julie decided to be direct. "Including Yarn Haven?"

Derek nodded miserably. "She has files on every building that was once owned by the Wilkins family. Maps, architectural plans, renovation records—going back decades. She claims it's for proper historical restoration, but..."

"But you think she's looking for something specific," Julie finished for him.

"The Meadowgrove Collection," he confirmed in a near-whisper. "She's convinced her grandmother was innocent of the theft—that someone else took the artifacts and framed Margaret for it. She's been searching for proof for years, ever since her mother died and left her a letter from Margaret explaining that she fled town to protect herself."

This was significant new information. "Protect herself from what? Or whom?"

Derek glanced nervously toward Victoria again. "I don't know exactly. My aunt doesn't share everything with me, despite my position as her assistant. But I've overheard phone conversations... She believes someone powerful in Meadowgrove was behind both the theft and her grandmother's disgrace."

"Someone like Charles Johnson? The mayor's father?" Julie suggested, recalling the photograph Rose had shown them.

Derek's eyes widened in surprise. "How did you—" He cut himself off as Victoria looked in their direction, a sharp frown crossing her face. "I should go. But please be careful, Ms. Sommers. My aunt is determined to uncover the truth about what happened in 1965, regardless of who gets hurt in the process."

He hurried away, returning to Victoria's side with the subservient manner he usually displayed publicly. Julie watched their interaction thoughtfully, noting how Victoria's posture and expression communicated clear displeasure with her nephew's independent conversation.

When Julie returned to her friends, she shared Derek's warnings in hushed tones as they left the library together.

"So Victoria believes her grandmother was framed for the theft," Marilyn summarized as they walked along Elm Street. "And now Thomas Sullivan's body turns up with pages from the missing journal. The plot thickens."

"It's like something out of an Agatha Christie novel," Nelly declared, her artistic sensibilities clearly enjoying the drama despite its sobering implications. "A decades-old mystery, family secrets, a body hidden away all these years..."

"And a very real person who died," Julie reminded her gently. "Someone who was loved and missed, even if people thought he was simply living elsewhere."

They paused at the corner where they would separate—Marilyn heading to a historical society committee meeting, Nelly to her art studio, and Julie back to Yarn Haven.

"Be careful, both of you," Marilyn cautioned, her former teacher's protective instincts evident. "If there's a connection between Sullivan's death and the missing artifacts, someone in Meadowgrove has been keeping deadly secrets for a very long time."

"And might not appreciate our questions," Nelly added, for once without her customary dramatic flair.

Julie nodded, taking their concerns seriously. "I'll stick to public places and keep my doors locked. Besides, I have Tessa to warn me of trouble."

They parted with promises to check in later, each absorbed in their own thoughts about the morning's revelations. Julie walked briskly back to Yarn Haven, eager to reconnect with the comforting normalcy of her shop after the tension of the meeting.

As she turned onto Main Street, she noticed a sleek black car parked outside her shop—the same vehicle she'd seen Victoria driving. Her steps slowed as she approached, wondering what the developer wanted now.

Instead of Victoria, however, she found Ben Walker waiting by her door, a steaming take-out cup in each hand.

"I thought you might need coffee after that meeting," he said by way of greeting. "Heard it was quite the bombshell."

"News travels fast," Julie observed, unlocking the shop door with a grateful smile. "Thank you for this. It's been an intense morning."

Inside, Tessa greeted them enthusiastically, circling their legs and wagging her entire body until Julie knelt to properly acknowledge her. Ben watched the reunion with evident affection.

"She's a great companion," he commented. "Smart, too. Dogs have excellent instincts about people."

"She likes you," Julie noted as Tessa transferred her attention to Ben, accepting his gentle ear scratches with doggy approval.

"High praise indeed," he replied with a warm smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes. "So, human remains at the mill and missing historical artifacts. Meadowgrove's usually so peaceful that our biggest excitement is debating the harvest festival schedule."

Julie removed the "Closed" sign and flipped on the lights, creating the welcoming atmosphere her customers appreciated. "It's certainly disrupted our small-town routine. Even more so for the Sullivan family. I can't imagine learning that a relative you thought was living somewhere else has actually been... well, you know."

Ben nodded soberly. "I've already had a call from Elaine Sullivan's doctor. She's understandably devastated. Apparently, she received regular letters from her brother until the mid-1970s, when they suddenly stopped. The family assumed he'd settled somewhere and lost touch."

"Letters?" Julie frowned. "But if he died in the 1960s..."

"Exactly. Someone must have been writing those letters, pretending to be Thomas Sullivan." Ben set his coffee on the counter, his expression troubled. "It suggests a level of premeditation and ongoing deception that's disturbing. This wasn't just a moment of violence followed by panic and concealment. Someone deliberately maintained the fiction that Sullivan was alive for years afterward."

The implications sent a chill through Julie. "That's... methodical. And cruel."

"And potentially revealing," Ben added thoughtfully. "Those letters might contain clues—inconsistencies, details that the real Thomas wouldn't have included or known about."

"I wonder if Sheriff Harris has thought to look for them," Julie mused.

"I'm sure he has. Tom Harris is thorough, if nothing else." Ben checked his watch reluctantly. "I should get to the clinic. First patient in twenty minutes."

"Of course. Thank you again for the coffee." Julie walked him to the door, conscious of a comfortable ease between them despite the weight of the morning's events.

At the threshold, Ben turned back, his expression suddenly more serious. "About dinner tomorrow night... are you sure you still want to go? With everything happening, I'd understand if you wanted to postpone."

"Actually, I think I could use an evening away from Meadowgrove mysteries," Julie replied truthfully. "Something normal and pleasant to look forward to."

His smile returned, brighter than before. "I'm glad. Seven o'clock, then. Nothing too fancy—there's a nice Italian place in Burlington I thought you might enjoy."

"Sounds perfect."

After Ben left, the morning progressed with reassuring predictability. Customers came and went, seeking yarn for projects or advice on techniques. Julie guided a young mother through selecting yarn for her first baby blanket, helped an elderly gentleman find a pattern simple enough for his arthritic hands, and restocked the alpaca blend that had proven unexpectedly popular that season.

Yet beneath this normal routine, her mind continued processing the historical society meeting. The connections between Victoria Thompson, the missing artifacts, and now Thomas Sullivan's death formed a pattern that was beginning to take shape, though crucial elements remained unclear.

Around noon, the bell chimed, and Julie looked up to see Elaine Sullivan enter the shop. In her late seventies, Elaine was a Meadowgrove fixture—a dignified, private woman who lived alone in the Sullivan family home on the lake. Though not a knitter herself, she occasionally purchased handcrafted items as gifts.

Today, however, she appeared fragile and disoriented, her usual composure shattered by the morning's news. Julie immediately came around the counter, guiding her to a chair in the sitting area.

"Ms. Sullivan, I'm so sorry about your brother," Julie said gently, signaling to her only other customer that she'd be a few minutes.

"Thank you, dear." Elaine's voice wavered slightly. "Sheriff Harris came to tell me... It's such a shock. All these years, I thought Tommy was out there somewhere, living his life. To learn he never left Meadowgrove at all..."

Her eyes filled with tears that she blinked away with stern self-control. Julie offered her a tissue and a glass of water, respecting the older woman's need to maintain dignity even in grief.

"I don't mean to intrude on your workday," Elaine continued after composing herself. "But Sheriff Harris mentioned you were at the historical society meeting this morning. He thought you might... that is, he said you've been researching some of the town's history from that period."

Julie chose her words carefully. "The historical society has been reviewing records related to several properties from the 1960s, yes. Primarily because of Victoria Thompson's development interests."

"Victoria Thompson," Elaine repeated, a complex emotion crossing her face. "Or should I say Victoria Wilkins-Thompson? Oh yes," she added, seeing Julie's surprise, "I recognized her immediately, though she doesn't know it. She's the image of her grandmother Margaret—a woman I knew very well once."

This was unexpected. "You and Margaret Wilkins were friends?"

"More than that. Margaret was engaged to my brother Tommy before... before everything fell apart." Elaine reached into her handbag and withdrew a small photograph, creased and yellowed with age. It showed a young Thomas Sullivan with his arm around Margaret Wilkins, both smiling broadly at the camera.

Julie accepted the photo carefully, studying the young couple. Their happiness was evident, making the subsequent tragedies—Margaret's flight from town, Thomas's death—even more poignant.

"They were to be married in the spring of 1966," Elaine continued, her voice taking on the distant quality of someone revisiting long-buried memories. "Tommy had completed his military service and returned to Meadowgrove in late 1965. Only a few people knew he was back—he wanted to surprise the town by announcing his engagement to Margaret at the Harvest Festival."

Julie frowned, confused. "But I thought George Whitaker said Thomas left for the military in 1962 and never returned."

"That was the official story," Elaine confirmed. "Tommy requested it that way. He was working on something... something important. He needed people to believe he was still away."

"What was he working on?" Julie asked gently, sensing they were approaching crucial information.

Elaine hesitated, then seemed to make a decision. "I've kept silent for nearly sixty years, believing I was protecting Tommy's work. But with his body found... perhaps it's time for the truth." She straightened in her chair, her dignity reasserting itself. "My brother was investigating the disappearance of historical documents from the town archives—documents that suggested the original land grants in Meadowgrove were based on forged deeds."

Julie's breath caught. This was unexpected. "Forged deeds? Whose?"

"The Johnson family properties," Elaine replied, her voice barely above a whisper despite the empty shop. "According to what Tommy discovered, Charles Johnson's grandfather falsified records to claim land that rightfully belonged to other founding families, including portions of the Wilkins and Sullivan properties."

The implications were staggering. If true, it meant the Johnson family—including the current mayor—had built their prominence on fraudulent claims dating back generations.

"Tommy believed the proof was in the Founder's Journal," Elaine continued. "Specifically, in pages that detailed the original property boundaries. He was working with Margaret to access the journal through her family's connection to the historical society when it disappeared from the museum."

"And Margaret was blamed for the theft," Julie completed the thought. "But you believe..."

"I believe Charles Johnson discovered what Tommy was investigating and took the journal himself—along with other items to make it appear as a general theft rather than a targeted removal of specific documents. When Margaret was accused, Tommy tried to defend her, which must have led to a confrontation with Charles." Elaine's voice broke. "A confrontation my brother didn't survive."

Julie sat back, processing this new perspective on Meadowgrove's history. If Elaine's theory was correct, it painted a very different picture of the events of 1965—one where Margaret Wilkins was indeed innocent of theft, forced to flee a town that had unjustly accused her, while the true culprit not only went free but potentially committed murder to protect his family's secrets.

"Have you shared this theory with Sheriff Harris?" Julie asked.

Elaine shook her head. "Not yet. I wanted to... gather my thoughts first. And I wanted to ask if you've found anything in your research that might support Tommy's suspicions about the land grants."

"Nothing specific about land grants," Julie admitted. "But we did discover that Victoria Thompson has been systematically researching and acquiring properties with historical connections to her family. And according to her nephew, she believes her grandmother was framed for the theft."

"So she's come to clear Margaret's name," Elaine mused. "And perhaps to finish what my brother and her grandmother started—exposing the truth about the Johnson family's claims."

The bell chimed again as a customer entered, breaking the intensity of their conversation. Elaine rose, suddenly seeming tired.

"I've taken enough of your time, Ms. Sommers. Thank you for listening to an old woman's recollections." She carefully returned the photograph to her handbag. "I'll be speaking with Sheriff Harris this afternoon. Whatever happened to Tommy, he deserves justice—even after all these years."

Julie walked her to the door, struck by the woman's quiet strength. "Ms. Sullivan, if there's anything I can do to help, please let me know."

Elaine paused, studying Julie with shrewd eyes that belied her fragile appearance. "You remind me a bit of Margaret—determined, principled. She would have liked you." A shadow passed over her face. "Be careful, dear. Meadowgrove looks peaceful, but old secrets cast long shadows."

It was the second warning Julie had received that day, and she took it seriously. As Elaine departed and Julie turned to assist her waiting customer, she couldn't shake the feeling that merely by asking questions and seeking information, she had positioned herself at the intersection of powerful interests—some historical, some very much present.

The afternoon continued busy enough to keep her physically occupied, if not mentally distracted. Julie found herself watching the street outside with greater awareness, noting when Victoria's car passed by again, slowing slightly as it approached Yarn Haven before continuing toward the Wilkins Building.

Around four o'clock, her phone buzzed with a text from Marilyn: Sheriff confirming identity of remains as Thomas Sullivan through dental records. Also found partial fingerprint on journal pages that doesn't match Sullivan. News will break publicly tomorrow. Town council calling emergency session tonight.
Julie responded quickly: Had visit from Elaine Sullivan. Says Thomas was engaged to Margaret Wilkins, investigating Johnson family land claims when he died. Will explain more later.
She had just set down her phone when it rang—Ben calling from the clinic.

"I hate to do this," he began, genuine regret in his voice, "but I need to reschedule our dinner tomorrow. The medical examiner has asked me to consult on the Sullivan case, given my background in forensic medicine. We'll be conducting additional examinations tomorrow evening."

"Of course," Julie assured him, hiding her disappointment. "This is important. We can have dinner another time."

"I promise to make it up to you," Ben said warmly. "Perhaps Sunday instead? Assuming Meadowgrove's secrets don't uncover any more bodies between now and then."

His attempt at gallows humor made Julie smile despite everything. "Sunday works. And Ben? Please be careful. The more I learn about what happened in 1965, the more I suspect there are people who'd prefer these secrets stay buried."

"Always the cautious type," he replied lightly, though she detected a note of genuine concern beneath. "But I appreciate the warning. I'll check in tomorrow, let you know what we find—professionally speaking, of course."

After they hung up, Julie tried to refocus on work, but her encounter with Elaine Sullivan had shifted something fundamental in her understanding of Meadowgrove's past—and perhaps its present as well.

If Charles Johnson had indeed killed Thomas Sullivan to prevent the exposure of fraudulent land claims, and if those claims remained legally uncontested after sixty years of Johnson family prominence... what might the current generation of Johnsons do to protect that legacy?

The question lingered as Julie completed her closing routine, carefully locking the shop before heading upstairs with Tessa. She found herself double-checking the apartment locks, drawing the curtains fully closed, and keeping her phone closer than usual—small actions that acknowledged the subtle shift in her sense of security.

Outside, the streets of Meadowgrove grew quiet as evening settled in, the familiar rhythms of small-town life continuing despite the day's revelations. Lights came on in windows, people walked dogs along the sidewalks, cars occasionally passed heading home or to dinner engagements.

Yet beneath this peaceful surface, Julie sensed the town holding its collective breath—waiting to see what other secrets might emerge from the shadows of its past, and who might be implicated in their long concealment.

Chapter 5 

Dropped Stitches


J

ulie woke with a start, momentarily disoriented until she recognized the familiar contours of her bedroom ceiling illuminated by the first hints of dawn. Beside her, Tessa snored softly, undisturbed by whatever had jolted Julie from sleep. Hildi was nowhere to be seen, likely already prowling the apartment in search of early breakfast.

It took a moment for Julie to identify what had awakened her—a vehicle door slamming on the street below, followed by the murmur of voices. She slipped out of bed and moved to the window, carefully drawing back the curtain just enough to peer outside.

A police cruiser was parked in front of Yarn Haven, its lights off but officially present. Sheriff Harris stood on the sidewalk conversing with Deputy Sanchez, both men scanning the surrounding buildings with professional vigilance. The scene was eerily reminiscent of crime shows Julie had watched, except this was happening on her doorstep in peaceful Meadowgrove.

She checked the time—5:47 a.m. Far too early for a casual visit. Something had happened.

Julie dressed quickly in jeans and a sweater, running a brush through her hair and splashing water on her face before heading downstairs. As she reached the shop level, she noticed the security system's green light blinking steadily—no breaches overnight. Still, an uneasy feeling persisted as she approached the front door.

Sheriff Harris turned at her appearance, his expression a careful mask of professional neutrality. "Ms. Sommers. Apologize for the early hour."

"Is something wrong?" Julie asked, unlocking the door to step outside into the crisp morning air.

"Potentially." The sheriff gestured toward the Wilkins Building across the street. "There was an incident overnight. Someone broke into the construction site. Security cameras caught them attempting to access the building's foundation area with specialized equipment."

Julie frowned. "Thieves looking for construction materials?"

"More like someone searching for something specific," Sheriff Harris replied. "They brought ground-penetrating radar equipment and seemed focused on the original cellar area. When the security guard approached, they fled, but not before firing a warning shot."

A chill ran through Julie that had nothing to do with the autumn morning. "Was anyone hurt?"

"Fortunately, no. But it escalates the situation considerably." The sheriff's gaze sharpened. "Ms. Sommers, given your shop's proximity and your... interest in the historical aspects of these properties, I wanted to personally advise caution. Whoever broke in was professional and potentially dangerous."

Deputy Sanchez nodded toward the shop. "We recommend reviewing your security procedures, ma'am. Maybe consider a temporary camera system."

Julie absorbed this advice, her mind connecting the break-in to their recent discoveries. "You think this is related to the artifacts? To Thomas Sullivan?"

Sheriff Harris glanced around before responding, his voice lowered. "In my experience, when a sixty-year-old body and missing historical items surface in a small town, followed immediately by an armed break-in at a connected property, coincidence isn't the most likely explanation."

"Has Victoria Thompson been informed?" Julie asked, recalling the developer's focused interest in the Wilkins Building.

"She's my next stop," the sheriff confirmed. "Though I'd appreciate your discretion regarding this conversation. Official statements will be released later today."

As if summoned by her name, Victoria's black car appeared at the end of the street, moving purposefully toward the Wilkins Building. The sheriff nodded to Julie.

"Remember what I said about caution, Ms. Sommers. And if you notice anything unusual, call the station immediately. Don't investigate yourself."

With that warning, he returned to the cruiser with Deputy Sanchez, driving the short distance to intercept Victoria as she parked.

Julie remained on her doorstep for a moment, watching as the sheriff approached Victoria. Even from this distance, she could see the developer's posture stiffen at whatever news Harris delivered. Victoria's gaze swept across the street, briefly locking with Julie's before returning to the sheriff with renewed intensity.

The encounter left Julie feeling exposed, as if merely witnessing these events had drawn her further into their orbit. She retreated into the shop, locking the door behind her and taking comfort in the familiar surroundings—shelves of colorful yarn, the comfortable seating area, Tessa's bed beside the counter, all bathed in the golden light of early morning.

She went through her opening routine mechanically, mind whirling with implications. Someone was searching the Wilkins Building's foundation—similar to Victoria's expedited excavations at the mill where Thomas Sullivan's body was found. Were they looking for more missing artifacts? Evidence related to Sullivan's death? Or something else entirely?

By the time Julie officially opened the shop at nine, she'd reached out to both Marilyn and Nelly, arranging to meet for lunch to share what she'd learned. She'd also called a security company to inquire about temporary cameras, taking Deputy Sanchez's advice seriously.

The morning passed in a blur of customers and routine tasks, Julie maintaining a professional demeanor despite her distraction. Around ten-thirty, the bell chimed, admitting Ben Walker. He looked tired but focused, nodding to a customer examining sock yarn before approaching the counter.

"I heard about the break-in," he said without preamble, voice low enough to avoid being overheard. "Sheriff Harris mentioned you might be concerned, given your location across from the Wilkins Building."

Julie appreciated his directness. "He stopped by this morning. Recommended security cameras."

"Good advice," Ben agreed. "I called because... well, this might be nothing, but yesterday after our call, I received a visit from Mayor Johnson at the clinic. She wanted to discuss 'community health initiatives,' but spent most of the time asking about my involvement with the Sullivan case and whether I'd found anything noteworthy during initial examinations."

Julie frowned. "That seems inappropriate."

"It was," Ben confirmed. "I kept my responses strictly professional, of course, but her interest struck me as unusual. When I mentioned working with the university's forensic anthropologist on dating the remains, she became particularly interested in whether we could precisely determine time of death."

"As if she wanted to know if it could be connected to a specific event—or person," Julie suggested.

"Exactly." Ben glanced around the shop, ensuring they weren't overheard. "Linda Johnson would have been quite young when Sullivan died—probably a teenager—but her father Charles was prominent in town then. If Elaine Sullivan's theory about land fraud is accurate..."

"Then Mayor Johnson might have personal reasons to be concerned about the investigation," Julie completed the thought. "Family legacy, possibly her own inheritance if the land claims were fraudulent."

Ben nodded grimly. "It's circumstantial, but worth noting. I just wanted you to be aware, especially after the break-in."

Julie felt a rush of warmth at his concern. "Thank you. I'm being careful, I promise."

"Good." His expression softened. "Still on for Sunday dinner?"

"Absolutely. A normal evening sounds perfect right now."

After Ben left for the clinic, Julie found herself watching the street outside with heightened awareness. The police presence had increased, with patrol cars passing regularly. Across at the Wilkins Building, workers had been sent home while crime scene technicians examined the break-in site.

Victoria Thompson remained on the scene, her elegant figure distinctive even at a distance as she conversed with contractors and police alternately. Julie noticed she seemed to be directing particular attention to the foundation area, gesturing emphatically during one exchange with the construction foreman.

The bell chimed again, drawing Julie's attention back to the shop. Derek Winters entered, looking even more harried than usual, his sandy hair standing up as if he'd been repeatedly running his hands through it.

"Ms. Sommers," he began, then corrected himself. "Julie. I need to talk to you. Privately, if possible."

The urgency in his voice prompted Julie to guide him to the back room, asking her only customer—a regular who knew the shop well—to call if she needed assistance.

Once they were alone, Derek seemed to deflate slightly, sinking into a chair with uncharacteristic abandon. "Everything's falling apart," he murmured, removing his glasses to rub his eyes. "Aunt Victoria is obsessed with finding those artifacts, to the point of recklessness."

"The break-in last night," Julie prompted. "Was that her doing?"

Derek's head snapped up, alarm evident. "God, no! That's partly why I'm here. She's furious about it—someone else is searching for the same things she is, but they're willing to use violence."

This was a perspective Julie hadn't considered. Victoria might be driven and manipulative, but there was no evidence she was violent.

"Who else would be looking?" Julie wondered aloud.

"That's what I'm trying to figure out." Derek replaced his glasses, his demeanor shifting from panicked to determined. "Aunt Victoria believes it's someone connected to the original theft and Sullivan's death—someone who knows where the artifacts were hidden and wants to recover them before she exposes the truth about what happened in 1965."

Julie considered this. "The Johnson family has the most to lose if Victoria proves her grandmother was framed and uncovers evidence of fraudulent land claims."

"Yes, but would they resort to armed break-ins now, after keeping these secrets for sixty years?" Derek shook his head. "It seems desperate."

"Unless something has changed—like finding Sullivan's body and those journal pages," Julie pointed out. "If the missing artifacts contain proof of land fraud, and if that evidence has been hidden all this time, the discovery at the mill could have triggered a race to find the remaining items before the truth comes out."

Derek nodded slowly. "My aunt believes most of the collection is still hidden somewhere in Meadowgrove—specifically, in one of the properties originally owned by the Wilkins family. That's why she's been so intent on acquiring them."

"Including my shop?" Julie asked directly.

"Yes," Derek admitted. "Though she's recently shifted her focus to the Wilkins Building and the old mill. Something in her research indicated those are the most likely locations."

Julie remembered the sheriff's comment about Victoria's specific interest in the mill's excavation area. "She knew where to look for Sullivan's body, didn't she? That's why she expedited permits for that particular section of the mill."

Derek hesitated, clearly torn between loyalty to his aunt and growing concern about her methods. "She found references in her mother's papers—letters from Margaret describing a confrontation between Thomas Sullivan and Charles Johnson at the mill the night the artifacts disappeared. But Aunt Victoria didn't know about the body, I swear. She thought she might find more of the missing collection there."

"And instead found evidence of murder," Julie concluded. "No wonder she's escalated her timeline. She's not just clearing her grandmother's name anymore—she's potentially solving a homicide."

"While putting herself in danger," Derek added grimly. "Whoever broke into the Wilkins Building last night knows what they're looking for and is willing to fire warning shots. Next time might be worse."

Julie studied him, recognizing genuine fear beneath his agitation. "Derek, why are you telling me this? Why not go to Sheriff Harris?"

"Because Aunt Victoria doesn't trust the local authorities. She believes the power structures in Meadowgrove have protected the Johnson family for generations." He leaned forward earnestly. "But she respects you—your independence, your connection to the community without being part of its old guard. She mentioned it after your first meeting, though she'd never admit it to your face."

This was unexpected. "So what are you asking me to do?"

"Help me convince her to slow down, to work with proper authorities instead of conducting her own investigation," Derek pleaded. "After last night's break-in, I'm genuinely worried about her safety—and about what she might do next. She's talking about accessing the Wilkins Building herself tonight to search the foundation before the police finish processing the scene."

Julie frowned. "That would be interfering with an investigation—potentially destroying evidence."

"I know," Derek agreed miserably. "But she's convinced that whoever broke in last night will come back, and she's determined to find whatever they're looking for first."

Their conversation was interrupted by Julie's customer calling from the front of the shop. She excused herself briefly to assist with a purchase, returning to find Derek examining a photograph on her bulletin board—a snapshot of Yarn Haven from the 1930s when it was still a Wilkins Mercantile branch.

"Where did you get this?" he asked, an odd intensity in his voice.

"Town archives," Julie replied. "I was researching the building's history when I took over the shop."

Derek studied the image closely. "This architectural detail above the doorway—it's different from the current entrance."

Julie came to look over his shoulder. "Yes, the entrance was remodeled in the 1950s when it became a dress shop. The original doorway had an ornate pediment with the Wilkins family crest."

"And when the remodel happened, what became of the original stonework?" Derek asked, excitement creeping into his voice.

Julie considered the question. "I'm not sure. The basement storage area has some architectural elements from various renovations. I've never really explored it thoroughly—it's mostly used for seasonal inventory storage now."

Derek turned to her, eyes bright behind his glasses. "Aunt Victoria has been focusing on the Wilkins Building and the mill because they were the most prominent family properties, but what if that's wrong? What if Margaret and Thomas chose a less obvious hiding place for the artifacts—a building still in Wilkins hands but not as closely monitored?"

The implication was clear. "You think they might have hidden the Meadowgrove Collection here? In what is now my shop?"

"It would make strategic sense," Derek argued. "Hiding valuable items in plain sight, in a building still under family control but not one that would be immediately searched if suspicions arose."

Julie's mind raced with possibilities. She'd owned Yarn Haven for three years but had never thoroughly examined the older architectural elements in the basement. Like most shop owners, she used her limited time for customer-facing improvements rather than exploring forgotten storage areas.

"If there is something hidden here, we should tell Sheriff Harris," she said firmly. "This is now part of a potential homicide investigation."

"Of course," Derek agreed quickly. "But could we just take a preliminary look? If there's nothing suspicious, we haven't wasted the sheriff's time. If we do find something, we call him immediately."

Julie hesitated, torn between curiosity and caution. The sheriff had specifically warned her not to investigate on her own. Yet this was her building, and a quick look at the basement storage hardly constituted dangerous detective work.

"A quick look," she finally agreed. "And only during regular business hours, with customers present. I'm not taking unnecessary risks."

Derek nodded eagerly. "That's all I'm suggesting. When would be convenient?"

"I close at six," Julie said. "If you return around five-thirty, we can check the basement before I lock up. That gives us enough time but ensures we're not alone in the building after hours."

"Perfect. Thank you, Julie." Derek's relief was palpable. "And please don't mention this to Aunt Victoria yet. If we find nothing, it will just be another disappointment for her. If we find something significant, we'll involve Sheriff Harris immediately."

After Derek left, Julie returned to her regular duties, but her thoughts repeatedly drifted to the basement storage area and its potential secrets. Had she been living and working above hidden historical treasures all this time? The idea seemed fantastical, yet no more improbable than the other revelations of recent days.

At noon, Julie placed the "Back in 1 Hour" sign on the door and walked to The Greenery to meet Marilyn and Nelly. She found them already seated at their usual corner table, Nelly's wild curls particularly vibrant against her emerald tunic, Marilyn's silver bob neat as always above a sensible navy cardigan.

"There she is," Nelly called, waving enthusiastically. "Our friend at the center of Meadowgrove's biggest mystery in decades."

"Hardly," Julie demurred, sliding into her seat. "But I do have news."

Over lunch, she recounted both the early morning visit from Sheriff Harris and her later conversation with Derek, watching her friends' expressions shift from concern to fascination as she described the possible connection to her own building.

"It's not implausible," Marilyn acknowledged after careful consideration. "The shop was still Wilkins property in 1965 when the artifacts disappeared. If Margaret and Thomas were working together to expose the Johnson family's land fraud, they would have needed a secure hiding place for the evidence."

"And what better spot than a building right on Main Street, hiding in plain sight?" Nelly added, her artistic imagination clearly captured by the possibility. "This is absolutely riveting! When are we exploring the basement?"

"We aren't," Julie corrected firmly. "Derek is coming by at five-thirty, and we'll take a preliminary look. If anything seems suspicious, we call Sheriff Harris immediately."

"But you'll need witnesses," Nelly protested. "For safety and for verification if you find something."

"She has a point," Marilyn agreed, surprising Julie with her uncharacteristic endorsement of Nelly's enthusiasm. "If you discover important historical artifacts related to a potential homicide, having reliable witnesses would be prudent."

Julie sighed, recognizing the determined glint in both women's eyes. "Fine. You can both come at five-thirty. But this is a quick, careful examination of the basement—not an archaeological excavation or a treasure hunt. Derek seems genuinely concerned about Victoria's escalating behavior, and I don't want to contribute to the problem."

"Agreed," Marilyn said firmly, giving Nelly a pointed look. "Responsible adults examining architectural elements of historical interest. Nothing more."

Nelly rolled her eyes but nodded. "Yes, yes. Completely sensible and boring. Though if we do find a hidden chamber containing valuable artifacts connected to a sixty-year-old murder, I reserve the right to be appropriately excited."

Their conversation shifted to preparations for the upcoming town meeting, now further complicated by the Sullivan discovery and the break-in at the Wilkins Building. Julie found herself grateful for her friends' different perspectives—Marilyn's methodical approach and respect for proper procedures balanced by Nelly's intuitive insights and willingness to consider unconventional possibilities.

As they parted ways after lunch, Julie felt more centered than she had since waking to find police outside her shop. Whatever the basement exploration revealed—or didn't reveal—she wouldn't face it alone.

The afternoon passed steadily, with enough customers to keep Julie occupied without overwhelming her. She found herself studying the shop's interior with new awareness, noting architectural details she'd previously taken for granted—the height of the ceilings, the placement of support beams, the slightly uneven floorboards in the back corner that had always creaked underfoot.

Had Margaret Wilkins and Thomas Sullivan walked these same floors, planning where to hide evidence of historical fraud? Had they conversed in whispers as customers browsed, mapping out their strategy to expose the Johnson family's deception? The idea lent the familiar space an air of conspiracy and significance Julie had never considered before.

At five o'clock, her last customer departed with yarn for a grandchild's sweater, leaving Julie alone in the shop. She used the quiet time to tidy displays and prepare mentally for the basement exploration. The storage area was accessed through a door behind the counter, stone steps leading down to a space that ran the full length of the building but was divided by rough brick walls into several rooms of varying sizes.

Julie rarely ventured beyond the first room, which housed seasonal inventory and supplies. The deeper sections contained remnants of the building's previous incarnations—old display cases, forgotten signage, architectural elements removed during renovations. She'd always intended to sort through it properly but had never found the time amidst the demands of running the shop.

At precisely five-thirty, the bell chimed as Derek arrived, followed moments later by Marilyn and Nelly. Derek seemed surprised by the additional participants but recovered quickly, apparently relieved to have more support.

"I've been thinking about where to focus our attention," he said, setting his messenger bag on the counter. "Based on the photograph and the renovation date, we should look at architectural elements removed in the 1950s—particularly anything from the original entrance with the Wilkins crest."

"The oldest storage section is at the far end of the basement," Julie informed them, leading the way to the access door. "I don't go back there often—it's mostly remnants from before my time."

She flipped a switch at the top of the stairs, illuminating a bare bulb that cast more shadows than light on the stone steps. Tessa, picking up on the excitement, attempted to follow, but Julie gently redirected her to her bed.

"Sorry, girl. Too many hazards down there for small paws."

The four descended single file, Julie leading with her phone's flashlight augmenting the minimal lighting. The basement air was cool and slightly musty, carrying the scent of aged wood and stone that had stood for over a century.

They passed through the first storage room with its neatly organized bins of holiday-themed yarn and seasonal displays, then through a narrower doorway into a second chamber where previous owners had stored unused fixtures and furniture. Beyond this lay their destination—the deepest section of the basement, rarely visited and filled with the building's oldest remnants.

Julie swept her light across the space, revealing dusty shapes draped with cloths, stacked wooden crates, and leaning against one wall, the distinctive outline of the original doorway pediment bearing the Wilkins family crest—an oak tree with intertwined roots.

"There it is," Derek said softly, moving toward the stone piece. "Exactly as it appeared in the photograph."

Together they carefully examined the pediment, a substantial half-circle of carved limestone approximately four feet across. Derek ran his fingers along the detailed crest, his expression intent.

"These symbols had specific meaning to founding families," he explained. "The oak represented strength and longevity, while the roots symbolized deep connection to the land. For a family whose wealth came from property..."

"It would be particularly significant," Marilyn completed the thought. "And potentially ironic if used to conceal evidence of another family's land fraud."

Julie studied the pediment with fresh eyes, noting how the deeply carved design created numerous shadows and recesses. "Is there anything unusual about the carving? Any area that might conceal a small space?"

Derek examined it more closely, then shook his head. "It appears solid. But maybe it's not the pediment itself but where it was positioned..." He glanced around the basement. "Where exactly was the original entrance in relation to the current shop layout?"

"Directly above us," Julie realized. "The entrance was moved about ten feet to the right during renovations, but we're standing approximately where it would have been."

They all instinctively looked up, their lights revealing rough ceiling beams and exposed floor joists from the shop above.

"There," Nelly said suddenly, pointing to a section of the wall just behind where the pediment leaned. "That stonework looks different from the rest—more recent mortar."

She was right. A rectangular section of the foundation wall, approximately three feet wide and two feet high, showed subtle differences in the mortar between stones—slightly different coloration, a marginally different texture.

"Good eye," Marilyn commented, examining the section more closely. "This area has been opened and resealed at some point, though quite skillfully."

Derek ran his fingers along the edges of the suspicious area. "Could be a former coal chute or utility access that was sealed during renovations."

"Or a hiding place," Nelly suggested, her voice vibrating with excitement. "Created by someone who knew the building's structure and had time to work carefully."

Julie felt her heart rate accelerate. Could they actually be on the verge of discovering artifacts hidden for sixty years? She reminded herself to maintain perspective—this could easily be nothing more than an old utility access point, sealed during one of the building's many renovations.

"If someone did create a hidden compartment here," she said thoughtfully, "they would have needed a way to access it again. Some kind of mechanism or key."

Derek turned his attention back to the pediment, examining it with renewed focus. "The Wilkins crest might be more than decorative. These older architectural elements often incorporated practical features disguised as ornamentation."

He pressed various parts of the carved design experimentally, pausing when a small section of the intertwined roots shifted slightly under pressure. With more deliberate force, he pressed again, and they all heard a distinct click from within the wall.

"Did you hear that?" Nelly whispered, though they were alone in the basement.

Marilyn approached the wall section, running her fingers along the stones until she found a slight indentation. When she applied pressure, a portion of the wall moved inward an inch or two, revealing it was not solid stone but a cleverly disguised door.

"I think we should call Sheriff Harris now," Julie said, her voice steady despite her racing pulse. "This is beyond a casual exploration."

Derek nodded, though his gaze remained fixed on the partially revealed compartment. "You're right. This is potentially significant evidence."

Before anyone could move, however, a noise from upstairs froze them in place—the distinctive chime of the shop door opening, followed by footsteps on the wooden floor.

"Did you lock the front door?" Marilyn whispered to Julie.

"Yes," Julie confirmed, alarm rising. "And I placed the 'Closed' sign."

The footsteps moved purposefully across the shop above their heads, then paused.

"Tessa will bark if it's an intruder," Julie whispered. As if on cue, they heard the dachshund's distinctive warning growl, followed by sharper barking.

"We need to call 911," Marilyn stated firmly, already reaching for her phone.

Before she could dial, a voice called down the stairs. "I know you're down there. All of you. I suggest you come up immediately, without any sudden movements."

The voice was male, unfamiliar, and carried the unmistakable tone of someone accustomed to being obeyed. More disturbing was the implication that he knew exactly who was in the basement and what they might have discovered.

Derek's face had gone pale. "That's not my aunt," he whispered unnecessarily. "Someone followed me here."

"Options?" Nelly mouthed silently to Julie, gesturing to indicate there might be another exit.

Julie shook her head slightly. The basement's only exit was the stairs they'd descended—directly toward whoever had entered the shop.

"I'm coming up," she called, making a swift decision. "The others are just helping me with inventory. They're not involved in this."

"Admirable but futile," the voice replied. "All of you, please. I'm not a patient man, and your little dog seems quite agitated."

The mention of Tessa decided the matter for Julie. "Stay behind me," she instructed the others, moving toward the stairs with her phone discreetly in hand, hoping to dial 911 once she assessed the situation above.

As they ascended the narrow staircase single file, Julie's mind raced through possibilities. A thief? Someone connected to the break-in at the Wilkins Building? A Johnson family ally protecting old secrets?

Emerging into the shop, Julie found an answer she hadn't anticipated. Standing calmly beside the counter, one hand resting on a still-growling Tessa's head while the other held what was unmistakably a gun, was Edward Thompson—Victoria's ex-husband, who had made brief, unmemorable appearances in Meadowgrove over the previous weeks.

"Ms. Sommers," he acknowledged with a cold smile. "And friends. How fortunate to find you all together. Now, why don't you tell me what you've discovered in that quaint little basement of yours?"
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