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      Dusk was just falling over Blue Valley—a small town nestled into the Tennessee Smoky Mountains—as Alice Maguire emerged from her bookshop, The Paper Owl, carrying her watering can. The brick planters that ran along the front of the building were overflowing with the colors of autumn, from the deep purple cabbages to the red marigolds and golden mums, not to mention the bountiful stacks of pumpkins and gourds, and the petunias that were beginning to spill down onto the sidewalk.

      A chill wind blew down Main Street, sending a flurry of fall leaves scuttling down the sidewalk, and Alice back inside her warm, cozy store. A few customers still browsed the shelves, so Alice settled herself behind the counter and began tidying up and going over the day’s sales, as well as finishing the list of stock she needed to order.

      “It’s getting cold outside!” Owen James slipped into the shop through the hidden bookcase door at the back.

      Owen owned Sourdough, the bakery that was housed inside one third of Alice’s building, while Franny Brown-Maguire owned Joe’s, Blue Valley’s favorite coffee shop, which took up the other third. The Paper Owl sat right in the middle of the three shops, and the three friends lived in the small apartments on the second floor. A shared hallway ran along the back of all three shops, with a beautiful wooden staircase that led up to the apartments, and Alice loved that her own door to the hallway was also a functioning bookshelf.

      “I know!” said Alice. “I was just out watering the planters. It was eighty degrees this afternoon, and now it’s freezing.”

      “At least it finally feels like November,” said Owen. “And with Thanksgiving less than a week away, fall has arrived just in time.”

      “Don’t remind me,” said Alice, who was going to be roasting her first turkey ever the following Thursday. That task normally fell to Alice’s mother, Bea, or to Granny Maguire, but both of them, along with their husbands, Martin and Chester, had decided on the spur of the moment to book passage on the Mississippi Queen—a luxury paddlewheel ship—over the holiday, and they’d invited Franny’s parents, Arthur and Pippin Brown, to go along with them. Now the whole lot would be cruising from Memphis to New Orleans, with numerous stops along the way, and enjoying a ‘Down South Cajun Thanksgiving Feast’ on Thursday.

      “Don’t worry, Alice,” said Owen, reading her thoughts. “You’re going to do fine with that turkey. And on the off chance you ruin it, fear not: I’m a brilliant baker. I’ll make up for it with my sausage and sourdough dressing!”

      “And we’re not stuffing that into the turkey, right?”

      “Nope. Then it would be stuffing. Not dressing. Get with the program, Alice,” Owen said with a snort. “Where’s Franny? I have a surprise for you two.”

      “Right here!” Franny walked through the wide cased opening that stood between The Paper Owl and Joe’s.

      The previous fall, Franny had married Alice’s brother, Blue Valley Police Captain Ben Maguire. But long before they were sisters-in-law, Alice and Franny had been dear friends. They’d met in middle school, when Franny’s family had moved to Blue Valley. Back then, Franny could no more imagine marrying Alice’s big brother than Ben could imagine falling head over heels for his kid sister’s partner in crime. But to everyone’s delight, they’d tied the knot, and a few months ago, Franny and Ben—along with their extended families and numerous friends—had welcomed Theodore Owen Maguire into the world. The same Theo who was now sleeping soundly in the baby sling Franny wore.

      “What’s our surprise?” Alice asked, gently touching her sleeping nephew’s fuzzy head.

      “Well, as you know, Martin and I have been taking that photography class taught by the famous Talbot White all week,” Owen began.

      Martin Maguire, Alice and Ben’s dad, might as well have been Owen’s dad, too, because the two of them were always doing things together—and in fact, Owen was pretty well ensconced in the middle of the entire Maguire family. He’d taken ballroom dance classes with Granny, baked Maguire family specialties with their mother, Bea, and gone on regular birdwatching expeditions with Martin. When Ben and Franny had bestowed Owen’s name on their son, the deal was officially sealed. In addition, Alice was engaged to local detective Luke Evans, who was Ben’s good friend and colleague at the BVPD, and Luke had become fast friends with Owen and Franny as well. So, the family was expanding in a most wonderful way.

      After Owen had paused for dramatic effect, he continued. “Tomorrow, since the photography class is coming to an end, we’re going on a field trip, and you’re both invited to join us!”

      Alice and Franny looked at each other.

      “A fieldtrip? On a Saturday?” said Alice. “I don’t know. There will be tons of tourists in town with the Fall Into Art Festival kicking off tomorrow. I’d have to get Lacie and Zack to watch the store . . .”

      “And I’d have to get Ben to keep Theo,” said Franny doubtfully.

      “Where is this fieldtrip to, anyway?” asked Alice.

      “Hemlock House,” said Owen, a smug smile on his face.

      “Hemlock House? Up in the mountains above town?” asked Alice, perking up.

      “As in, the same Hemlock House that’s been featured in every home and garden magazine in the nation?” asked Franny, eyes widening.

      “Oh, we are so going on that fieldtrip with you,” said Alice. “My favorite painting of all time hangs there!”

      “I know,” said Owen, nodding. “Woman at Café with Book, by Gabriel Toussaint.”

      “You remind me of her—the woman at the café.” A silver-haired man who’d been browsing the shop approached the counter and looked at Alice with piercing blue eyes. “Pardon me for eavesdropping,” he said with a smile. “Your red hair. Your pale complexion. And look—you’re even holding a book.”

      Alice glanced down at the book in her hand. “I’ll take that as a compliment,” she said. “Are you in town for the art festival?”

      “Yes.” He took out a crisp white business card and handed it to Alice. “I am Ian Foster. I own the Foster Gallery in Chicago. I’m also a collector. And I would love to add that Toussaint to my collection.”

      The woman Ian had come into the store with walked up and laid a small stack of books on the counter.

      “Meet Ella Page,” Ian said proudly. “I’ve just discovered her—literally since I arrived here in Blue Valley this morning. We ran into each other at the inn where we’re both staying.” He looked with unmasked adoration at Ella, a slight, beautiful woman who looked to be in her fifties. “We happened to be checking in at the same time.”

      “The Valley Inn?” asked Alice. “Then you’re in for a nice visit.”

      The Valley Inn, owned by Samuel and Eve Berkley, was one of Blue Valley’s finest lodging options, with acres of trees, a pond, and excellent food served in a cozy dining room that featured a gorgeous stone fireplace.

      “It’s just beautiful there,” Ella said. “I could move in and stay forever!” She smiled coyly at Ian. “And what a wonderful surprise, that the great Ian Foster just happened to be staying at the same inn!”

      “I call that serendipity,” said Ian, turning to Ella. “I’m a lover of the impressionists. And you are a modern-day Toussaint.” He looked back at Alice. “You never know where you’ll uncover genius.”

      “Please, Ian, you’re embarrassing me,” said Ella, cheeks pinkening. She smiled at Alice, Owen, and Franny. “It’s a lovely town you have here. I’ve been driving all around the area, painting what I see.”

      “Really? I’d love to see your work, Ms. Page,” said Alice.

      “I’m doing an exhibit at the festival. Come find me in the big tent at the park. And please, call me Ella.”

      Alice rang up the books and handed them over with a smile.

      “Back to the Valley Inn for dinner, my dear?” Ian asked.

      Ella nodded and took Ian’s arm, and they left the shop, looking cozy together, even in the chill of the evening.

      “Enjoy your stay in Blue Valley!” Alice called after them.

      The bells above the door jingled again, and Ben and Luke walked in. Ben kissed Franny’s cheek and Theo’s little head, and Luke walked over to Alice and wrapped his arms around her.

      “We’re going to need to build a fire upstairs tonight,” he said. “Temperature’s dropping out there.”

      The building’s upstairs consisted of three cozy apartments which shared a large rooftop garden. When Alice, who was the first of the three friends to move in over her shop, had seen the barren rooftop beyond the French doors in her little bookshelf-lined living room, she’d envisioned pots overflowing with flowers, trellises covered in vines, small trees in large planters, and twinkle lights everywhere. The garden that now existed was the result of the friends collaborating to create a haven above Main Street—and many of the other downtown shop owners had followed suit and created rooftop sanctuaries of their own. Each one was unique, and at night, when the lights that outlined the tops of the buildings flickered on, it was beautiful to look across the horizon and take in the full effect of the gracious, old edifices, crowned with lights and plants and life.

      A while back, Owen had had the brilliant presence of mind to add a small fire ring to the rooftop garden, so that the friends could sit outside and enjoy a hot cup of cocoa or glass of wine even on chilly evenings.

      “I brought a little load of firewood over from the lake,” said Ben.

      “Perfect,” said Alice. “My last customers just left. I’m closing up.”

      “Ben, how about if you and Theo have some male-bonding time tomorrow morning?” said Franny.

      “Sure. We can watch the game. Throw back a few beers. Practice our loud burping.”

      “Come over to the cabin,” said Luke. “I’ll grill burgers. Owen? You in?”

      “No, he is not in,” said Alice taking Owen’s arm. “He’s going with us. Or rather, we’re going with him.”

      “You are? Where?” asked Ben, looking back and forth between his sister and his wife.

      “On a photography class field trip,” said Franny. “To Hemlock House.”

      “On a—wait, is this the photography class Dad and Owen are taking?” asked Ben.

      “Yep,” said Alice.

      “But you’re not even in the class!” said Ben.

      “Doesn’t matter,” said Alice. “We have connections.”

      “That’s right,” said Owen. “But save me one of those burgers for later,” he added.

      Luke lived in a cozy cabin on the banks of Blue Lake. Shortly after moving to town, he’d bought the place that lay just through the trees via a trail from Ben’s house. When Ben and Franny had married, they’d been unable to choose between the lake house, with its huge trees and glistening water view, and the charming little apartment above Joe’s. In the end, they’d chosen to use both, and tended to stay out at the lake during the week, and in the Main Street apartment on weekends and festival days. It was handy that the lake and the heart of town were only ten minutes apart, and that the police station was only half a block from the coffee shop, so both locations were equally convenient.

      To add to everyone’s joy, Owen had purchased the beautiful old cottage that lay just around the arc of the lake from Luke’s cabin. He’d been lovingly renovating the place for the past few months, and was moving in just in time for the holidays. So, the friends were to be neighbors whether at the lake or in town, and that suited everyone just fine.

      “What’s so great about Hemlock House?” asked Ben.

      “Is this that mansion up the mountain between here and Runesville?” asked Luke.

      “Yes. It’s breathtaking,” said Franny. “I’ve always wanted to see the inside.”

      “And I’ll get to see my favorite painting of all time,” said Alice.

      “Really?” asked Luke, turning to his fiancé. “Which one is that?”

      “It’s called Woman at Café with Book. I’ve never seen it in person, of course. I read years ago that Bernard Astor—the man who owns Hemlock House—had bought it and hung it there. Since then, I’ve been hoping that somehow, I’d get to go and see it, and just stand and look at it for a while.”

      “And now you will,” sang Owen.

      “What’s so special about the painting?” asked Luke.

      “Well, the artist, Gabriel Toussaint, was one of the impressionists,” said Alice. “He lived around Giverny, France in the time of the greats, like Claude Monet. It is said that when viewed in person, you’ll see that his paintings have a luminosity about them that can’t be captured in photographs. This particular painting was one of Toussaint’s earlier works, and it features a woman sitting at a sunny sidewalk café, reading a book.”

      “And she has red hair,” added Owen, pointing at Alice’s red curls.

      “Sounds beautiful,” said Luke, grinning at Alice. “Maybe you could snap a picture of it for me.”

      “No one’s supposed to bring a camera except for Talbot,” said Owen. “He’s been invited by the Astor family to do a shoot of the painting for Good Impressions magazine. It’s a series of articles about famous paintings and the people who own them.”

      “Let me get this straight. You’re in a photography class, but you can’t take any photos?” asked Ben.

      “Well, Talbot’s going to teach us how to photograph works of art. Apparently there’s more to it than pointing and shooting,” said Owen. “Martin and I signed up for the class to be able to take better shots of the birds we come across, but we’re learning all kinds of things.”

      “So, who all is in the class?” asked Franny. “Other than you and Martin, I mean.”

      “Let’s see. There’s Norman McKenzie. Photography’s one of his hobbies. And then Jane Elkin. She wants to be able to take better photos for the Blue Valley Post. Ethel Primrose from the Heritage Museum is in the class. She wants to be able to improve on the museum’s social media and promotional photos. And the only out-of-towner is Mia Bly. She’s a fine artist looking to learn photography. She’s with a group of artists who are coming into town for the art festival from Memphis. Mia came a week ahead of the others to take Talbot’s class, but the rest of them arrived today. They’re going to be selling their paintings in one of the festival booths. They stopped by the class today and we met them. A very likeable little group of ladies. Well, all except for one. Lee-somebody. She was a real piece of work.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Alice, locking the front door and turning over the closed sign.

      “She strikes me as one of those people with a perpetual chip on their shoulder,” said Owen. “But Mia is a really sweet young woman. Anyway, that’s who’s in the class. Talbot said he’s also bringing a friend of his who’s a big fan of Toussaint like you, Alice.”

      “This is going to be such an adventure,” said Alice. “Hemlock House in the fall.” She let out a long, contented sigh.

      “So, what brings the Astor family to town?” asked Ben. “Don’t they own like, seven mansions?”

      “They came for the art festival,” said Owen. “That whole family is art-obsessed. Bernard and his wife Seraphina apparently also love the fall color here, and their grown children and their families are all coming down for Thanksgiving. I guess when they were picking which mansion to visit for the holiday, the fact that Blue Valley is hosting an art-based event gave us an edge.”

      “I’ve never heard a negative word about the Astors,” said Alice. “They built that house many years ago. They’re rarely in town, but people around here think well of them.”

      “Well, all of them except for Bernard’s first wife,” said Owen. “Rumor has it she was a real witch.”

      “Ainsley Lansford-Astor,” said Alice, nodding. “I’ve heard that, too. But she’s supposed to be a great artist. That’s why Bernard married her, apparently. But where the second wife, Seraphina, is said to be kind and generous, Ainsley is snotty and moody and very, very dramatic.”

      “The proverbial artist,” said Franny. “Brilliant but hard to live with.”

      Just then, Theo woke up and began to gurgle.

      “I love it when he makes that little sound,” said Owen.

      “Me too,” said Franny. “But unfortunately, that cute little sound is usually followed by a very insistent demand for food.”

      “Let’s go upstairs,” said Ben. “We’ll build a fire and order takeout from the Smiling Hound.”

      “Maybe I’m getting old,” said Alice. “But that sounds like the perfect Friday night to me.”

      “Me too,” said Luke, yawning as they all walked through the bookcase door and up the stairs.

      “Hey, speaking of getting old, isn’t it time you two set a date for your wedding?” asked Owen.

      “We do need to get around to that,” said Alice, smiling at Luke. “But right now, the biggest decision I’m prepared to make is whether to order onion rings or steak fries with my burger.”
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      The drive to Hemlock House was both breathtaking and slightly horrifying. The mountain road twisted and turned, and at times, Alice, sitting in the front passenger’s seat, could look down and see the terrain falling steeply away just to the side.

      “No pressure or anything,” she said to Owen at the wheel, “but if you make one wrong move, we’re all going to die.”

      “Well then it’s a good thing I am an excellent driver,” said Owen, never taking his eyes off the narrowing lane. “Right, Franny?”

      “She’s out cold,” Martin whispered from the backseat, where Franny had slumped over onto her father-in-law’s shoulder, quiet snoring sounds emanating from her open mouth. “Ben told me Theo’s teething, and no one in the house is getting much sleep.”

      “That explains why Ben was already on his fourth cup of coffee when we left this morning,” said Owen with a laugh. He slowed the car as they approached a fork in the road. “We’re practically to Runesville.” He glanced at Alice. “Do you have the directions? Are we lost?”

      “Yeah, Alice,” Martin whispered from the backseat. “Did you read the map upside down or something? Seems like we should’ve been there by now.”

      “Thanks for that vote of confidence, Dad,” Alice said with a roll of her eyes. “Hmm . . .” She examined their copy of the rudimentary map Talbot had drawn and distributed to the class. She subtly turned it the other direction, hoping neither Owen nor her dad would notice that she had actually been holding it upside down. “I see where we are. Go right.”

      Owen took the right fork, and moments later, to their surprise and delight, they emerged out of the trees and then turned onto a lane marked with a large stone sign that read Hemlock House.

      “This is the place,” said Owen, driving slowly down the lane.

      “Here comes a car. Better move over,” said Alice, pointing to the red SUV headed toward them.

      Owen eased to one side of the lane, and the other vehicle did the same so that they passed each other narrowly.

      “Runesville Fire Department?” said Owen, reading the brassy letters that ran along the side of the SUV. “I sure hope the house didn’t burn down before we got to see it.”

      Alice glanced back at the retreating SUV. “That’s strange. Well, whatever’s going on, it must not be a big deal, since they’re leaving. And I don’t see any smoke up ahead.”

      The lane curved to the left, and as they rounded the bend, the house came into view. Sure enough, Alice saw a stand of hemlock trees on the grounds, with the house set among them, looking as if it belonged there. It was all stone and wood, set into the side of the mountain, respecting the natural slope of the land, the placement of the trees, and blending in almost seamlessly. As the car rolled to a stop, Alice marveled at the terrace that jutted off the house, complete with beautiful furniture arranged around a huge raised, rectangular fire pit. The house itself was scattered with great, gleaming windows, and the views from inside must have been nothing short of breathtaking.

      “Those trees around the house—some of them look unwell,” said Owen.

      “Those are the hemlock trees,” said Alice. “Here in Tennessee, we call them the redwoods of the east. There are even old-growth Hemlock forests in the Smokies that are over five hundred years old. Isn’t that amazing?” Alice leaned forward to get a better view. “Unfortunately, some are dying off because of a bothersome little insect called the hemlock woolly adelgid. I’m glad to see the Astors are taking good care of their trees.”

      “Isn’t hemlock fabulously poisonous?” asked Owen, a gleam in his eye.

      “There’s a hemlock plant that’s very toxic,” said Alice. “These, however, are eastern hemlock trees. They’re not poisonous at all, and efforts are being made all over the state to try to preserve them.”

      “Beautiful old trees,” said Martin, shifting slightly in his seat and inadvertently waking Franny.

      “Five more minutes,” Franny sleepily mumbled.

      “Time to wake up, sweetie. We’re here,” Owen said brightly.

      “Huh?” Franny sat up. “Oh! Already?”

      “You’ve been asleep for half an hour,” said Alice.

      “I have?” said Franny. She looked at Martin. “Oh gosh. Sorry if I drooled on your shoulder, Martin.”

      Martin smiled. “Don’t you worry about it,” he said. “You need all the rest you can get with a baby at home.”

      “Looks like we’re the first ones here,” said Owen, tucking his camera into his backpack and looking around the large gravel parking area. “No other cars.”

      “Hey, you said no cameras except for Talbot,” said Martin. “What gives?”

      “I just sort of accidentally picked it up when we left,” said Owen. “Force of habit.”

      “And now you’re accidentally bringing it into the house?” asked Franny.

      “I won’t use it,” said Owen. “Probably.”

      When this met with a raised brow from Alice, he added, “I’ll just take a few quick photos of this glorious view.”

      “Good idea,” Alice conceded, walking to look down at the valley beneath them. “But I don’t think pictures will be able to do it justice.”

      “Agreed,” said Franny. “This is amazing.” She looked back at the house. “If I owned this house, I’d want to live here all year long.”

      “Except when there’s ice,” said Owen. “I wouldn’t want to have to drive down the mountain in the dead of winter.”

      “Where is everybody?” asked Martin.

      “Good question,” said Owen, walking toward the large wooden entry doors set with beveled glass windows and hung with huge wreaths made of colorful autumn leaves.

      Somewhere in the distance, perhaps from the other side of the huge house, a door slammed.

      “Someone must be here.” Martin stepped forward and rang the bell, and they all waited in silence. When no one answered, they peered through the wreaths into the windows. The place looked quiet and empty.

      “Could we have gotten the time wrong?” asked Alice, looking at her watch.

      “Talbot said to be here at ten,” said Owen shaking his head.

      Just then, they heard the crunch of gravel as another car rolled up the lane.

      “Oh good,” said Owen. “There’s Talbot.”

      “Sorry I’m late,” said Talbot, jumping out of his car and jogging around to open his trunk. He began taking his equipment out as another man got out of the passenger side of the front seat. “Everyone, meet Jean-Paul Margot. He’s a good friend of mine and a gallery owner in from New York for the festival. I invited him here because he’s a collector of the works of Toussaint.”

      “Hello,” said Jean-Paul, nodding cordially.

      “Jean-Paul, this is Owen and Martin—they’re in my photography class,” said Talbot.

      “And this is my daughter Alice and my daughter-in-law Franny,” said Martin.

      “Very pleased to make your acquaintance,” said Jean-Paul in a lovely French accent.

      “So, you’re a fan of Toussaint,” said Alice, shaking Jean-Paul’s extended hand. “So am I.”

      “Ah! A fellow enthusiast,” answered Jean-Paul. “Which of his paintings is your favorite?”

      “The one we’re seeing today,” said Alice.

      “Yes, it is one of his best, in my opinion.”

      “So, you’re a collector of his work?”

      “I am,” said Jean-Paul with a chuckle. “Especially his early pieces. And if Mr. Astor would ever part with Woman at Café with Book, I would be very happy to take it off his hands and hang it in my gallery’s permanent collection.”

      Norman, Jane, and Ethel pulled into the parking area next.

      “Sorry we’re late,” said Norman. “Ethel here was holding the map upside down.”

      Martin elbowed Alice and gave her a smirk.

      “No problem,” said Talbot. “I got a text message from Bernard as Jean-Paul and I were arriving. The family is running late as well, so it all works out just fine.”

      “The whole family is away?” asked Franny.

      “Not by choice,” said Talbot. “They got a call from Blue Valley Smart-n-Safe—the company that monitors this place. You know, smoke alarms, gas alarms, broken windows . . . Anyway, they got a call about an hour ago telling them to evacuate the house because there was a possible gas leak. The family only got into town yesterday, and the gas had been cut off for quite some time. Anyway, hopefully everything checked out okay.”

      “Looks like the fire department has arrived,” said Jean-Paul, pointing down the lane to where a Blue Valley fire utility vehicle was lumbering around the bend.

      “Again?” asked Owen. “Didn’t we just see—”

      “We did,” said Alice, puzzled.

      “It’s Sam,” said Franny brightly as their friend and Blue Valley’s fire chief, Sam Watters, hopped out of the vehicle and walked swiftly toward them, another fire fighter trailing behind him.

      “Hey!” said Sam with a friendly wave. “What are you all doing up here?”

      Just then, the Astors pulled into the drive. A distinguished-looking man who looked to be in his early sixties got out of a sleek black Jeep along with a beautiful, willowy woman of about the same age.

      “We heard the coast was clear,” the man said, walking briskly up to Sam. “I’m Bernard Astor, and this is my wife, Seraphina. Thanks for coming, Chief.”

      “You heard the coast was clear?” Sam asked, his brow furrowing. “But we haven’t even checked the house yet.”

      “I got a call from Smart-n-Safe,” said Bernard, looking confused. “They said there was no leak.”

      “We’ll head in and double check, if that’s all right with you, sir,” said Sam.

      “Of course. Please do,” said Seraphina, taking her husband’s arm.

      “All of you stay outside, well away from the house, until we come out,” said Sam, and he turned to Bernard. “Is the front door unlocked?”

      “I believe so,” Bernard answered. “We were in a rush to get out, and one of our staff stayed here—but she’s out in the garden somewhere.” He motioned toward the other side of the house.

      With a nod, Sam and the other fire fighter headed into the house.

      “That’s strange,” said Bernard, watching them go. “There must’ve been some mix-up with the security agency.”

      “I think we might know what happened,” Alice volunteered, raising her hand. “When we arrived, a Runesville Fire Department vehicle was just leaving. They must’ve already checked the house and alerted Smart-n-Safe that everything was okay.”

      “You’re about halfway between Blue Valley and Runesville here,” added Martin. “If you called 9-1-1 it makes sense that either of those fire departments would’ve been alerted—or maybe both of them.”

      “Everything looks good inside,” said Sam, coming back out of the house a few minutes later. “We found no gas leak.”

      “Good, good,” said Bernard, nodding. “False alarm, then.”

      He shook Sam’s hand and escorted the group into the house. Just as they were going inside, one more car pulled into the drive.

      “There’s Mia,” said Owen, giving a wave to a harried-looking Mia, who hurried to join the group.

      “So sorry I’m late!” she said, her face flushed. “I got a little lost.”

      “Don’t feel bad. We did too,” said Norman, patting Mia on the shoulder.

      “Not a problem,” said Bernard. “Now. If you’ll all come with me, I would be very proud to show you our collection.”
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      As she walked through the doors, Alice was amazed to find Hemlock House to be even more beautiful on the inside. The group walked from one room to the next, admiring everything from the décor to the impressive collection of art work. Bernard talked about how and when he had acquired each piece, and what factors determine the value of works of art.

      “Of course, you have to start with the question of authenticity,” he said as they entered the most beautiful living room Alice had ever seen. A huge fireplace was flanked by floor-to-ceiling windows looking out into the mountains and the valley below. Currently, one of the windows was swiveled open on an invisible vertical line, letting in the fresh fall air. The wall opposite the fireplace was lined with bookshelves that went high enough that a wooden ladder fixed on a brass track was required to reach the top shelves. Alice’s eyes scanned the book spines rapidly, taking in a wonderful collection of fiction and nonfiction, classics and contemporaries, books for all ages.

      And there, in an open square space in the center of the shelves, was the painting Alice had come to see. Everyone stopped in their tracks.

      “They were right,” Alice whispered.

      “What?” Owen said, turning to her.

      “Everyone says Toussaint’s paintings are more beautiful in person,” said Alice. “They were right.”

      “That’s why it’s nice if you can afford to own an original,” said Jean-Paul, giving Alice a little wink. He leaned slightly close to the painting, and Alice thought she saw a troubled look crossing his expression.

      “What is it?” she whispered. “Not as beautiful as you’d imagined it would be?”

      “What? Yes—I mean, no,” said Jean-Paul, his smile returning. “It is lovely.”

      “Are you going to try to buy it from the Astors?”

      Jean-Paul hesitated. “No . . . I think it is where it belongs, and it clearly gives a great deal of pleasure to the family.”

      “So, what are some other qualities that make paintings valuable?” Bernard mused. “Well, one thing is condition. What condition is the painting in? As you can see, this Toussaint is in perfect condition. My eldest daughter is an authenticator and works in restoration for a large museum. She’ll actually be arriving soon for the holiday. Before purchasing a painting, you must have it authenticated and the condition carefully checked. Believe it or not, there are plenty of forgeries floating around out there. If the painting is not authentic, or if it’s damaged, that affects its worth.”

      The group nodded and asked a few questions as Talbot began setting up his camera equipment.

      “And of course, there are other factors that determine worth. Is the painting typical of what made that particular artist famous? Did the artist have an interesting backstory? What medium did he employ? What is the subject matter?” Bernard’s smiling eyes scanned the group and stopped on Alice. “Is the painting relatable? Can you see yourself in it?”

      “Don’t forget provenance,” said Jean-Paul. “That, certainly, impacts value as well.”

      “Yes! Provenance!” said Talbot. “That’s what the article I’m shooting for is all about.”

      “What’s Provenance?” asked Norman.

      “It is the story of who has owned a painting,” said Jean-Paul, nodding at the Toussaint. “Woman at Café with Book, for instance, has hung in the Musee du Louvre in Paris and the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. It was sold at auction at the turn of the century, and has passed through only a few hands since then. It’s valued at over a million dollars, but you never know. It could go for far more at auction.”

      “In fact,” said Bernard, “I had a visit from a man this morning who was very set on purchasing this painting from me.”

      Owen gave Alice an elbow. “I bet it was that guy we met yesterday at the bookshop!”

      Bernard, hearing this, asked, “Was his name Foster? Ian Foster?”

      “That’s him!” said Alice. “He told us he was going to give you a call.”

      “He wasn’t too happy when I told him I wouldn’t consider selling this particular painting,” said Bernard. Alice noticed his eyes turning to Jean-Paul when he added, “not for any price.”

      Alice looked at Jean-Paul, who had simply smiled and looked at the floor.

      “Now, class,” Talbot said, clearing his throat. “Let’s talk about how we photograph works of art.”

      An interesting lesson followed, with Talbot explaining the downfalls of digital cameras when it came to such subject matter, and how he always used real film and developed important photos in a darkroom. He brought in lights and a tripod and had the class help to block some of the light coming into the room using screens. He said that when photographing paintings, an overcast day was really preferable to the bright, sunny day outside, and talked about how to recreate natural light that works with the painting you’re shooting. Talbot rounded out the session by taking photos of the Astors—a few of just them, and a few of them standing next to the painting.

      Jane Elkin was allowed to snap a few quick photos with her phone, of both the painting and of Talbot in his element for an article she planned to run in the next morning’s edition of the Blue Valley Post.

      When Talbot was satisfied with his work, everyone helped to move the equipment back outside and put it into Talbot’s trunk, and then Seraphina welcomed everyone to the terrace for a light lunch of tea sandwiches, hard sausages, and a selection of cheeses, fruit, cookies, and delicate pastries. When the housekeeper and main cook, Elsa, came in to refill a plate of delectable cinnamon-sugar scones, Seraphina introduced her to the group and after visiting with her a while, Owen managed to secure her recipe.

      While the group stood about on the terrace, talking about art and photography, Alice slipped back into the house to take one last look at Woman at Café with Book before they left.

      “What is it about this painting?” Owen walked in behind Alice and stood, looking.

      “Its luminosity, I think,” said Alice. “See there, where the woman’s hand is touching the book, and again in the glass of the café window, and finally, in that little spot in the sky. It looks like the light is literally coming out of the painting.”

      Owen took a step closer. “It does!” he said. “That’s amazing!”

      “For all of its other qualities—all those things Bernard listed . . . I just love it because it’s beautiful. Because I want to walk into it and be in that place.” Alice sighed with a smile. “Thank you, Owen, for inviting me to come here today.”

      “My pleasure,” he said. Then he looked around, and with a grin, took out his camera and snapped a picture of Alice standing next to the painting.

      “Owen!”

      “What? I’m allowed to take a picture of my best friend, aren’t I?”

      Alice laughed and they rejoined the rest of the group to say goodbye and thank you to the Astors. Owen also made a point of thanking Elsa again for the recipe, and invited her to stop by Sourdough sometime soon.

      “At least we won’t get lost on the way back to town,” said Owen as they turned from the Hemlock House lane onto the road.

      “And Franny will get to see the beautiful views on the drive back,” added Alice.

      “Too late,” whispered Martin.

      Soft snoring could already be heard coming from the backseat.
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      “Town’s already getting busy with the festival,” said Owen the next morning as he stood looking down over Main Street. “It goes on through Tuesday evening, right?”

      “Yep,” said Alice, talking softly so as not to wake Theo, who was finally asleep in her arms after numerous early-morning circles around the rooftop garden. “Which is perfect, because that means Wednesday will be free to do Thanksgiving preparations.”

      “Hey, here’s your favorite painting, Alice,” said Luke, who’d just unfolded the Sunday morning edition of the Blue Valley Post.

      “That’s right!” said Alice, peeking over his shoulder to get a better look. “And Jane even did the front page in full color. It still doesn’t do the painting justice, of course.”

      “Here’s a good shot of Talbot taking pictures,” said Luke. “And one of the Astors. And who are these people . . .” He squinted at a smaller photo near the bottom of the page.

      “The one on the left is Bernard Astor,” said Alice. “But it must be from a long time ago.”

      “Apparently this is a photo of him the day he bought the painting you love so much,” said Luke, reading the caption. “And the woman next to him is his wife.”

      Alice took a closer look at the photo. “That’s not Seraphina, his current wife. Must be his first wife.”

      “Ainsley Lansford-Astor,” Luke read.

      “Yep. That’s his first wife,” said Owen, walking over to look at the photo. “The not-nice one.” He paused. “Where have I seen her before?”

      “I was just thinking the same thing,” said Alice. “She looks vaguely familiar.”

      “This was taken thirty years ago,” said Luke. “Maybe the first Mrs. Astor just has one of those faces.”

      “That must’ve been shortly before they got divorced,” said Alice. “Because I know he had all of his children with Seraphina—and she told me their oldest is twenty-five.”

      “Wow, the article says Talbot White has multiple art degrees,” said Luke. “Apparently he studied both fine art and photography, and has travelled all over the world.”

      “He’s brilliant,” said Owen, nodding. “We learned so much about photographing art yesterday. You’d be amazed how tricky it can be to really capture a painting. Martin and I enjoyed the class—even though we’re more interested in taking pictures of birds.”

      “Will we get to see the photos Talbot took yesterday?” asked Franny, pouring herself a cup of coffee.

      “Yep. He’s in the darkroom this morning,” said Owen. “He said he’ll shoot us a text when the photos are ready.”

      “Will he be in town for Thanksgiving?” asked Ben, trying to shift in his seat without waking Alice’s cat, Poppy, who was asleep on his lap.

      “Nope,” said Owen. “He’s off to New York City on Tuesday. He’s delivering the photos from the shoot to the Good Impressions magazine office in person and spending the holiday in the city with friends and family. I guess Jean-Paul will go with him.”

      “Jean-Paul?” asked Luke.

      “He’s that gallery owner I was telling you about,” said Alice. “Jean-Paul Margot. He’s also a big fan of Toussaint’s work.”

      “He owns a few of his paintings, in fact,” said Franny. “When you two went inside to take a last look at the painting yesterday, he invited the whole class to come and visit his gallery if we ever get up to New York.”

      “We should take a whirlwind trip there sometime,” said Owen, clapping. “See a show, have a nice dinner, go to the museum . . .”

      “Maybe do a little shopping,” said Franny.

      “And eat as many black and white cookies as possible,” added Alice. “I love those, and you can’t get them around here.” She eyed Owen. “Wish I knew a brilliant baker.”

      “We’d better be getting over to the Hound,” said Ben, gingerly setting Poppy on the ground. “Their Sunday brunch won’t last all morning.”

      “I’m so glad we’ve all got help downstairs in our shops this week,” said Franny. “We’ll be able to spend lots of time at the art festival and get ready for a wonderful Thanksgiving at the lake.”

      “It’ll be strange, celebrating without our parents and Granny,” said Alice.

      “I’m going to miss them, too. When do they leave?” asked Owen.

      “Early Thursday morning,” said Alice. “Apparently that’s why they got such a good deal on the cruise. Not that many people want to power down the Mississippi River on Thanksgiving day.”

      “We can drown our sorrows in hash browns,” said Owen, putting one arm around Alice and the other around Franny. Just then his phone pinged and he took it out of his pocket and read the text message. “Oh! It’s Talbot. He messaged the class saying we need to get down to the studio.” His smile faded as he read on.

      “Owen? What is it?” asked Alice.

      “Talbot says ‘Come to the studio right away—I’ll show you how photography can be useful in uncovering a forgery.’”

      “A forgery? What does he—I mean, is he saying the Toussaint isn’t authentic?” asked Alice, shocked.

      “I don’t know. We’d better get over there.” Owen’s phone dinged again. “Wait. Now he says to hold off and come in an hour.”

      “Perfect,” said Franny. “We can have brunch and then go see the photos.”

      “What could he have meant about the forgery, though?” asked Alice.

      “Who knows?” said Owen, linking arms with Alice. “Hash browns first. Art espionage second.”
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      Shutter Bug’s, Blue Valley’s only dedicated photography studio, was owned by Nick Lopez, and located on South Main Street, just past Blue Valley Fit’s new Zen yoga garden. Nick had gladly agreed to share the studio with the famous Talbot White while he was in town, and since Shutter Bug’s was closed on Sundays, Talbot would have had the darkroom all to himself that morning.

      “Not that Nick uses the darkroom all that much anyway,” said Owen, as he, Alice, and Franny walked down Main from the Smiling Hound in the direction of the studio. “Most photography is done digitally these days. But that Talbot has his own way of doing things.”

      “His work is amazing, so he must be doing something right,” said Alice. “I ordered a few copies of his book, Picture This, for the shop. I want to ask him to autograph them while he’s here.”

      “I wonder what he was talking about in that text message,” said Franny.

      “Very mysterious,” said Owen. “I guess we’re about to find out.”

      When they made it to the corner of Main and Trillium Street, they spotted Martin walking across Town Park from the Maguires’ house a block away.

      “Martin! Over here!” shouted Owen.

      Martin waved and jogged over to meet them.

      “Hi, Dad,” said Alice.

      “Hello, pumpkin,” Martin said, giving Alice a peck on the cheek. “Wasn’t that text message from Talbot intriguing? Are we all ready to see what he found?”

      “Can’t wait,” said Owen, holding the door to Shutter Bug’s studio open.

      When they got inside, Mia was the only other class member who’d already arrived. She was examining the impressive wall of photos Nick had created. Alice walked over and stood next to her.

      “Wow. Everyone in town’s up here,” she said.

      “It’s wonderful,” said Mia. “I need to do a wall like this in my studio back home in Memphis. I could even juxtapose paintings and photographs.”

      “Where’s the rest of the class?” Owen asked.

      “I think we’re the first ones here,” said Mia. “And Talbot must still be in the darkroom, because I haven’t heard a sound. I didn’t want to risk walking in and ruining his work.”

      “Good thinking,” said Owen. Then he gave Mia a nudge with his elbow and lowered his voice. “We’ve been guessing for the past hour what Talbot could’ve meant with that message about spotting a forgery. What do you think?”

      Mia’s eyes didn’t stray from the photographs. “No idea what he meant,” she said.

      The front door opened and Norman and Ethel walked in, followed by Jane.

      “Hey, Jane, good work on the front page of the Post today,” said Alice. “I bet the whole town read your article about Talbot and the painting.”

      “Thank you,” said Jane. “It was really fun to write. I hope Talbot’s pleased with it.” She looked down the hallway that led out of the front room. “Is he here?”

      “We haven’t seen him,” said Alice. “Maybe we got our wires crossed? Or were we supposed to go to his hotel?”

      “No, he said the studio,” said Owen, double-checking his phone. He wandered to the hallway, and everyone else followed. When he got to a door labeled Darkroom, he knocked softly. When there was no answer, he said, “Hello? Talbot?”

      Martin called out a little louder, and when there was still no answer, Owen opened the door and peered inside.

      “Looks like no one’s here,” he said, pushing the door the rest of the way open.

      An eerie red light flooded the darkened room. There was a long work table with trays of various developing chemicals, and a sort of clothesline for pictures to hang dry above the table. But there were no photos hanging there.

      “He must’ve had to leave or something,” said Alice. “Strange he didn’t message you all again, though.” She walked around the dim room. “I wonder why he left the red lights on.”

      “Maybe he left and forgot to tell us,” said Mia. “We should go look for him at the festival.”

      “Good idea,” said Martin. “By the looks of this place, no one’s been here for a while.”

      “No—someone’s been here recently,” said Franny. “I can smell fresh coffee.”

      Everyone except Mia looked at Franny knowingly. Franny was famous in Blue Valley for her heightened sense of smell.

      “Where’s the coffee smell coming from, Franny?” Alice asked.

      Franny sniffed the air and followed the scent out of the darkroom, further down the hall to the last doorway at the end—which turned out to be a small kitchen. Franny went straight to the sink. “Right here.” She pointed and everyone moved forward. Sure enough, two coffee cups were sitting there. Franny reached in and touched one of them. “Still warm,” she said with a satisfied nod.

      “Maybe he went out the back door,” said Norman, pointing at the windowed door that led outside. “Looks like the door’s slightly ajar.”

      Owen walked over to the back door and, after looking around outside, pulled it closed. “I’ll text him. Let him know we’re here,” he said.

      They all slowly filtered back down the hallway toward the front room. Alice paused at the darkroom and stuck her head in, thinking she should flip off the red lights before they left. But when she flipped both switches downward, the red lights went off, and the overhead lights came on, momentarily blinding her with their brightness.

      “What the—oh no.”

      Owen and Franny, who were just ahead of Alice in the hallway stopped and slowly turned around.

      “Why did I just feel a chill down my spine?” asked Franny.

      “Because Alice said, ‘oh no’ in her ominous voice,” said Owen.

      “What’s happened?” asked Franny.

      Alice swallowed and looked at her friends. “I just found Talbot.”

      “Heart attack?” Owen wondered aloud as they stood outside, watching the paramedics running in and out of the building.

      When Alice had turned on the overhead florescent lights in the darkroom, she’d caught sight of Talbot’s foot, barely sticking out from behind the worktable. She’d hurried over to him, the rest of the group coming along behind, and found that it was too late. Talbot was already dead. They’d called 9-1-1, and within moments, the ambulance had arrived.

      A police cruiser pulled up and Ben, Luke, and Officer Dewey got out.

      “What are you doing here?” Franny asked, hurrying over to Ben. “Where’s Theo?”

      “He’s right over there. With Mom,” said Ben, pointing across the park toward the Maguires’ house. Truth be told, Franny and Ben were never in want of babysitters between the Maguires and Franny’s parents, the Browns, who lived a block in the other direction, on the corner of Trillium and Azalea.

      “The station got a call from the hospital,” said Luke. “The paramedics asked that we come and check things out before they move Talbot’s body.” He looked from Owen to Martin to Franny, and finally at Alice. “I’m sorry. What a shock you’ve all had.”

      “We’d better get in there,” said Ben.

      Luke nodded, and the two of them caught up with Dewey, who was already walking into Shutter Bug’s.

      “If Talbot just had a heart attack or something like that, why would the police—including their detective—be called in?” asked Alice.

      “No idea,” said Owen. “Poor Talbot.”

      They walked across the street and sat down on a park bench. Within a few minutes, Dewey had come back out to the cruiser, and then run back inside with a roll of crime scene tape and a zippered case Alice recognized as the bag they carried investigative essentials in. Then a few minutes after that, Luke, Ben, and Dewey came out together, stood a moment talking in low voices to the paramedic in charge, and then jogged back to the cruiser.

      “Where are you going now?” Franny called.

      Spotting them on the bench, Ben hurried over. “We just got another call. We have to get over to Hemlock House.”

      “What? Why?” asked Alice.

      “That painting you love? It’s been stolen.”

      Ben started toward the cruiser, but Alice ran after him.

      “And Talbot? Is there something suspicious about his death?” she asked.

      “We’re going to be looking into it,” said Ben. He opened the passenger-side door and hopped in.

      Alice walked around to the driver’s side, where Luke was already at the wheel.

      “Be careful,” she said, bending in to give him a kiss through the window.

      “We will. Love you,” said Luke.

      And with that, they were gone. And Shutter Bug’s now looked like a crime scene. The paramedics had to lift the yellow tape to wheel Talbot’s body to the ambulance.
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      “So, nobody was home at Hemlock House yesterday morning?” asked Franny the next day as they walked down Main Street, where the art festival was in full swing. “Not even any staff members?”

      “That’s what Luke said,” said Alice, putting Theo’s little pumpkin cap back onto his head after he’d managed to pull it off and toss it onto the street for the third time. “The family had come down to town for breakfast, and the staff always gets Sunday mornings off to relax or go to church or run personal errands.”

      “I have a hunch someone saw Jane’s article in the Post and decided to swipe the painting,” said Owen. “I mean, she did mention it’s worth over a million dollars. And there’s a whole heap of art lovers in town right now.”

      “Art lovers who are also willing drive up a mountain, trespass on someone else’s property, disable an alarm system, and commit a felony?” wondered Franny.

      “The alarm system may or may not have been a factor,” said Alice. “Luke said that it was definitely turned off when the Astors returned home, but they’re not sure whether or not they’d remembered to set it when they left.”

      “Seriously?” asked Owen. “With all the valuables in that house?”

      “Apparently they’re really careful about security when they leave town to take up residence in one of their other houses. But Sunday mornings? Not so much. They were just running into town for a short time, and they’ve gotten a bit complacent about it through the years,” said Alice.

      “Was anything else stolen?” asked Owen.

      “Nope,” said Alice. “Just the one painting. I’m so curious about who took it.”

      “And I know we’ll never know for sure what Talbot meant by that text he sent out, but if he meant that the Toussaint was a forgery . . .”

      “Then someone stole a fake . . .” said Alice.

      “And so, where is the original?” wondered Franny.

      “And who killed poor Talbot?” said Owen.

      “We still don’t know that someone killed him,” Franny reminded them. “And remember, we said we’d stay out of the investigation this time.”

      Alice, Franny, and Owen had always found it nearly impossible to stay out of the police’s business, and in fact, had helped solve a handful of crimes over the past few years. But, as Ben and Luke were quick to remind them, they’d also found themselves in grave danger as a result of their sleuthing ways on more than one occasion.

      “I just have a bad feeling about Talbot’s death,” said Owen.

      “Me too,” said Alice.

      “So, do I,” admitted Franny.

      By then, they’d made it as far as Trillium Street. They’d passed numerous artists’ exhibits, food vendors, and fun, artsy activities. There was the Make Your Own Stained Glass booth, the Pottery Wheel Challenge, and the Paint A Cookie Masterpiece kitchen—where Owen would be helping out the next day—to name a few.

      “Where did that Ella Paige say her exhibit is?” asked Alice. “I can’t wait to see her paintings of Blue Valley. Plus, I texted Luke and Ben and asked them to meet us there at lunchtime.”

      “She said she’d be in the big tent, over there in the park,” said Owen, pointing to a crisp white exhibition tent that had been erected in Town Park near the gazebo.

      They were just entering the tent when Franny received a text message from Ben. “Ben says they’re running a few minutes late, but will be here shortly.” Her phone dinged again, and she paused to read. “Wow. That’s bizarre,” said Franny, shaking her head. “The painting’s been returned.”

      “You mean Alice Reading a Book at a Cute Café?” asked Owen. “Returned to Hemlock House? Are you serious?”

      “Ben says the family found it this morning when they went outside. The painting was wrapped up and sitting on the covered porch, and there was a note of apology attached.”

      “That’s amazing,” said Alice. “And it wasn’t damaged or anything?”

      “Ben says it’s in perfect condition, and that Bernard doesn’t want to pursue the investigation any further. He’s dropping any charges from his end. His family is arriving in town for Thanksgiving, and he just wants to enjoy their time together.”

      “Hopefully he’ll at least get into the habit of turning on his alarm system when no one’s home from now on,” said Owen.

      “Look—there’s Ella,” said Alice, pointing up ahead to where the rather large tent veered off into one of several smaller corridors. Ella stood among a selection of small canvases, each one dappled with autumn colors.

      “Hey, that’s Great Granddaddy Mountain,” said Owen, walking up to take a closer look at one of the paintings.

      “And here’s one of Flora’s Meadow,” said Franny. “And look at this!” She pointed to a gorgeous painting looking down on Blue Valley from up above.

      “We saw a view like this on our way up the mountain Saturday morning,” said Alice, smiling at Ella. She looked back at the painting. “I bet the Astors would love to add this to their collection.”

      “I had to drive up pretty high to find that view,” said Ella, walking over to join them. “Nice to see you all again. You’re from the bookstore, right?”

      “Yes,” said Alice. “We’ve been anxious to see your work. Mr. Foster was right about your talent. These are just spectacular.”

      “Ian’s been so good to me, but I’m afraid he built me up too much. I’m glad you’re not disappointed.” Ella nodded graciously. “It helps to have such lovely subject matter.”

      “How on earth have you produced so many paintings in such a short time? You’ve only been here for what? Two or three days?”

      “About that, yes,” said Ella. “Whenever I come to a festival like this, I challenge myself to produce a lot of good quality work fast. Some of my colleagues think I’m nuts. I’ll often find the right view, snap a photo of it, and then work on the painting from the photo instead of actually sitting and painting on-site. That way, the light doesn’t change. Sometimes I even work through the night. And I only do these little canvases. Nothing major. Being able to venture out, take a lot of good photos, and then go back to my room and paint is key for me.”

      “So, you’re a photographer too?” asked Owen.

      “Not really,” said Ella. “But I do well enough to get the shots I want to base my paintings on.”

      “Had you met Talbot White—the photographer? I mean, before he passed away?” asked Franny.

      “No, but I know of his work,” said Ella. “I was very sorry to hear he died.”

      “Hey—it’s our lake!” Luke walked into the tent, followed by Ben. “That’s beautiful.” He came and stood next to Alice, planting a quick kiss on her cheek.

      “Isn’t it amazing?” Alice smiled. “Look—there’s the town dock, and across the lake you can just make out Cozy Bear Camp and Glamp.”

      “We should buy this,” said Luke. “We can hang it in our cabin.”

      Alice smiled. “Our cabin,” she repeated.

      “Well, it will be, as soon as you marry me. What do you think?”

      “I think this would look perfect over the fireplace,” said Alice.

      “I do too.” He took her hand and kissed it.

      Ella wrapped the painting in brown paper and tied it with string, and after thanking her, they left the tent and went outside in search of lunch.

      They ended up at a very hip food truck that called itself The Deconstructed Sandwich, and ordered deconstructed club sandwiches, which were small platters with shaved turkey, crisp bacon, cheddar cheese, lettuce, and tomatoes artfully arranged along with a stack of homemade salt-and-pepper potato chips. Dessert was a deconstructed cream puff, which involved bite-sized airy clouds of choux pastry and small dishes of vanilla custard and decadent chocolate sauce to dip them into.

      “How’s your investigation on Talbot going?” Alice asked, popping a cream puff into her mouth.

      “As well as can be expected at this point,” said Ben. He shifted his gaze from his sister to his wife. “Good job finding those warm coffee cups in the sink by the way, Franny. By the time we got there, they were cold. But they definitely gave us a clue as to when the killer—”  Ben abruptly stopped talking and looked at Luke, who raised a brow at him.

      “So, it was murder!” said Owen.

      “And you suspect that whoever drank coffee with Talbot is the person who killed him,” said Franny.

      “He didn’t look like he’d suffered any kind of trauma,” said Alice. “I mean, we didn’t see any blood or obvious bruising . . . there was no mess in the room, so it didn’t look like there’d been a struggle or anything . . .”

      “Poison!” said Owen, triumphantly raising a finger into the air. “Oh! I have it! Poison in the coffee.”

      Ben’s eyes were huge at this point. He took off his glasses and wiped them with the corner of his shirt. Alice knew her brother always did that when he was nervous or at a loss for words.

      “Ah-ha! You’re wiping your glasses. We’re right,” she said. “Has Doc Howard identified what kind of poison it was yet?”

      There was a long pause during which Ben and Luke exchanged exasperated glances, and then finally, Luke said, “It was antifreeze. Okay? Which means almost anyone could’ve done it.” He rubbed his forehead. “We’ve got our work cut out for us on this one.” He looked at Alice, Owen, and Franny. “Now. In exchange for that little tidbit of information, I need you three to tell me everything Talbot was taking photos of up at Hemlock House.”

      They quickly thought back to their outing up the mountain.

      “He was only shooting Toussaint’s painting of the girl in the café,” said Owen.

      “Plus a few of the Astors standing next to it,” added Franny.

      “Can’t you look at the photos yourselves, though?” asked Alice. “Weren’t they at Shutter Bug’s?”

      This met with another of those telltale pauses where Ben looked at Luke but neither gave an immediate answer to the question.

      “They weren’t,” Alice concluded. “Talbot was dead, and his photos and negatives from Hemlock House were gone.”

      “Well. I think we’ve done enough damage here,” said Luke, getting up from their picnic table.

      Alice grinned at him, knowing how he worried when she got involved in cases. “Don’t worry. We’re not butting in. Not really.”

      “That’s right,” said Owen. “We were just curious. You know, because we found Talbot, and . . . ”

      “We’d just seen him the day before,” finished Franny. “Alive. Which makes it hard not to wonder what happened.”

      “We’ll tell you as soon as we know,” Ben assured them. “We’re going to catch whoever killed him. Meanwhile, you three stay safe.”

      “We’re all headed back to our shops until late afternoon,” said Alice. “Then we’re coming back to the festival. There’s a glassblowing demonstration we don’t want to miss at five, and we all have plenty of help covering for us at our shops, so we can pretty well come and go as we please.”

      “Good,” said Luke, picking up the wrapped painting of Blue Lake. “I’m going to run this over to the cabin and then head back to the station. Oh—but I’ll stop by the bookshop first. I have a gift for you.”

      “You do?” said Alice, a wide smile spreading across her face. “What is it?”

      “It’s a surprise,” said Luke. “Ordered it a few days ago, and it’s already come in.” He kissed Alice. “See you in a bit.”

      They all walked together as far as mid Main Street, and then parted ways.

      Alice stopped just short of the door to the Paper Owl. “Hold on. I want to make a quick phone call,” she said. She pulled out her phone, did an online search for Good Impressions magazine, and scrolled through the staff list to find the photo editor—a Brice Smith. Then she called the number and was relieved when the switchboard put her right through to Mr. Smith. Alice explained to him who she was and how she’d known Talbot White and been with him when he was doing the magazine’s photo shoot. Mr. Smith expressed condolences over Talbot’s death, and Alice felt brave enough to ask him whether Talbot had happened to send the photos of the painting in the mail.

      “Oh no,” said Mr. Smith. “He wouldn’t have mailed them. Not Talbot. He was delivering the photos himself. He was supposed to be here on Wednesday. That Talbot was a bit of an eccentric. But his work was exceptional.”

      Mr. Smith wrapped up the conversation by telling Alice that if anyone happened to stumble across the photos Talbot had taken for the magazine, he’d still love to have them. Otherwise, they’d plan on sending another photographer to Hemlock House if they could work it out with the Astors.

      When Alice got off the call, she turned to Owen and Franny, who were waiting to hear what Mr. Smith had had to say.

      “Good Impressions definitely didn’t hear from Talbot. The only copies of those photos were at Shutter Bug’s.”

      “And they were the only things stolen,” said Owen.

      Alice nodded. “Which means someone thought they were worth killing for.”
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      About half an hour later, Owen and Franny wandered into The Paper Owl.

      “Theo’s all fed and changed,” said Franny. “Mom’s on her way over to pick him up for the afternoon. And Beth’s got everything under control in the coffee shop. I really have nothing to do. Can you believe that?”

      “And Hilda’s manning Sourdough,” said Owen, who was patting Theo’s back gently, eliciting the elusive baby burp. “She ordered me to get out of her way.”

      Hilda Becker, Owen’s assistant at Sourdough, was an amazing baker, but tended to be grumpy—especially when a fair or festival was going on in town. And Franny had Beth at the helm of Joe’s on weekends and some weekdays, although Franny never went a day without checking in at the coffee shop, even on her days off. Alice sometimes had help from her mother, Bea Maguire, in the bookshop, but her usual weekend help came in the form of Lacie Blake, daughter of Doug and Barb Blake, who owned Sugar Buzz, a gourmet chocolate and candy shop a few doors down. Lacie and her longtime beau, Zack Spears, attended college in a nearby town and came home most weekends. The two of them were always ready to make a few extra bucks working at The Paper Owl.

      “Let me just finish making this order, and we can head back out to the festival,” said Alice. “Lacie’s here until closing.” She glanced over at Lacie, who was busy showing a popup book to a very young customer who’d come in with his mother.

      Just then, the bells above the front door jingled and Luke came in, carrying a long cardboard tube. “For you, my love,” he said, handing the tube to Alice.

      Alice grinned at Luke, then popped the lid off one end of the tube and slid out the rolled-up paper inside. She slowly unrolled it.

      “Woman at Café with Book!” she said. “You got me my own copy! But how did you—I mean, you just found out this is my favorite painting.”

      “On Friday,” said Luke. “Quickie shipping. I know it’s not nearly as good as the original, but it was the best version in print I could find. They had to trim the image a tiny bit—I guess to make the dimensions right for a standard print size. Anyway, I thought we could frame it.”

      “And put it in the bookstore!” said Alice. “Or even up in our apartment.”

      “Our apartment,” Luke repeated, smiling.

      “Well, it will be as soon as you marry me,” said Alice, leaning over the counter to kiss him.

      “Set. A. Date.” Owen gave them a stern look. “That way, we can start planning the most important part of any wedding: the cake.”

      “We will,” Alice promised. “As soon as I get through Thanksgiving.”

      Luke looked at the print. “That gentleman who was in the bookstore the other day, who said you look like the woman in the painting? I agree with him. Even though the picture is all fluffy and blurry, there’s something about her.”

      “I take that as a compliment,” said Alice. “By the way, is Bernard still intent on dropping the investigation as to who stole the painting?”

      “Yep,” said Luke. “He’s just happy to have it back.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to get over to the station. I’m glad you like your surprise.”

      “I love it,” said Alice. “Thank you.”

      After he’d gone, Alice, Owen, and Franny admired the print a bit longer.

      “I still want to know what Talbot’s cryptic text message meant,” said Owen, taking his phone out and scrolling through his old messages. “I’ll show you how photography can be useful in uncovering a forgery.” He paused. “This is all tied together, isn’t it?”

      “What?” asked Franny.

      “Talbot’s death and the robbery,” said Owen.

      “Do you really think so?” asked Alice. “Then why did the thief return the painting?”

      “Who knows,” said Owen, tapping the print. “And maybe I’m reaching too far. But it seems like a very odd coincidence that Talbot takes photos of this painting, then says he’s found evidence of a forgery in his photos, then he’s murdered and the photos disappear . . . then the painting is stolen.”

      “And returned . . .” said Franny. “So, what do we do?”

      “I know what we do,” said Alice, rolling up the print and slipping it back into the tube. “We do just what Talbot did. We compare this print—which is a photo of the real painting—to Bernard’s painting and look for discrepancies.”

      “Go back to Hemlock House?” said Franny.

      “Yep,” said Alice. “When we get there, I’ll say I think I left my scarf there on Saturday. We’ll look for it in the room with the painting—”

      “Because after all, that’s where we were standing around the longest,” said Owen. “So, it makes sense you might’ve taken off your scarf in that room.”

      “Exactly,” said Alice. “After all, we can’t waste a free afternoon, can we? Let’s go.”

      Owen opened the door and let Alice and Franny go ahead of him. “I’m pretty sure the game’s afoot,” he said.
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      The drive to Hemlock House had been quicker and easier this time, since they knew the way. They’d arrived, knocked at the door, and were admitted to search for Alice’s scarf. When Bernard noticed the cardboard tube in Alice’s hands, she explained that her fiancé had given her a print of the Toussaint piece, because it was her favorite painting.

      “You know, you remind me a little bit of the woman in the painting,” Bernard had said with a smile. “Feel free to spend some time with it.” He’d given them a wave and excused himself to join his family out on the terrace.

      Alice, Owen, and Franny unrolled the print and compared it with the painting, painstakingly examining every detail, but they saw no difference between the two.

      “You know,” said Owen, snapping a quick photo of  the painting before they left, “it probably takes an expert to know for sure if a painting’s a fake.”

      “Owen—aren’t we not supposed to take photos of it?” asked Alice.

      “Don’t worry. I didn’t use a flash.”

      They thanked the Astors, and drove back down to Blue Valley just in time to take in the glass blowing demonstration at the art festival.

      “That was amazing,” said Owen as they walked down Main Street toward home. “It was like the glass was some kind of magical translucent clay.”

      “Did you get some good photos?” asked Franny.

      “I think so,” said Owen, scrolling through the shots he’d taken. “Here’s a really good one of the glass blower. I should send a copy of this to Jane for the Post.”

      “Speaking of Jane,” said Alice. “Something’s been bothering me—like a mosquito buzzing in the back of my mind, but until this second, I couldn’t remember what it was.” She stopped walking. “Our theory is that somehow, Talbot was murdered for the photos he took of Woman at Café with Book.”

      “And he said he’d spotted a forgery through those photos,” added Owen.

      “Right,” said Alice. “But he wasn’t the only one who got a photo of the painting.”

      “That’s right!” said Franny. “Jane did, too. It was on the front page.”

      “Let’s drop by the Blue Valley Post and see her,” said Alice. “She could be in danger, too.”

      They walked on up Main Street, hung a right on Phlox, passed the Community Center, the police station, and Town Hall, and came to the newspaper office—which was housed in one half of a small, red brick structure with a striped awning shading the large windows that ran along the sidewalk out front.

      Jane Elkin was the publisher, editor, and principal journalist for the newspaper. She was seated behind her desk, tapping away at her computer keyboard when Alice, Owen, and Franny entered.

      “Hi, guys,” Jane said, looking up. “What brings you by? Oh—any leads in the investigation of Talbot’s death? Because I know you three are probably deep into your meddling by now.”

      “Meddling? Us?” asked Owen, looking shocked. “No, Jane. I just stopped by to see if you’d like the photos I took of the glassblower just now. For the paper.”

      “Darn. I was hoping you were meddling,” said Jane. “But I’d love the glassblower photos. Thanks, Owen.”

      There was a pause, and Alice looked at Owen, then Franny, and sighed. “Okay, we might be meddling just the tiniest bit. But only to help the police out.”

      “Ha! I knew it! How can I help?”

      “Could we have a look at the photos you took at Hemlock House on Saturday?”

      “Sure,” said Jane, turning to grab her bag which was slung over the back of her chair. “But fair warning: since we weren’t supposed to take our cameras, these aren’t the best quality.” She scrolled through the photos, found the ones from Saturday, and handed the phone to Alice.

      “There’s the one of Astors . . .” said Alice.

      “And there’s a nice one of the house,” said Franny, peering over Alice’s shoulder.

      “I don’t see any of the painting—the Toussaint,” said Owen.

      “Yeah. I deleted those,” said Jane. “They were awful. Grainy.”

      “But the story you ran in Sunday’s paper,” said Alice, confused. “There was a photo of the painting.”

      “That’s right,” said Jane, nodding. “It was a stock photo I bought online. I also searched news archives to find that photo I ran of Bernard, from back when he and his first wife bought the Toussaint.”

      Alice handed Jane’s phone back to her. “It might be a good thing that you didn’t get a good shot of the painting,” she said.

      “Really? Why?”

      “Well, the only things missing from Shutter Bug’s after Talbot was killed were the photos and negatives from our morning at Hemlock House,” said Alice.

      “Right . . .” said Jane thoughtfully. “So, someone killed Talbot for—hold on! Did Talbot’s death have something to do with that weird text message he sent us all? About the forgery?”

      “That’s exactly what we’re wondering,” said Franny.

      “And if someone didn’t want photos of the painting at Hemlock House floating around . . .” said Alice.

      “Then maybe I could’ve been in danger,” said Jane, nodding in understanding. “Because I might’ve captured the same thing Talbot did—whatever that might be.”

      “It’s a possibility,” said Alice. “But maybe the killer saw that you’d used a stock photo and so decided you weren’t a threat. It’s just conjecture, of course.”

      “So, maybe I dodged a bullet by failing to get a decent photo of Woman at Café with Book? Crazy! Listen, let me know what you find out,” said Jane. “That’s front-page news, my friends.”

      “We will,” said Alice. “See you later, Jane.”

      They walked out of the office and back over to Main Street, where there was a squirt gun painting activity going on that had drawn a huge crowd—most of them families with young children. People were lining up to shoot squirt guns filled with paint at a huge canvas that had been erected along the street, and the result was quite beautiful. Swirls of watercolor in every hue dripped down the canvas to the delight of the children, who were taking turns with squirt guns and spray bottles filled with the paint. Alice spotted lots of familiar faces—and one of them was that of Blue Valley’s fire chief, Sam Watters, who stood with his wife Becky, watching their son, six-year-old Lucas, who was helping to create the Main Street masterpiece.

      “You know, to me, it feels like this whole thing started with that gas leak at Hemlock House,” said Alice.

      “The gas leak that never was?” asked Owen. “I guess that was sort of fishy, in light of all that’s happened since then.”

      “I wonder if Sam got the call to go to Hemlock House from Smart-n-Safe . . .” said Franny slowly. “Or if it came from the 9-1-1 emergency dispatcher.”

      “I wonder that too,” said Alice. “Let’s ask him.”

      “Couldn’t hurt,” agreed Owen.

      “Hey, Sam. Hi, Becky,” said Alice, as they approached.

      “Well, hello all,” said Sam. “Isn’t this great?” He motioned toward the large canvas. “Lucas is over there with his best bud, Adam Tanger. They’re having the time of their lives.”

      “Oh—Adam who was our own Tiny Tim in A Christmas Carol the past few years?” said Owen. “Looks like he’s getting too tall for the role.”

      Sam laughed. “Yep. The boys are both in second grade now—and not all that tiny anymore.” He nodded at Franny. “But one day, maybe baby Theo can take over the part.”

      Everyone laughed at this, and with the ice broken, Alice decided to see if they could get a little bit of information from Sam before they went home.

      “Sam, remember Saturday, when you went up to Hemlock House?”

      “Sure,” said Sam. “I was certainly relieved when it turned out to be a false alarm.”

      “Just curious,” said Alice. “Did Bernard call you to come, or—”

      “The emergency dispatcher called,” said Sam. “Bernard had called 9-1-1 after he heard from Blue Valley Smart-n-Safe.”

      Just then, Lucas ran up to Sam. “Come see, Daddy!”

      Sam smiled apologetically at Alice. “Duty calls,” he said with a smile.

      “Have fun!” Alice called as Sam and Becky went with their son.

      “So,” said Owen, as they walked on toward the middle of Main, and their respective shops. “Bernard called 9-1-1 about his gas leak, and they called the Blue Valley Fire Department.”

      “And apparently also the Runesville Fire Department,” said Franny.

      “I have an idea,” said Owen, taking out his cell phone and looking up a number. A moment later, he was on the phone with the Runesville Fire Department. He had a brief conversation with the person who answered that involved Owen saying, “I just want to commend the fire department vehicle you sent out to Hemlock House Saturday morning. Very careful driving—you know, a lot of these emergency vehicles have the sticker that says, ‘How’s my driving?’ So, I was just calling to say—Wait. What’s that?” There was a pause while the person on the other end talked. “Oh. They don’t put those stickers on fire department vehicles? Well, this was an SUV, and I can definitely confirm that the car you sent to Hemlock House on Saturday morning—” There was another long pause before Owen thanked the person and hung up. He looked at Alice and Franny, a gleam in his eyes.

      “Well?” said Alice.

      “Come on, Owen. Tell us!” said Franny.

      “The Runesville Fire Department did not dispatch a car to Hemlock House on Saturday morning. And all of their cars were accounted for all day.”

      “Get out!” said Franny.

      “I’ll do you one better,” said Alice, whipping out her phone. Within a couple of minutes, after a short conversation, she’d hung up. “The plot thickens. Smart-n-Safe never called the Astors in the first place.”
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      “It smells amazing in your apartment, Alice,” said Luke, walking out into the rooftop garden that evening.

      “She’s practicing for the big day,” said Owen, setting a basket filled with napkins and silverware onto the café table.

      “Practicing on a chicken,” said Franny, giggling.

      “A chicken is her guinea pig,” snorted Owen.

      “I just want to make sure my Thanksgiving turkey is perfect,” said Alice, lighting a candle in the center of the table. “So, I’ve made roast chicken and mashed potatoes for dinner tonight. I mean, roasting a chicken is the same in principle as roasting a turkey. It’s just smaller. Right?”

      Ben emerged from his and Franny’s apartment, lugging Theo in his baby carrier with one hand, and balancing a big salad with the other.

      “I’ll put this in your apartment with the other food,” said Franny, hurrying over to grab the salad. “The chicken smells so good!”

      “What about my rolls?” Owen called after her. “Everyone knows there’s nothing like the smell of fresh yeast rolls,” he added with a sniff.

      “I ordered a fresh ten-pound turkey from Mr. Whitman,” said Alice. “I’m supposed to pick it up on Tuesday evening, along with all of the other things we’ll need.”

      Whitman’s Grocery, a staple in Blue Valley for more years than anyone knew, prided itself around the holidays on its fresh hams and turkeys, not to mention the occasional salmon and geese for those wanting to try something different. The owner, George Whitman, took special care to select the best of the best for his customers.

      Alice set the food out buffet-style in her little kitchen, and everyone loaded up their plates and came out to eat dinner in the garden. It was a beautiful autumn evening—sweater weather, but not yet coat weather—and the sun was just setting behind the mountains. Down on Main Street, the art festival had pretty well wound down for the day, but festival-goers were still strolling around, looking for dinner and window shopping, enjoying the nip in the air.

      As soon as everyone was seated with their plates, Alice told Ben and Luke about what they’d learned that day.

      “We’re checking the phone records,” said Ben, nodding. “We’ll find out who actually called Bernard Saturday morning. Because it definitely wasn’t Smart-n-Safe.”

      “This is one of our strangest cases yet,” said Luke. “A bogus gas leak. An art theft that happens a day later. A murder. All of them seemingly connected by the Astor family and that painting with the girl in the café.”

      “You know, the cash drawer at Shutter Bug’s was full. And there was a lot of expensive camera equipment in the shop. None of that was touched,” said Ben. “Talbot had clearly been developing photos. Nick Lopez, who owns the studio, carefully checked everything. Someone wanted those particular photos and negatives.”

      “And to keep Talbot from talking,” added Alice. “So, who was in that fake Runesville Fire Department vehicle?”

      “You said it was a red SUV, right?” asked Luke.

      “Yep. With Runesville Fire Department written on the side,” said Alice.

      “So, someone went to great lengths to get everyone to leave Hemlock House on Saturday morning,” said Owen. “But nothing was stolen and no harm was done.”

      “Right,” said Ben. “Nothing was stolen until Sunday morning, when the painting went missing.”

      “Talbot apparently believed the painting you all saw on Saturday at Hemlock House was a forgery,” said Luke.

      “We compared the print you gave me with the Astors’ painting today, and saw no difference—well, except that the very bottom of the original doesn’t show in my print,” said Alice. “Like you said, it had been trimmed off a tiny bit.”

      “About your impromptu visit to Hemlock House,” said Ben, giving Alice, Owen, and Franny a stern look. “Weren’t you all supposed to stay out of this investigation?”

      “I thought I might’ve left my scarf there,” said Alice.

      “Sure, you did,” said Ben, looking at his sister skeptically.

      “Hold on,” said Owen, running into his apartment and coming back outside with his laptop. “I took a photo of the painting at Hemlock House when we went back there today. I’ve downloaded it to my computer. We can compare it to a photo from the internet.”

      They gathered around Owen’s computer and looked carefully between his photo and the original Toussaint, but saw no difference.

      “What we need is a photo of the painting as it was when you were at Hemlock House on Saturday,” said Ben. “Before it was stolen and returned.”

      “And Talbot’s photos are all missing,” said Luke.

      “And Jane’s photos from that day turned out grainy, so she deleted them,” said Alice.

      “You talked to Jane, too?” asked Ben. “You three are most definitely meddling!”

      “We can’t help ourselves!” said Franny.

      “Oh, my gosh,” said Owen. “We do actually have a picture of the painting from Saturday. Alice, remember—I snapped that picture of you with the painting on Saturday morning!”

      “That’s right!” said Alice excitedly. She turned to Luke and Ben. “We weren’t supposed to take photos that day. Only Talbot. But of course, Owen slipped his camera in. We went back inside right before we left to take one last look at the painting. And Owen took a photo of me standing next to it.”

      “Owen, for once, I’m glad you’re a rebel,” said Luke, leaning forward as Owen downloaded the photo from his camera to his computer.

      “It still looks identical to the original . . .” said Owen, flipping back and forth between the two.

      “Hold on,” said Alice suddenly. “Go back to the one of me and the painting.”

      Owen flipped back.

      “Zoom in on the bottom right corner,” said Alice, moving closer to the computer screen.

      “OMG!” shouted Owen. “The signature! It’s all about the signature!”

      “Go back to the one you took at Hemlock House today,” said Alice.

      “Sure enough . . .” said Owen, zooming in on the bottom right-hand corner of that day’s shot. “The signature has changed since Saturday. Everything else is exactly the same. But that one tiny detail is different.”

      “And we couldn’t see that when we compared Alice’s print to the painting today, because the signature portion of the painting has been trimmed off,” said Franny.

      Ben and Luke looked at each other.

      “They did it again,” said Ben.

      “Yep,” said Luke, starting to chuckle. “They did it again.”

      “So, what does this mean . . .”Alice said, rubbing her chin.

      “I’ve got some information right here,” said Owen, scrolling through an article on his phone. “And as it happens, both of those signatures look authentic.” He held up his phone. “See, Gabriel Toussaint signed his early works—like Woman at Café with Book—with his last name. Just Toussaint. But his later works—the ones more commonly seen in museums and such—he signed with his first initial and his last name. So, G. Toussaint. It seems another artist with the same last name had arisen sometime in the 1880s, and our Gabriel didn’t want them getting mixed up.”

      “Well how about that,” said Luke. “So, whoever created the forgery you all saw on Saturday was looking at the wrong signature.”

      “Maybe they were recreating the painting based on a print, like mine,” said Alice. “And just looked up Toussaint’s signature to add that part at the end—but made the mistake of signing it wrong. The G was definitely there on Saturday. But it was gone today.”

      “Ben, give Bernard a call,” said Luke. “When we interviewed him, he said one of his children, his oldest daughter, I believe, is an art authenticator. They’re all in for Thanksgiving. Maybe she can check the painting.”

      Ben quickly got up and went inside his and Franny’s apartment.

      “That Astor family is sure nuts about art!” said Owen.

      “They are,” agreed Luke. “The one daughter is in authentication. The other is a working artist. And their son is a curator for a museum.”

      “Not to mention Bernard’s first wife,” said Franny. “She was an artist, right?”

      “That’s right,” said Alice. “Ainsley Lansford-Astor. We saw that photo of her in Jane’s article.”

      “Julia Astor, Bernard’s daughter, checked the painting,” said Ben, coming back out into the garden a few minutes later.

      “And?” asked Alice, setting down the plates she’d been clearing.

      “It’s a fake. The signature’s right—now, at least. But the canvas is wrong. You wouldn’t know it to look at it, but she says it’s clearly not old enough to be the real thing.”

      “So, maybe the thief stole the painting and replaced it with a forgery on Saturday morning,” reasoned Alice.

      “Then Sunday morning, they saw Jane’s article with the photo of the actual painting,” said Owen. “And noticed their mistake.”

      “So, they went back to Hemlock House, and stole the fake,” said Franny.

      “Then fixed the signature and returned the fake on Monday,” said Alice. “And once the thief found out that Talbot knew about the forgery, he had to be silenced.”

      Ben let out a long sigh and looked at Luke, who sat, shaking his head in bewilderment.

      “They did it again,” said Ben.

      Luke smiled at Alice. “Yep. They did it again.”
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      “I cannot believe how you’ve transformed this place!” Franny opened one of Owen’s cardboard moving boxes, reached inside, and pulled out a framed wooden sign that read Life is Better at the Lake. “Owen, where did this come from?” she asked.

      “Oh, I’ve had most of this stuff in storage for years,” answered Owen, glancing at the sign. “The apartments above our shops are tiny, you know.”

      “So, you’ve been planning to move to the lake since . . .”

      “Since forever ago,” said Owen, nodding. He looked out the huge bank of windows that lined the far end of his cozy living room and overlooked the water. “This lake is one of the things that drew me to Blue Valley. Well, that and the perfect location for my bakery.”

      It had been almost eight years since Owen had opened Sourdough on Main Street and become fast friends with Alice and Franny. He’d moved to Blue Valley after graduating from culinary school in Nashville. The lake house he’d renovated was just around the shore from Luke’s cabin—which was just down from Ben and Franny’s. The three friends were quite content being neighbors on Main Street, and over the moon that they’d also be neighbors out on the lake as well.

      “I love it that you wanted a movie night for your housewarming party,” said Alice, walking in from the bedroom, where she’d been unpacking boxes. “I just heard from Luke. He and Ben will be over shortly.”

      After the roast chicken dinner in the rooftop garden, everyone had planned to head straight to Owen’s lake house for popcorn and a movie, but Ben and Luke had gotten a message from the station and had taken a slight detour.

      “Michael’s coming, too,” said Owen.

      “Oh good!” said Franny. “Maybe he’ll have some insight about this art theft-slash-murder business.”

      Everyone loved Michael Boyd, a brilliant poet and the concierge out at the Lodge—a.k.a. the Great Granddaddy Mountain Preserve and Resort Lodge, just outside of town. He’d been spending more and more time with the group of friends lately, and with his unique perspective and quiet intelligence, had even helped them to solve a few mysteries.

      “Knock, knock!” Michael opened the door and stuck his head in. “Anybody home?”

      “You’re just in time!” said Owen. “Come in!”

      Michael came in and took a seat next to Alice at the kitchen counter. “So . . . what are we doing?” he asked, his brown eyes twinkling.

      “I know that look,” said Owen, pointing at Michael. “You’re onto us, aren’t you?”

      Michael smiled broadly. “There’s been a murder in Blue Valley,” he said. “And I know you three.”

      “You might just be as perceptive as you are handsome,” said Owen with a wink. “And maybe you can help us.”

      “Gladly,” said Michael.

      They gave Michael a quick rundown of everything that had happened so far.

      “We need to create a mental image of the person who did this,” he said, hopping up to straighten a picture Owen had just hung on the wall. “That way we’ll know who we’re looking for.”

      “The evidence, not to mention my own finely-tuned gut instinct, is pointing to the fact that the person who’s been messing about with the Toussaint painting at the mansion is the same person who killed Talbot.”

      “Agreed,” said Alice. “So, what do we know about this individual so far?”

      “Well, we know Talbot had just had coffee with his killer,” said Franny.

      “That’s right,” said Owen. “Antifreeze-laced coffee.”

      “Presumably it was someone Talbot either knew or was at least on coffee-drinking terms with,” said Michael.

      “And Talbot had told all of us to come to the studio, but then changed his mind and told us to wait an hour, remember?” said Owen. “I’d bet this person showed up and Talbot wanted to spend some time with them. That’s why he pushed us back an hour.”

      “That’s plausible,” said Alice, nodding. “So, he liked the person enough to put off meeting with the class. What else do we know?”

      “Oh! I bet the person is an artist,” said Franny, raising her hand. “Because they created the amazing forgery of the painting.”

      “True,” said Alice. “Of course, they might’ve bought or commissioned the forgery . . .”

      “But if it’s true that they had to quickly change the signature to match the original, like you said, that makes me think they were able to do the work themselves,” said Michael.

      “So, the killer is an artist who had a friendly acquaintance with Talbot?” mused Owen.

      “And had access to a fake Runesville Fire Department SUV?” wondered Franny.

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” said Alice. “Going over and over it in my memory. I remember seeing the SUV leaving Hemlock House that day . . . There was a glare on the windshield so I couldn’t make out the driver’s face. But the lettering on the side of the vehicle . . . It’s possible it was one of those magnetic thingys.”

      “You mean a custom magnetic car sign?” asked Michael.

      “Right,” said Alice.

      “We have them on all the cars over at the Lodge,” said Michael. “You can order them in any design you want.”

      “But if someone went to the trouble of having a magnetic sign made, they’d have had to plan this thing well in advance,” said Franny.

      “Right,” said Alice. “They knew the Astors had that painting and planned a pretty elaborate heist to steal it.”

      “But really fairly simple when you boil it down,” said Owen, sliding a stack of plates into a cabinet. “Anyone who was interested in that painting could’ve easily found out that Bernard Astor owned it and that he kept it in his Tennessee Smoky Mountain mansion. The Astors have made no secret of its location.”

      “In fact,” said Michael. “They’ve publicized the acquisition of that painting quite a bit. Its whereabouts are common knowledge.”

      “So,” said Owen, “the killer created a forgery, got everyone to leave the house in a hurry, went inside, swapped the paintings, and left. Simple as that.”

      “You’re right,” said Alice. “I’ve read about some of the world’s most famous art heists. People do all kinds of things to lay their hands on valuable pieces.”

      They all thought for a moment.

      “So, take the Runesville Fire Department sign off the side of that red SUV,” said Owen closing his eyes. “I’ve seen a car like that this week.” His brow furrowed as he thought. “Mia! From my photography class!”

      “It’s Mia’s car?” asked Franny.

      “Not hers, no,” said Owen. “She came over from Memphis ahead of her friends.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” said Alice. “You told us about that. She came to take Talbot’s photography class, but she’s still in town for the art festival. There’s that whole group of artists in from Memphis. They have a booth down on Main Street. Selling paintings.” Alice’s eyes widened. “So, it’s very possible one of that group stole the painting. They own a car that looks just like the one we saw at Hemlock House . . .”

      “And they’re artists. They probably have the skills to produce a forgery,” said Franny.

      “Owen, has Mia mentioned where the group is staying?” asked Michael.

      “As luck would have it,” said Owen, a smile spreading across his face. “Right around the lake, at the Cozy Bear Camp and Glamp.”

      “It’s a lovely evening out,” said Franny. “I could put Theo in his sling and we could take a little stroll. Get some fresh air.”

      “I’ll carry him!” Michael volunteered.

      “Great!” Franny slipped the baby sling over Michael’s shoulder and snuggled Theo inside. Theo smiled at Michael and cooed contentedly.

      “He loves his Uncle Michael,” said Franny, planting a kiss on Theo’s fuzzy head.

      “I’ll leave a note, in case Ben and Luke arrive while we’re gone,” said Owen. “Let’s go.”
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      Cozy Bear Camp and Glamp was a short walk further around the lake from Owen’s cottage. Owned by Harve and Sue Anderson, the campground offered something for weary travelers of every kind. There were rustic campsites for those who brought their own tents and sleeping bags. And there were luxurious glamping tents, for those who preferred to take their time in the great outdoors with a side of hot and cold running water and a comfortable bed. Every day at Cozy Bear offered a variety of fun activities, whether that meant a night of karaoke and ghost stories around the campfire, or a gourmet meal under the stars.

      As Alice, Owen, Franny, and Michael walked through the arched entryway—which was festooned with late-season roses and twinkle lights—they were surprised to see Ben and Luke just emerging from the small check-in cabin with Harve and Sue.

      “I wish we could be of more help,” Harve was saying when he looked up and spotted Alice and friends. “Hey! Are you four also hot on the trail?” Theo reached a tiny hand out and Harve let him grip his finger. “Are they teaching you the mystery-solving ropes, young Theodore?”

      “We were just telling Ben and Luke here that we have no idea who made that call,” said Sue. She quickly looked at Ben and Luke. “Oops. Was I supposed to divulge that?”

      “Oh, I expect they’d figure it out eventually anyway,” said Luke with a chuckle. “The truth is, they had also figured out that Blue Valley Smart-n-Safe never made that call to Hemlock House.”

      “Are you saying the call came from Cozy Bear?” asked Alice.

      Luke just looked at her, but that was answer enough for Alice.

      “From our courtesy phone,” said Harve, tilting his head back toward the little check-in cabin. “And if that call was made Saturday morning, that would’ve been when Sue and I were busy with fly fishing lessons, down the way.” He pointed toward the lake. “Any one of our guests could’ve used the courtesy phone—other than the ones who were with us at the lesson, of course.”

      “Well how about that,” said Owen. “The clues led us here, too. But we’re on the hunt for a—” He glanced around and lowered his voice to a whisper. “A red SUV.”

      “Yep. We got one of those,” said Harve, nodding in the direction of the small parking lot that lay just outside the entrance.

      “Whose is it?” asked Ben.

      “Group of ladies from Memphis,” said Harve. “Four of them—well, five, really. One of them came a few days early. They’re all staying together in one of our large glamping tents.”

      “Artists,” added Sue. “They’re here for the festival.”

      “Let’s go check out that SUV, before it gets dark,” said Luke.

      The whole group trouped over to the parking lot, and sure enough, there was a red SUV parked toward the edge next to the woods.

      “Do you think this was the car you saw Saturday morning at Hemlock House?” asked Ben.

      Alice, Owen, and Franny stepped closer to the car.

      “Could be,” said Alice, walking around it.

      “Here—look at this!” said Franny, who was bending down, examining the side of the car. “You can see where the magnet was!”

      “Magnet?” asked Luke, squatting next to Franny.

      “A customized car magnet,” said Michael, who was standing by, gently bobbing up and down to keep Theo happy. “Made to disguise the car so it’d look like it came from the Runesville Fire Department.”

      “See here?” said Franny. “The car got dirty on its drive down the mountain, because you can still faintly see the outline of the magnet.”

      “Ah ha!” said Owen, who had walked over to the campground dumpster and had managed to climb up the side—and was now teetering on the rim. “Come look at this.”

      “Owen, be careful!” said Alice, hurrying over to join him.

      “Don’t worry, I—whoa!” Owen flapped his arms about madly in an attempt to regain his balance, but to no avail. He fell into the dumpster with a thud. “Oh, for crying out loud,” he muttered from within. “Now I stink.”

      “Owen, what did you find?” asked Ben.

      There was a rustling sound in the dumpster, and then a rolled-up car magnet was thrust triumphantly over the rim. Next, Owen’s leg came over, and after some maneuvering, the whole of Owen fell out and landed on the grassy ground.

      Franny and Ben carefully unrolled the magnet.

      “Runesville Fire Department,” Luke said. “Nobody touch this. Ben, do you have a pair of gloves?”

      Ben pulled out a pair of latex gloves and handed them to Luke, who put them on, and carefully re-rolled the magnet. He carried it to the police cruiser, which was parked nearby, and locked it inside.

      “Now,” he said, walking back over, “Harve and Sue, tell us what you know about the ladies who came here in this SUV.”

      “Sure,” said Sue, leading them all back over to the check-in cabin, where she grabbed a clipboard from the desk. “Let’s see . . . There’s Lee Fairchild, Samantha Pendleton, Amy Smith, and Mona Avery. And Mia Bly is the woman who came in her own car a few days early.”

      “And you said you were offering a fly fishing lesson Saturday morning? Were any of these women at that lesson?”

      “All of them were, weren’t they?” asked Harve, looking at Sue.

      “Nope,” said Sue, flipping through the pages of her clipboard. “I have the sign-up sheet right here. Looks like Samantha, Amy, and Mona were with us. I can’t account for Lee Fairchild. Or Mia Bly either, for that matter.”

      “Well Mia wouldn’t have been fly fishing,” said Ben. “Because she was in your photography class. Right, Owen? She would’ve been with you all at Hemlock House.”

      “That’s right. She was,” said Owen.

      “But she was late,” said Alice. “She got there right as we were going into the house.”

      “Oh yeah,” said Franny. “She said she’d overslept.”

      “Overslept?” Harve gave a little laugh. “She was up bright and early. We saw her having an argument with that Lee Fairchild.”

      “That’s right,” Sue confirmed. “She looked really upset when Lee pulled away in the SUV.”

      “Owen, didn’t you say Lee has a big chip on her shoulder?” asked Alice.

      “Yes I did,” said Owen, nodding. “I’ve only met her once, but she struck me as one of those people who is perpetually up in arms.”

      “That’s our impression too,” said Sue. “She was asking about whether Cozy Bear uses biodegradable products and pointing out that in charging more for our glamping tent rental, we might be inadvertently discriminating against people who can’t afford to glamp, rather than camp.” Sue scoffed. “Harve and I have always prided ourselves on our care for the environment and our customers. That woman was looking for something to get angry about.”

      “Harve and Sue, do either of you remember about what time it was when Lee Fairchild pulled out of here in that red SUV on Saturday morning?” asked Luke.

      “I’d say it was around eight o’clock,” said Harve.

      “That’s right,” said Sue. “We were over by the water, but we have a clear view of cars coming and going through the entrance. I remember hoping that car wouldn’t scare the fish away. The class was just starting.”

      “And the call to the Astors was made from here about ten minutes before eight,” said Ben. “So, it fits, time-wise.”

      “We would’ve been too busy prepping for the class at that time to notice anyone going into the cabin and using the courtesy phone,” said Harve.

      “And we arrived at Hemlock House around nine,” said Owen. “Which means Lee Fairchild would’ve had just enough time to drive up, take the painting while the house was empty, and drive out—just as we arrived.”

      “And she would’ve known what time the photography class was supposed to arrive at Hemlock House too, because Mia would’ve told her. I wonder what they were arguing about,” said Alice.

      “Do you know where Lee and Mia are now?” asked Luke, turning to Harve.

      “They took Mia’s little car and drove into town. Said they were going to have dinner and do some preparation work at their booth for tomorrow,” said Sue.

      “We’d better go find them,” said Ben, looking apologetically at Owen. He gave Franny a quick kiss. “We’ll get over to the housewarming movie night as soon as possible.”

      “No worries!” said Owen, linking arms with Alice and Michael. “We’re planning to stay up late.”
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      “Why did you let me stay up so late?” Owen moaned the next morning as he, Alice, and Franny walked toward St. Helena’s Episcopal Church.

      “Owen, we were all asleep by midnight,” said Alice. “And besides, I didn’t think making it to a ten o’clock memorial service would be all that challenging. I mean, we woke you up at nine.”

      “So, if Talbot is from New York, why are we having his funeral here?” asked Franny, who had dropped Theo off at her parents’ house and was just catching up with Alice and Owen.

      “This isn’t his funeral,” said Alice. “I expect that’ll be in New York. This is just a short service celebrating his life and art. The Blue Valley Council for the Arts thought it would be nice to hold it here, since this was Talbot’s last . . . well . . .”

      “Got it,” said Franny, nodding.

      “There are so many artists in town right now, I bet there will be quite a crowd.” Alice looked ahead toward the church as they turned left onto Phlox Street. “So many people admired Talbot’s work.”

      Sure enough, the little church was crowded.

      “We might even run across a few suspects here,” Owen said under his breath as they walked up the little brick sidewalk to the church’s entrance.

      “Well, two of them definitely won’t be here,” whispered Alice. “Mia Bly and Lee Fairchild. I just got a text from Luke saying that he and Ben can’t come to the service because they finally got those two in for questioning.”

      “I got the same text,” said Franny.

      “I’m glad we came up with a profile for our murderous art thief,” said Owen. “We can look around and see if anyone other than Mia and Lee check those boxes.”

      “Agreed,” said Alice. “Let’s review. We decided we’re looking for an artist or someone who has access to the kind of artist who could’ve created that forgery. The red SUV part of the equation is what pointed us to one of the group from Memphis. And all of them had alibis except for Lee—or possibly Mia, since she was late getting to Hemlock House Saturday morning.”

      “The red SUV is definitely the damning piece of evidence when you look at it that way,” said Owen. “But what connects everything together? What’s the common denominator?”

      “The Toussaint painting,” said Alice quickly. “It’s got to be the key to both the theft and the murder.”

      By this time, they’d entered the church’s narthex, where people were milling around and quietly talking in small groups before entering the sanctuary.

      Owen nodded toward Ian Foster, who was standing off to the side, studying a beautiful painting of an angel that hung on the wall. “There’s someone who had a very definite interest in the painting,” he said.

      “Hey—he was also at Hemlock House Saturday morning!” said Alice. “Bernard told us he was there trying to buy that very painting.”

      “I’d gotten so excited about the red SUV that I almost forgot about that,” said Franny.

      Owen pulled Alice and Franny into a corner. “Now bear with me on this, because I know it’s a longshot. But what if the person in the red SUV came to Hemlock House and the paintings had already been switched? What if somehow Ian had managed to do it while he was there?”

      “Let’s go say hello,” said Alice, and the three of them coolly made their way over to where Ian was standing.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Alice asked, standing beside him and looking at the angel painting.

      “A brilliant use of mixed media,” Ian said. “See how the artist added scraps of real linen to the gown? And the halo is definitely real gold leaf.”

      “I see this painting fairly regularly,” said Alice. “And I never get tired of looking at it.”

      Ian turned and seemed to see Alice for the first time. “Ah! I remember you,” he said, then noticed Owen and Franny, too. “We all met the other day at the bookstore.” His eyes moved back to Alice. “You reminded me of the girl in the Toussaint painting.”

      “That’s right,” said Alice, feeling her cheeks getting warm. “Nice to see you again, Mr. Foster.”

      “Please. Call me Ian.”

      “So, Ian,” said Owen. “Did you have any luck convincing Bernard Astor to sell you that painting?”

      “Nope,” said Ian. “But I did enjoy getting a look at it.”

      “Too bad he wasn’t willing to part with it,” said Franny.

      “Well, maybe it’s not so bad,” said Ian.

      “But I thought you really wanted it for your gallery,” said Alice.

      “I did—I do,” said Ian. He paused. “But only if the painting that hangs at the Astors’ house is, indeed, authentic.”

      “What are you saying?” Owen blurted out. Then he lowered his voice. “That it’s a fake?”

      Ian looked back at the angel painting. “Nothing of the kind,” he said, then turned back to Alice, Franny, and Owen, and gave a little wink. “The painting I looked at was perfect. A masterpiece. If it was a forgery, I didn’t spot it. But . . . Well, one hears rumors. I’ll say no more.”

      Alice could tell by the finality in his voice that he meant it, so she changed the subject. “So, were you a friend of Talbot White?” she asked.

      “I was on friendly terms with him, yes,” said Ian. “My gallery is in Chicago, but we’ve crossed paths on the art scene in New York. I’d been trying to book him to do a showing of his photographs at the Foster Gallery. I’d even arranged a coffee date with him the other day, and we were hashing out the details. But now . . .”

      Alice felt a wave of dizzying energy wash over her. “Coffee?” she said. “I mean, when was that?”

      “On Friday, shortly after I arrived here in Blue Valley,” said Ian. “Why do you ask?”

      Alice felt her pulse steady a bit. “Oh, no reason. I just . . .” She picked up a service bulletin and waved it. “I still can’t believe Talbot is gone.”

      “I know,” said Ian. “Cut down before his time.” He picked up a bulletin and walked toward the sanctuary. “Nice seeing you all.” He pushed open the wooden doors and went inside.

      Alice, Owen, and Franny walked in behind him and looked around for a place to sit.

      “Look, there’s Talbot’s friend Jean-Paul,” said Franny.

      “He looks really upset,” said Alice. “Let’s sit next to him.”

      They filed into the pew and took a seat. Alice laid a comforting hand on Jean-Paul’s arm. “We’re so sorry for your loss, Jean-Paul,” she said quietly. “Had you known Talbot long?”

      “Oh yes,” Jean-Paul answered in his charming French accent. “For many years.” He sniffled and blew his nose.

      “He was a good soul,” said Owen. “An amazing photographer.”

      “And a good friend,” added Franny.

      “The best,” Jean-Paul agreed, nodding. “He believed in me at a time when no one else did.”

      “Jean-Paul,” Alice said quietly, “Do you have any idea who would have done this to Talbot?”

      Jean-Paul looked down at his hands but said nothing.

      “We think his death might have something to do with the Toussaint painting he was photographing at Hemlock House Saturday morning,” whispered Owen.

      Jean-Paul still stayed silent, but finally nodded his head. “That painting,” he muttered, then looked at Alice. “There are those who desperately wanted it. And not just for its monetary value.”

      Alice’s eyes widened. “What—”

      The organ began to play the prelude at that moment, and Father Amos entered the church. The congregation stood and sang A Mighty Fortress Is Our God, and a short but lovely memorial service followed. At the end, Alice stood to leave, feeling happy that Talbot’s life had been so full of blessings, and that he’d had such a positive impact on his world.

      The congregation trickled down the aisle, through the narthex, and back out into the sunlight. Alice, Owen, and Franny stayed close to Jean-Paul, hoping to continue their conversation with him after what he’d said earlier. But waiting just outside the church doors was Luke.

      “Luke! What are you doing here?” Alice hurried up to him, frowning at the serious expression on his face.

      “Sorry,” he said quietly. “I’m here for work.” Alice followed his eyes as he looked past her to Jean-Paul. “Louis Margot?” he said, using the French pronunciation of the name.

      Alice, confused, looked back at Jean-Paul, whose face had fallen.

      “Yes,” he said simply.

      “I’m so sorry,” said Luke, walking over to Jean-Paul. Luke introduced himself, then added, “I need you to come with me to the station, Mr. Margot.”

      Jean-Paul’s shoulders slumped and he let out a long sigh. “I’m finished,” he whispered so quietly that Alice was sure she’d been the only one to hear. Then Jean-Paul nodded at Luke and went with him.

      Luke glanced back at Alice, an apology and regret in his eyes.

      “What just happened here?” asked Owen.

      “Luke called Jean-Paul Louis Margot?” asked Alice.

      “And clearly, Jean-Paul answered to that name,” said Franny.

      “Owen, look up Louis Margot,” said Alice.

      “Already on top of it,” said Owen, who’d taken out his phone and was furiously tapping and scrolling. Then he froze. “Oh, this is big,” he said.

      “What?” asked Alice, and she and Franny both immediately took their places at Owen’s side, leaning close to see what he was looking at on the phone.

      “Louis Margot was an art thief,” said Owen.

      Alice felt her stomach turn over. “An art thief? Jean-Paul?”

      “I can’t believe it,” said Franny.

      “There’s more,” said Owen. “He served his time, changed his name, and now owns a gallery in New York.”

      “We knew that last part,” said Franny.

      “Specializing in the impressionists,” said Owen, still intently reading his phone. “The gallery’s crowning glory is its collection of works by the artist Gabriel Toussaint.”

      “But even if Jean-Paul is a known art thief—” Alice started to say.

      “—and lover of Toussaint—” added Owen.

      “Does that mean he could’ve stolen the painting?” Alice finished.

      “He was there Saturday morning,” said Franny. “He and Talbot arrived there shortly after we did.”

      “But he was never alone with the painting, was he?” asked Alice.

      “Could he have been working with Lee—or whoever was driving the phony firetruck?” wondered Owen.

      Just then, Mia Bly walked up, dabbing red, swollen eyes with a tissue and sniffling.

      “Mia,” said Owen. “What brings you here?” He took a closer look at her. “And what’s wrong?”

      “I’m here to pay my respects,” Mia managed to say. “I’m late because I was at the—at the police station.” She blew her nose loudly. “I’m always late, aren’t I?”

      “Mia, take a few deep breaths,” said Owen, putting an arm around her.

      Mia looked up at the church, its steeple rising up toward a blue sky. Her eyes filled with tears that dribbled down her cheeks. She looked back at Owen. “Oh, Owen, what a mess.” Then she looked at Alice and Franny and sighed. “I never should have lied.”
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      The Parkview Café was the ideal place for a comforting brunch, so Alice, Owen, and Franny walked Mia there and found a quiet table outside where they could look across Trillium Street and see children playing and festival-goers walking about, looking at art exhibits in Town Park.

      “Now,” said Owen, once they’d placed an order for buttermilk pancakes and hot tea all around, “what’s this about you lying, Mia?”

      “I said I overslept. Saturday morning, when I was late getting to Hemlock House? I said I overslept, but I didn’t.”

      Magnolia Anderson, owner of the café, stopped by the table carrying a tray loaded with a teapot and cups, along with cream and sugar.

      “Sweet tea,” said Owen, pouring a steaming cup for Mia. “That’s what you need.”

      “Go on, Mia,” Alice coaxed.

      Mia nodded and took a sip of tea. “I’d been up late with Lee the night before, trying to talk some sense into her. She gets so angry about anything she perceives as an injustice.” Mia looked at the others with worried eyes. “And to Lee, to hang a glorious painting on a wall in a house that no one even lives in most of the year is akin to a criminal action. She’s a great lover of Toussaint’s work, and thinks they should hang in museums, where people from all walks of life can enjoy them.”

      “There’s a certain amount of logic in that,” said Owen. “I mean, people should be free to buy things that they love, including works of art, if they can afford them. And no one appreciates the beauty of that painting more than Bernard Astor, I don’t think. But it does seem a shame that the family only comes to their Tennessee house occasionally, and so the painting usually just hangs there in a dark room, unseen and unappreciated.”

      “Lee had hatched this scheme to steal the painting and anonymously leave it at Jean-Paul Margot’s gallery. He has a fantastic collection of Toussaints, you know. Probably the best in the world.” Mia took another sip of her tea, and her shoulders seemed to relax a bit. “Of course, Lee knew that Jean-Paul would return the painting to the Astors. But she was going to leave a note, explaining her actions in the hopes that she would at least have made her point. She thought maybe Mr. Astor would think about it and let the museum keep the painting—at least when he’s away from home. This whole thing was Lee’s way of rebelling. She really is a good person—and a wonderful artist. She’s just impetuous.”

      “So, Lee had been planning this for some time, I take it,” said Alice.

      Mia nodded. “Apparently since we made plans to come to Blue Valley for the Fall Into Art Festival. She knew we’d be close to the painting. But none of our group knew anything about it until I was looking for my cell phone Friday night. I thought I might’ve left it in Lee’s SUV. I searched the car and found that magnet rolled up and hidden underneath the driver’s seat.”

      “The Runesville Fire Department magnet,” said Franny, nodding.

      “Yep. Lee did a little research and drove by Hemlock House the first chance she got after arriving in town. She knew she was going to make a phony phone call, but when she saw the Blue Valley Smart-n-Safe sign at the gate, she worked out the details. She called, alerted the family of a fake gas leak, waited for everyone to clear out, then went to the house. The fire truck idea had come to her some time ago because her SUV is red and she knew Runesville was a tiny nearby town . . . It really was surprisingly easy.”

      “Even breaking into the house?” asked Owen.

      “She didn’t break in. The housekeeper, Elsa, eventually let her in,” said Mia. “She had stayed behind but was apparently out in the garden or something. Anyway, Elsa thought Lee was checking for the gas leak.”

      “Of course,” said Alice.

      “Is Lee in jail, then?” asked Franny.

      “No.” Mia shook her head and paused when Magnolia returned with plates full of fluffy, steaming pancakes with pats of butter melting into them and warm maple syrup on the side. Once Magnolia went back inside, Mia continued. “She lost her nerve.”

      “Lee? After all that plotting and planning?” asked Alice.

      “Yep,” said Mia. “She got to the house, found the painting, but then changed her mind.” She drizzled syrup over her pancakes and picked up her fork. “I got up early this morning after a sleepless night to try one more time to talk her out of the whole thing. Maybe she was listening after all.”

      “Wow,” said Owen, unfolding his napkin and placing it in his lap. “So, Lee didn’t steal the painting.”

      “Or murder Talbot White, either,” said Mia, chewing. She looked down at her pancakes. “Man, these are good.”

      “Mia, did Lee see anyone else at the house while she was there? Anyone at all?” asked Alice.

      “Other than Elsa?” said Mia through a mouthful of pancake. “Oh—she saw a man there too.”

      At this pronouncement, everyone sat up a little straighter and leaned a little closer to Mia.

      “So, when Lee arrived at the house, she parked off to the side. She could see Elsa a good distance away, in the garden,” said Mia. “And Lee was sort of hiding behind a bush, trying to decide if she should go through with her plan. And this man showed up and knocked on the door, but of course, no one answered.” Mia thought for a moment. “I’m really thankful for that guy,” she said. “With him standing there, Lee couldn’t just forge ahead. And the extra time made her really think about what she was doing.”

      “So, what happened with the man?” asked Owen. “Did Lee see him go inside?”

      “He hung around, and Elsa spotted him and walked back over to the house. She told him there was a possible gas leak and when he insisted on speaking to Mr. Astor, she showed him to a garden bench and told him he’d have to wait until the fire department arrived and did their inspection and the family was allowed to return. That was when she spotted Lee’s SUV.” Mia paused and shook her head. “At that point, Lee had no choice but to present herself. She was in way over her head, but she managed to say she was with the fire department. Elsa let her into the house and went back out to the garden. Of course, Lee had made up the gas-leak story, so it was easy enough for her to come back outside, give the all-clear, and drive away.”

      “And that’s when we saw her,” said Owen.

      Mia looked at her watch. “Oh gosh, I’ve got to get back over to the police station,” she said, digging through her bag and pulling out her wallet. “They’re releasing Lee, but she’ll still have to face the music for the phony call and impersonating a fire fighter. But with enough community service and cooperation, they say she should be able to avoid any time in jail.”

      “We’ve got this,” said Owen, putting up a hand when Mia tried to pay for her pancakes.

      She thanked them and hurried up Main Street, looking like she felt better.

      “Glad she was able to unload that whole story,” said Franny, watching Mia go.

      “While loading up on carbs,” said Owen, taking a big bite of his pancakes.

      “So, here’s what I’m wondering,” said Alice, taking a sip of tea. “We know Bernard said that Ian Foster had been to Hemlock House earlier Saturday morning and had tried to buy the painting from him.”

      “That’s right,” said Franny.

      “So, who was the man who came to the house while Lee was there?” Alice wondered. “And why didn’t we see him when we arrived? Had he already gone?”

      “Maybe Ian Foster had returned to make another offer?” said Owen.

      “We need to talk to the only person who stayed at Hemlock House that whole morning,” said Alice. “We need to call Elsa.”
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      A quick call to Hemlock House revealed that Elsa had gone down the mountain to do her Thanksgiving grocery shopping.

      “She’ll be there a while,” Alice predicted. “I’m picking up our turkey and almost everything else this evening after the festival ends, and let me tell you, the list is long.”

      “We’ll go with you to Whitman’s tonight,” said Owen. “We can divide and conquer.”

      Whitman’s Grocery store, owned by George Whitman, and his father before him, and his father before him, was an institution in Blue Valley—and the only grocery store. It was on the corner of Main and Trillium, on the same block as Blue Valley Fit, Shutter Bug’s Photo Studio,  and the health food store.

      Alice, Owen, and Franny, since they weren’t doing any real shopping until that evening, walked over from the café, which was just across the street. It didn’t take long to locate Elsa, who was pushing a cart piled high with groceries. At the moment, she was struggling to find room in the cart for a very large turkey.

      “Allow me,” said Owen, hurrying over and adjusting the items in Elsa’s cart to make room.

      “Thank you,” said Elsa. She looked up from the cart and saw that Alice and Franny were there, too. “Hello again,” she said with a smile.

      “Hi, Elsa,” said Alice. “Looks like you’re all set for Thanksgiving.”

      “And that you’ve got a lot of cooking to do,” added Owen.

      “I do,” said Elsa. “We’re baking cookies today, pies tomorrow, and will get started roasting this beauty early Thursday morning.” She nodded at the turkey. “Thank you for helping me fit it in. This cart is about to explode!”

      “We’d be glad to help you get everything unloaded at the checkout,” said Franny, as they trailed along behind Elsa, who had managed to turn the cart around and was starting toward the front of the store.

      “Would you? That would be wonderful. Thank you!”

      When they got into line, Alice cleared her throat. “Um, Elsa? We’ve been looking into the theft of the Toussaint painting at Hemlock House—sort of helping the police. My brother, who’s also Franny’s husband, is the chief, and my fiancé is head detective. Well, only detective, technically.”

      “Then you both have very handsome husbands,” said Elsa, smiling at Franny and Alice. “We met them when they came up to the house to investigate. Very kind.”

      “Thank you,” said Alice. “We’re pretty proud of those two.”

      “Terrible—how the painting turned out to be a forgery. Julia, Mr. and Mrs. Astor’s daughter, authenticates art professionally. It only took her a moment to see that the painting on the wall wasn’t the painting that usually hangs there. She said at a glance, you’d never know, but once she checked the canvas and the paint itself, it was very obvious.”

      “Whoever swapped the paintings must’ve counted on no one looking too closely—at least not until the thief was long gone,” said Owen.

      “That morning—Saturday morning—when the whole family cleared out of the house because of the supposed gas leak . . . We understand that you stayed behind?” Alice said.

      “That’s right,” said Elsa. “That was before you all arrived with Talbot. The call came in from the security company, saying they believed there might be a problem. Everyone was in such a hurry to get out of the house—it was mayhem. I was out in the far garden, well away from any danger, so I told them I’d stay behind.”

      “Mr. Astor said that earlier that morning, a man had come to make an offer to purchase the painting. Did you see him?” asked Alice.

      “No,” said Elsa, shaking her head. “He came and went while I was in the garden. I spent most of the morning out there, getting the beds ready for winter.”

      By this time, they’d arrived at the check-out. Owen hurried around to the front of the cart and began unloading groceries onto the conveyer belt.

      “And what about the man who came later—while the family was away?” asked Alice. “Who was he?”

      “A very dashing gentleman. Silver hair. Blue eyes. Carried a large satchel over his shoulder. I believe he said he owned a gallery in Chicago. He’d come to speak with Mr. Astor, but I explained about the gas leak.”

      “Ah yes. We know him,” said Owen, raising a brow in Alice’s direction.

      “Was his name Ian Foster?” asked Alice.

      “Yes, that was it,” said Elsa.

      “So, he did go to Hemlock House twice that morning,” said Franny.

      “He did?” asked Elsa.

      “Sounds like it,” said Owen, setting a large bag of fresh cranberries onto the conveyor belt. “Bernard—Mr. Astor—told us during our fieldtrip that Ian Foster had come and made an offer on the Toussaint that very morning. But we never saw Ian, which means he had to have been there before the whole gas leak debacle.”

      “And since he returned during the gas leak debacle, that means he came to Hemlock House twice,” said Alice. “Did you send him away?”

      “No, he insisted he needed to speak to Mr. Astor, so I showed him to the park area, alongside the house. There’s a comfortable bench there, and he said he’d be glad to wait. He seemed a bit nervous to me. Anyway, then I saw the young woman from the Runesville Fire Department—”

      “Lee Fairchild,” said Alice.

      “Yes—we heard all about her little ruse this morning,” said Elsa. “Anyway, I went to let her into the house, presuming she would check for a gas leak, and then I returned to the garden. The next time I checked the park, Mr. Foster was gone. I never saw him again, so assumed he’d gotten tired of waiting and left. I did put his calling card on Mr. Astor’s desk, and made sure he saw it.”

      The last of the groceries had been scanned and bagged, so Owen helped to repack the cart, and Alice and Franny both helped carry bags and load them into Elsa’s car.

      “Thank you, Elsa,” Alice said as Elsa climbed in behind the wheel. “Good luck with the baking! And happy Thanksgiving!”

      “Happy Thanksgiving to all you, too!” said Elsa, giving them a wave before pulling out of the parking lot.

      “So, if Lee Fairchild was telling the truth, and she didn’t switch the paintings, then the only other person we know of so far who came to Hemlock House that morning is Ian Foster,” said Alice.

      “And he definitely wanted that painting,” said Owen.

      “And he’s had coffee with Talbot, too, so it might’ve been him who killed Talbot,” said Franny.

      “If Elsa left him on the park bench and went out to the garden, and Lee came and went, but the family was still away . . .” Alice said slowly, “that means there might’ve been a golden window of opportunity for Ian to rush into the house, switch the paintings, and leave.” She looked at Franny, who was already dialing her phone.

      “I’m on it,” Franny said. “Ben and Luke need to hear this.”
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      It was Owen’s day to help oversee the Paint A Cookie Masterpiece Kitchen, and he’d volun-told Alice and Franny they’d be on duty as well. As it turned out, the children who attended the event decided it would be far more fun to paint Owen than their cookies, and Alice and Franny really should’ve redirected the young artists, but were laughing too hard to be of much help.

      A chill wind blew through the park, swirling fall leaves with it—some of which stuck to the sugar-coated Owen.

      “Great,” he said dryly. “Could somebody hose me off, please?”

      Of course, that only made the children laugh more.

      Franny’s mother, Pippa Brown, had walked up bringing Theo, and arrived just in time to see Owen dancing about, attempting to shake off his coating of leaves, a sight which launched little Theo into a round of giggles.

      “No doubt about it, Owen” said Franny, taking Theo from her mother and snuggling him close. “You’ve got the magic touch with children of all ages.” Then she thanked her mother for babysitting, and Pippa was joined by Franny’s dad, Albert.

      “We’re going to grab a late lunch and browse the festival,” said Pippa, taking Arthur’s arm. “Let us know if you need any more babysitting later.”

      “Sure thing, Mom,” said Franny, securing Theo into his baby sling. “Thanks again!”

      As she watched the Browns disappear into the crowd, Alice spotted Jean-Paul, walking in the direction of the park, hands in pockets, a thoughtful expression on his face.

      “Don’t look now,” Alice whispered. “But Jean-Paul is coming this way.”

      “Too late,” said Franny. “He sees us.”

      “Well, this is awkward,” said Owen.

      “I know,” agreed Alice. “Last time we saw him, he was being escorted to the police station.”

      “It’s not awkward because of that,” said Owen. “It’s because I’m standing here looking like some kind of insane fall cookie.”

      “Hello, all,” said Jean-Paul, raising a brow at Owen.

      “Don’t ask,” said Owen, rolling his eyes.

      By this time, Faith Lindor, who owned the other bakery in town—called Crumpets—had showed up for her shift at the cookie decorating kitchen. She’d brought her fiancé, Beau Boswell, who, upon seeing Owen, started to run away, but was quickly caught by Faith.

      “Good luck,” Owen said, patting Beau on the back.

      Alice, Owen, and Franny, along with Jean-Paul, left the cookie area and strolled on through the park, pausing now and again to look at the art on display.

      “I felt I should explain to you all what happened earlier, at the church,” Jean-Paul began.

      Alice felt at a loss for words. After all, the three friends now knew a good deal about Jean-Paul’s past—but he didn’t know they knew, and that was uncomfortable. Alice felt a wave of relief when Jean-Paul just came right out with it.

      “The reason your friend Detective Evans called me by another name, by Louis Margot, is because that was my given name. I changed my name because . . .” He paused for a moment before continuing. “I was, as you say, turning over a new leaf in my life, and that called for a new name.” He looked at Alice and Franny. “I must commend the police department here, and especially your husband and your fiancé. I was treated with kindness and respect, and the thing that I had feared—that they would believe I stole the Toussaint—did not come to pass.”

      “Why, um, were you afraid they would think that?” asked Owen, who had snagged a damp towel as they’d left the cookie kitchen area, and was now attempting to wipe the colorful stickiness from his hands and face.

      “Because I have a past. I was an art thief,” Jean-Paul said simply. “The police, they knew this about me, and they wanted to ask for my insight—not accuse me of anything.” He sighed, a small smile coming to his lips. “Maybe it is true that even our mistakes can be used for good, no?”

      “No,” said Alice. “I mean, yes. Most assuredly they can. My granny always says we should never waste a good mistake.”

      “Then your granny is a very wise woman,” said Jean-Paul.

      “So, were you able to help with the investigation?” asked Franny, taking Jean-Paul’s arm.

      Jean-Paul smiled at Theo and reached out a finger to touch his little hand. “I believe so,” he said, nodding. “You see, it takes a very particular kind of person to steal such a work of art. The world of art theft . . . It is different from other kinds of stealing.”

      “It must be hard to get away with it,” said Alice.

      “You would be surprised, actually, that it is not always that difficult,” said Jean-Paul. “Much of the art that is stolen these days comes from private homes, like Hemlock House, rather than from museums. A sharp thief can walk up to a painting, cut it from its frame, and be gone within seconds. He can be nothing but a shadow, and can disappear into the darkness.”

      “And then what?” asked Alice. “Say a thief steals a painting successfully—but then, what does he do with it? Everyone knows it’s stolen. If he sells it, he’ll surely be caught.”

      “Ah! That is the rub,” said Jean-Paul, nodding. “The thief must already have the buyer lined up, you see—before he steals the work of art. Otherwise, he may try to sell it, but very often, the buyer will turn out to be an undercover officer of the law. That is the way thieves are caught.”

      “Maybe that’s what will happen with Woman at Café with Book,” said Franny hopefully.

      “Perhaps it may,” agreed Jean-Paul. “But I do not think so.” He frowned. “You see, that Toussaint was worth, say, a million dollars. In the world of fine art, not worth the risk. Yet too famous to slip quietly under the radar. Only a wealthy collector could buy it. And whoever bought it would have to hide it or be caught with a stolen painting. So, you see, even though it is fairly easy to steal a painting such as this, it is nearly impossible to, as you say, unload it.”

      “So . . . someone would have to want that painting very badly to go to the trouble of stealing it,” said Alice.

      “Exactly,” said Jean-Paul.

      “Do you happen to know Ian Foster?” asked Owen.

      “Mr. Foster, yes,” said Jean-Paul. “We are both gallery owners. Both fond of the impressionists. And Toussaint.” He chuckled. “Back when it was on auction, when Mr. Astor purchased it, Ian Foster wanted it, too. He tried to win it, but Bernard Astor outbid him.”

      “Bernard had more money to spend, I guess,” mused Alice.

      “And more passion for the painting,” said Jean-Paul. “His wife loved it dearly, and he would not fail to get it for her. And this supports my point, that the acquisition of art is about more than money. It is about passion for the piece. For what it represents, for the hand that painted it, for the period in which it was created . . . and something more, too. Sometimes a painting resonates inside the heart of the viewer, and this takes hold of them. When that happens, they would cross hell or high water to possess the piece.”

      “You sound like you speak from experience,” said Owen, smiling.

      “Oh yes,” said Jean-Paul. “But these days, I do not let myself go down that road. I am just as happy to stand in a museum, or a place like the Astors’, and admire the art without needing to own it.”

      “I’m glad,” said Alice. “And glad your mistakes have not been wasted.”

      “As am I, Ms. Maguire. As am I.” Jean-Paul reached out and shook Theo’s tiny hand, said his goodbyes, and was off. But before he left, he turned back and said, “I do know that to some, a painting can be such an obsession . . . It can be worth killing for.”

      He gave a little salute and was gone.

      “So, Jean-Paul had nothing to do with the theft or the killing,” said Owen.

      “And Lee Fairchild didn’t either,” said Franny.

      “It’s looking more and more like Ian Foster did the deed,” said Alice. “I wonder if Ben and Luke are drawing the same conclusion.”

      “I have an idea,” said Owen. “Let’s go down to the Memphis artist group’s booth and ask Lee if she saw Ian when she was inside Hemlock House.”

      “Brilliant,” said Alice. “They’re up Main Street. Let’s go.”

      They left the park and headed up Main Street until they came to a booth with a banner above it that read Memphis Masterpieces.  Mia was standing at the counter, and gave them a wave when she saw them.

      “How’s it going?” Owen asked when they got closer.

      “Better,” said Mia. “Oh—meet my fellow artists.” She turned to the three other ladies in the booth. “This is Samantha, Amy, and Mona. Ladies, this is Owen, from my photography class. And this is Alice and that’s Franny.” She smiled at Theo. “And who is this beautiful little person?”

      “This is Theo,” said Franny with a smile.

      The ladies took a few moments to fawn over the baby, and then Owen took Mia aside a bit.

      “Where’s Lee?” he asked.

      “She’s back at Cozy Bear, taking a rest,” said Mia quietly. “She’s still pretty shaken up by what she almost did.” She brightened a little. “But live and learn, right? We’re all going to be just fine. It’s a beautiful day, we’re selling lots of our artwork, and tomorrow morning, we’ll be on our way home to Memphis to celebrate Thanksgiving with our families.”

      “Listen, Mia,” said Owen, as he, Alice, and Franny stepped in a little closer. “You told us that Lee had seen a man arrive at Hemlock House while she was there Saturday morning, and that Elsa showed him to a bench in the garden. I know this is a sore subject and you’d all like to put it behind you, but did she happen to mention whether the man, by chance, ever came inside the house while she was, you know, checking for the pretend gas leak?”

      Mia thought about this for a moment. “I’m not sure,” she said. “But I can find out. Let me text her right now.” She pulled out her phone and tapped at the screen. Within seconds, a message came back. “Lee says the housekeeper let her in, and that even though she had decided not to steal the painting, she still wanted to see it. She wandered around, found it, and was standing there looking at it when the man came in and asked her what she was doing there. She told him she’d just checked the house for gas leaks, and that everything was in order, and got out of there as quickly as she could.”

      “Could you ask her what the man looked like?” said Alice.

      “Sure,” said Mia, texting Lee. The phone dinged again. “Silvery-gray hair and striking blue eyes,” Mia read.

      “Ian Foster,” said Alice. “Thank you, Mia. And thank Lee for us, too.”

      Alice, Owen, and Franny stepped away from the Memphis Masterpieces booth and walked on up Main Street.

      “So, let’s piece this together,” said Alice. “Ian Foster wanted that painting, even back when Bernard bought it.”

      “And he went to Hemlock House early Saturday morning and made an offer,” said Owen. “But Bernard turned him down.”

      “Right,” said Alice. “Then he came back to the house a bit later. Maybe to make another offer.”

      “But when it turned out that the family was away and the house was empty, he say his chance. He went inside and took the painting—swapping it for the forgery in his satchel,” said Franny.

      “He thought he’d gotten away with it until the next morning,” said Alice. “He saw the photo of the original in the paper and realized the mistake with the signature. Then he somehow found out that Talbot had spotted it in his photos as well. So, he confronted Talbot, killed him, took the evidence—”

      “And went back to Hemlock House, and managed to steal the forgery,” said Owen. “Because it was Sunday morning and no one was around. So, his timing was insanely lucky for a second time.”

      “And that was the first time the family realized the painting had been stolen,” said Franny. “Even though it was actually the forgery that had been stolen. So, they called the police.”

      “Right,” said Alice. “And then Ian fixed the signature, snuck back to Hemlock House during the night, and left the painting with the note of apology.”

      “But it was just the same fake painting that had been on the wall when we were there Saturday morning,” said Owen. “The real one had been gone since . . . I’ve lost track. Do we even know when the actual painting was stolen?”

      “It had to be when Ian was there the first time, that morning, when he tried to buy the painting from Bernard,” said Alice.

      “So where is the painting now?” asked Franny.

      “Ian must have it,” said Alice.

      By this time, they’d come to the corner of Main and Phlox.

      “The police station is right there,” said Owen, pointing right. “Let’s go make sure Ben and Luke are on the same page.”
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      It didn’t take long for Ben and Luke to obtain a warrant and rush over to the Valley Inn, where Ian Foster was staying. And surprisingly, it took even less time for them to discover the Toussaint, carefully wrapped and tucked behind the antique wardrobe in Ian’s room. Ian, however, was nowhere to be seen. Luke called Alice to tell her the news, and said they were trying to locate him at the moment and would arrest him as soon as they found him.

      Meanwhile, Alice, Owen, and Franny headed to Whitman’s Grocery Store in Owen’s SUV. Normally, they’d just walk the half-block to get there, but with only one baking day left between now and Thanksgiving, they’d be buying quite a load of groceries. Owen parked along the roadside next to the park, because the lot at Whitman’s was clearly a madhouse already.

      “We can buy everything we need and take it straight over to Luke’s cabin,” said Alice.

      “And after that, it’s back to my house for some late-night pie baking,” said Owen.

      “Can we eat some of the pie tonight?” asked Franny, who was struggling to pop up Theo’s stroller while Alice gently bounced him, trying to sooth him.

      “We’ll make extra,” Owen assured Franny.

      As soon as Franny began to ease Theo into his stroller, he let out a disgruntled wail.

      “That means he’s hungry,” said Franny. “I’ll just go sit on that park bench and feed him. It won’t take long. Then he’ll snooze all through Whitman’s.”

      “That’s perfect,” said Alice, looking toward the large exhibition tent a short walk away. “The artists are packing up to go home. I’d like to stop in the tent and say goodbye to Ella Page, and thank her again for our beautiful new lake painting.”

      “I’ll sit with Franny,” Owen called after Alice. “I want to go over my grocery list before we go into the store.”

      Before Alice got to the tent, Mia hurried up to her, arms loaded with art supplies and the rolled-up Memphis Masterpieces banner. “Goodbye, Alice!” Mia said, dropping a can of paintbrushes on the ground, which Alice quickly stooped to pick up. “Oops! Sorry about that.”

      “No problem,” said Alice, handing the can back to Mia. “Hope you all have a fun last night at Cozy Bear and safe travels tomorrow.”

      “Thank you!” said Mia, setting down and reorganizing her load. As she stacked some art books, she came across her copy of Sunday’s newspaper. “Ugh,” she said, unfolding it and showing Alice the front page article about Talbot shooting photos at Hemlock House. “Take this, please. I’d kept it because I was so afraid Lee had gone through with her plan to take that painting.” She took a closer look at the photo of Woman at Café with Book. “It is beautiful, isn’t it? I hope they get the original back to the Astors.”

      “As a matter of fact, they recovered it today,” said Alice.

      “Really? That’s fantastic!” said Mia, picking up the rest of her things, looking more organized this time.

      “Owen and Franny are over there on the bench,” said Alice, pointing. “You should go say goodbye to them, too.”

      “Thanks, Alice,” Mia said, and hurried off in that direction.

      The inside of the tent looked very different from before, when its canvas walls had been covered in artwork and strings of lights. Now, in the falling dusk, the walls were blank, and now and then would flap gently back and forth in the breeze. Alice pulled her sweater tighter around herself as she wound through the canvas corridors, hoping she hadn’t missed Ella. Then again, Ella had been friends with Ian, so perhaps she was with him at the police station.

      Alice grabbed her phone and shot a quick text to Luke. Is Ian in custody yet?

      This was met with a quick response. Yes—about to question him.

      “What a relief,” Alice said to herself.

      “What’s a relief?”

      Alice hadn’t realized she’d made it to the area where Ella Page had set up her exhibit in the tent. The area smelled strongly of paint and paint thinner, and Ella, wearing rubber gloves, was busy cleaning the brushes she’d used at her live demonstration that day. “Oh! Ella—I was just coming to find you.”

      “Hello, Alice! Glad you stopped by before I left.” She looked down at her work. “I’m getting my brushes clean, and then packing up. You can’t let your brushes sit too long when you’ve been using oil-based paint.”

      “I wanted to thank you for your beautiful perspective on Blue Valley. I hope you’ll come again next year if not sooner.”

      “Definitely,” said Ella with a smile. “There’s so much inspiration here. I have lots more to paint.” She looked down and saw the newspaper in Alice’s hand, and a frown crossed her face. “Did they ever recover that stolen painting?” she asked.

      “What?” Alice looked down at the newspaper. “Oh! Yes, as a matter of fact, they did.” She unfolded the paper and looked at the stock photo Jane had inserted of the painting. “I hope I’ll see the actual Toussaint in person someday.”

      “Oh, I hope you do, too,” said Ella.

      Alice paused, wondering just how close Ella was to Ian Foster. “I guess you heard—I mean . . . I believe they found the person who stole it.”

      Ella’s face hardened a little. “Ian,” she said.

      “You knew?” asked Alice, surprised.

      “I had a feeling,” said Ella. “But no proof, of course. I’m glad they figured it out.”

      “Me too,” said Alice. “Ian must’ve really wanted that Toussaint.”

      “He was obsessed,” said Ella. She chuckled. “Of course, people who love art but can’t paint at all themselves always covet the beautiful works.”

      “Makes sense,” said Alice. But then something Ella had said caught in her thoughts like a tiny, bothersome grain of sand. “It’s an incredible painting, isn’t it?”

      “It’s amazing,” said Ella, a note of wistfulness in her voice. “It’s clarity and luminosity are impossible to capture in a photograph—even one by the late, great Talbot White.”

      “So, you’ve seen the Toussaint in person?”

      Ella hesitated for a beat. “Yes,” she said. “Many years ago, before Mr. Astor purchased it.”

      Alice looked down at the newspaper in her hands, her eyes stopping on the photo of Bernard Astor and his first wife at the bottom of the page.

      So that was why the woman in the photo—Bernard Astor’s first wife—had looked so familiar! The picture had been taken many years before. The hair was different, and the young Ainsley Lansford-Astor had looked softer, but there was no mistaking it now: Ella Page was Bernard Astor’s first wife.

      “You figured it out,” Ella said quietly.

      “What?” asked Alice, again going for the most casual tone she could muster.

      “Who I am,” said Ella. She released a deep sigh. “I changed my name and started a new life for myself. I—I didn’t want Bernard to even know I was here in town. I knew he owned a home here, but I didn’t want that to stop me from coming to this festival. I mean, I started painting under the name Ella Page years ago.”

      “Oh my gosh,” said Alice, suddenly having an idea. “Did Ian steal the painting because he knew you’d loved it so much? Didn’t Bernard buy it for you in the first place?” Alice scanned the article in the Post again.

      “Yes,” said Ella. “It was a birthday gift, actually.” She swished the brushes around in the jar of paint thinner. “But then when we divorced, he decided to keep it.” There was a bitter edge to her voice when she said this.

      “How horrible,” said Alice.

      “I certainly hope Ian didn’t steal it for me, though,” said Ella. “We hardly know each other. I mean, we just met a few days ago.”

      “Yeah, but he was pretty struck by you, and your talent,” said Alice. Suddenly, it dawned on her—the thing that was bothering her from what Ella had said a few moments before. “So, Ian can’t paint, huh?” she asked, trying for all the world to keep her tone light.

      “Not to save his life!” said Ella with a laugh.

      Alice tried to smile, but felt suddenly shaken.

      Her phone dinged. It was Luke. Alice quickly scanned his message.

      Looks like Ian didn’t steal the painting! And he didn’t return to Hemlock House—he’d never left! He’d parked outside the estate at Ella Page’s request. She was supposed to be painting the view of the valley. But when he returned to where he’d left her, she was gone. He went back to Hemlock House to search for her. Long story, but if you see Ella, tell us right away.

      Alice’s heart felt like it would pound out of her chest as she typed, Come to exhibition tent in park. NOW.

      She tucked her phone back into her pocket and smiled at Ella, who wasn’t smiling anymore.

      “Everything okay?” Ella asked.

      “Yes, it was just my fiancé, wondering about dinner,” Alice lied.

      “You looked like you’d seen a ghost just then.”

      “Did I?” Alice forced a laugh that came out sounding too uncomfortable to be convincing.

      “Oh, that’s too bad,” said Ella, her face turning entirely cold now. She stepped closer to Alice, the can of paint thinner poised in her hand.

      “What are you talking about? What’s too bad?”

      “I blew it. I slipped and said Ian can’t paint.” Ella shook her head, a look of disgust on her face. “And you, little miss detective, knew that whoever switched the paintings had to be able to paint in order to flawlessly correct the mistake with the signature. How could I have been so careless?”

      “Well, I was thinking Ian could’ve commissioned the fake from someone else . . .” Alice said slowly. “But then the signatures—”

      “The signatures. Yes, the stupid signatures didn’t match. My bad. Yet another careless mistake. I mean, I once owned that painting! I’d looked at it a million times. But all I’ve had all these years is a crummy print of it and it had been so long since I’d seen the original, and I—I didn’t recall that it was a rare single signature from Toussaint’s early work.” She scoffed. “Bernard always did say I was in too much of a hurry.”

      “You are amazingly fast at—”

      “It was my painting!” Ella yelled. “Mine! I was the one who loved it! Bernard bought it for me. Me! Not Seraphina! And now it hangs there in that dark house ninety-nine percent of the time.” She sloshed the paint thinner a bit. “Those idiots didn’t even notice that I’d made the switch. And they probably never would have if Talbot hadn’t figured it out,” she spat. “They would’ve walked past the forgery for years and never really stopped to look at it. What kind of senseless waste is that?”

      “A t—terrible waste,” said Alice, easing in the direction of the door.

      “Talbot was going to ruin everything. I couldn’t let him do that.” Ella’s eyes focused on Alice as she raised the jar of paint thinner. “And I can’t let you  do that either. Not another step, Alice.”

      Suddenly, a wind swept through the park, ruffling the canvas walls of the tent—and making enough noise to hide the sound of approaching footsteps.

      “Alice? Are you here?” When Jean-Paul emerged from the corridor, Ella, startled, shrieked and flung the paint thinner in his face. Jean-Paul screamed in agony, hands over his eyes, and in the moment of chaos, Alice lunged forward, knocking Ella to the ground.

      Between Alice’s calls for help, Jean-Paul’s cries of pain, and Ella’s enraged shrieks, Luke, Ben, and Dewey—with Owen and Franny at their heels—had no trouble locating Alice. In fact, no one within a two-block radius would’ve had any trouble locating Alice. Within seconds, Ella was handcuffed and Officer Dewey had been dispatched to rush Jean-Paul to the ER. Ben walked Ella out to the second squad car and locked her inside, then turned back to his sister.

      “Why do these things keep happening to you?” he asked, ruffling her red hair.

      “I swear, I wasn’t even investigating. I just came to say goodbye to Ella—or Ainsley, I should say.” Alice shuddered. “I hope Jean-Paul is okay. If his eyes are damaged, he’d never be able to see the art he loves so much again. I’m so lucky he walked in when he did.”

      “No luck about it,” said Luke, walking up and putting his arm around Alice. “Jean-Paul had it all figured out. He knew that was a fake you all saw on Saturday, but it took him a while to make a guess at what had happened. He was coming looking for Ella, to see if he could somehow coax the truth out of her.”

      “He knew it was her? Not Ian?”

      “That’s what he told us when we asked him for his best guess this morning after the funeral,” said Ben. “He knew that to steal that painting would be about more than its monetary value. He said it would be about passion. And then tonight, he called us the minute he figured out that Ella was actually Ainsley.”

      “Me too. Just a few minutes ago,” said Alice. “And if she’d actually managed to steal the Toussaint, she never would’ve made a dime off of it, because she never would have sold it. She just loved it.”

      Ben shook his head and got into the car.

      “And I just love you,” said Luke, kissing Alice. He stroked an errant curl out of her face. “You’re the only work of art I need to look at every day.” He walked around to get into the passenger side of the squad car. “See you later?”

      “I’ll be dropping off a giant load of groceries at the cabin in about an hour—including a ten-pound turkey,” said Alice. “After that, you can find me baking pie at Owen’s house.”
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      The whole house smelled of roasting turkey, green bean and potato casseroles, yeast rolls . . . Luke came into the kitchen, where Alice was standing at the kitchen sink, looking out the window at the lake—a turkey baster in her hand.

      “It smells like home in this house,” he said, coming up behind her and kissing the side of her neck. “And it feels like home whenever you’re around.”

      Alice turned and kissed him. “You know you’re at the top of the list of things I’m thankful for, don’t you?” she said with a grin.

      “Then marry me,” Luke smiled. “Marry me, Alice Maguire, and we’ll always be home together.”

      “I’m wearing the ring, aren’t I?” Alice waved her left hand in the air.

      “Ah—but I’m not,” said Luke, waving his own left hand.

      He smiled and started to turn away, but Alice stopped him. “Christmas,” she said.

      “You—”

      “I’d love to get married at Christmastime.”

      “As in, this Christmas? Next month?”

      Alice nodded, her cheeks growing warm. “I mean—not on Christmas day. But around it. It’s such a beautiful season.”

      Luke took her into his arms and held her tight. “You’re on,” he said into her ear.

      Owen, who was in charge of the dessert buffet, had already set out an impressive array of pies and cookies, along with dessert plates and paper napkins that bore the words, “Gobble, Gobble.” He came into the kitchen and caught Alice and Luke beaming into each other’s eyes.

      “What’s this about? You’re both aglow,” he said.

      “We’re getting married,” said Alice with a smile.

      “Next month,” added Luke.

      “That’s the best news I’ve heard all day!” said Owen. “This calls for a celebration.” He went back into the dining area and returned with a bakery box from Sourdough.

      “What’s this?” asked Alice.

      “Your favorite New York treat,” said Owen. “I had to throw out a few batches before I got the recipe just right, but let me tell you—as a kid who grew up in the City—these are the real deal.”

      Alice opened the lid to reveal a stack of thick, cakey black-and-white cookies. “Owen! You remembered!” She lifted out one of the cookies and took a bite. “Delicious!” she said through a mouthful of crumbs.

      “Tomorrow, we start planning the wedding,” said Owen. “Today, we’ll stuff ourselves and be thankful.”

      The doorbell rang, and Luke grabbed a cookie and went out to answer it.

      “That’ll be Michael and Dewey,” said Owen.

      “Oh good,” said Alice, attempting to stifle a huge yawn.

      “You’re pooped!” said Owen.

      “You would be too if you’d started prepping a turkey at five in the morning!” said Alice. “I still can’t believe Mr. Whitman thought he was doing me a favor by giving me a twenty-three pound turkey instead of the ten-pounder I ordered.”

      “He knows the leftovers are the best part,” said Owen. “Turkey sandwiches. Turkey salad. Turkey kebabs.”

      “Turkey kebabs?”

      “Well,” Owen gave a one-shouldered shrug. “How about turkey nachos?”

      “Or turkey lasagna,” said Franny, coming into the kitchen with a dish of cranberry sauce in the shape of a can.

      “That looks . . . very . . . cylindrical,” said Owen, eyeing the glistening blob.

      “This is the kind I grew up with,” said Franny. “My mom would let me dump it out of the can, and it would make that slurpy sound, and then we’d slice it into disks.” She sighed. “Even though this is going to be a wonderful day, I’m missing my parents.”

      “Me too,” said Alice. “I can’t believe they all went off on a river cruise on Thanksgiving.”

      “Knock-knock!” Bea Maguire burst through the kitchen door.

      “Mom! What are you doing here?” Alice ran into her mother’s outstretched arms.

      “We were halfway to Nashville when we made a pitstop and Pippa and I looked at each other and said, ‘What are we doing here?’” Bea laughed. “We called the cruise line and told them we weren’t coming, then we turned right around and came home.”

      “But your tickets,” said Alice. “They must’ve cost a lot.”

      “Pippa laid the sob story on pretty thick,” said Bea with a giggle. “They’re letting us reschedule with only a small penalty.” She turned to the oven. “Now. How’s your turkey doing?”

      “As luck would have it, it’s huge,” said Alice. “We’ll have enough to feed a small army.”

      “Good,” said Bea, a twinkle in her eye. “Because your father is starving after all that driving.” She gathered Alice, Franny, and Owen into a hug. “I love you kids.”

      “We love you too,” said Owen, smiling widely as Bea bustled back into the living room.

      “We’d better get in there and set some more places at the table,” said Alice.

      “Good thing we made five pies,” said Owen. “Because everyone knows dessert is the most important part of the meal.”

      The long oak dining table stood on one side of the large main room of the cabin. A built-in buffet lined the corner nearest the table, and on the opposite wall was the beautiful stone fireplace, where a toasty fire was crackling and popping away. Cozy couches and chairs were arranged around the fireplace, and the men had settled themselves in front of the television.

      “Are they watching football?” asked Franny as she took Theo’s bottle out of the diaper bag.

      “No. They’re watching the international dog show,” said Alice.

      “Yippee!” said Owen, hurrying over and planting himself on the couch between Luke and Martin.

      The turkey was a little late coming out of the oven, but Alice’s early-morning start had definitely worked, and by the time late afternoon rolled around, everyone was sacked out comfortably in front of the fire, with Christmas in Connecticut on the television in the background.

      “It scared me half to death when Jean-Paul came running up to us at the park Tuesday evening,” said Franny. “He said he’d figured out who the killer was, and asked where you were, Alice.”

      “When we told him you’d gone into the tent looking for Ella, he turned pale and ran in after you,” said Owen.

      “Thank goodness,” said Alice. “How are his eyes?”

      “The doctor said he’ll be just fine,” said Franny. “He’s been released to go home to his family in New York in time for Thanksgiving.”

      “So, Ella came to our Fall Into Art Festival expressly because she knew her ex-husband had a mansion here, and that the Toussaint was in it?” Owen asked.

      “Yep,” said Ben, who couldn’t move at all, since Theo was just beginning to nod off in his arms. “She’d even planned her meeting Ian Foster. She knew he’d been after that painting since she and Bernard bought it at auction way back, and she knew he was a special guest at the festival. So, she swept him off his feet, so to speak, hoping that he’d be successful in buying the painting, and then she’d either charm him out of it or steal it from him.”

      “But of course, Bernard wasn’t willing to sell at any price,” said Luke. “So, Ella, who’d been watching from the window when Ian met with him, had to switch to Plan B. She had the forgery ready to go, just in case.”

      “And then when she saw the discrepancy with the signatures . . .” Alice said. “She broke into Hemlock House, stole the forgery back, fixed it overnight, and returned it before the family awoke.”

      “Funny thing is, the alarm system had been on that Sunday morning, as it turned out,” said Ben. “But Bernard has used the same code for decades: Toussaint. And of course, having been married to him—”

      “Ella knew the code,” Alice finished. “How did she find out that Talbot had spotted the fake?”

      “She heard it from Mia Bly,” said Luke. “They were at the artists’ brunch in the park together Sunday morning when Talbot texted the photography class, and Mia, who was confused by the message, shared it with the table.”

      “Not knowing there was a killer sitting right next to her,” added Ben.

      “According to some of the other artists who were at the brunch, Ella excused herself quite suddenly, saying she had a headache and wanted to take a rest. But of course, what she really did was to stop off at her car, where she had a bottle of antifreeze in the trunk, and then walk straight to Shutter Bug’s. We’re guessing Talbot would’ve been all too glad to welcome a beautiful and accomplished artist who claimed to be a fan of his work for a visit and a cup of coffee. He very quickly texted his photography students and told you all to come an hour later. Mia arrived at the studio a little early, though, since Shutter Bug’s is right next to the park, so Ella had to rush out. She had just enough time to wipe her fingerprints from the coffee cups, dump them out, and set them in the sink before running out the back door.”

      “Not knowing that the amazing and gorgeous Franny Maguire would smell the coffee,” said Ben, smiling at his wife. “And that there was enough sediment left in the bottom of one of the cups to identify the poison she’d used—which, of course, the autopsy confirmed had killed Talbot.”

      “Wow. All of this for a painting,” said Alice. “People are strange.”

      “But people are also good,” said Luke, covering Alice’s hand with his. “Bernard has dropped all charges against Lee Fairchild for her misguided attempt to make a statement. He also decided to take her feelings to heart, and is donating Woman at Café with Book to Jean-Paul’s gallery in New York with the understanding that the family can come and visit anytime.”

      “How wonderful!” said Alice. “Now the whole world can enjoy it.” She settled deeper into the couch and watched the flames in the fireplace flicker.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever understand what really sets one painting apart from another,” Luke said with a yawn. “I see something and know whether or not I like it, but I don’t even always know why.”

      Alice smiled at him. “’Everyone discusses my art and pretends to understand, as if it were necessary to understand, when it is simply necessary to love.’ Monet said that.” She looked around the room. Theo had finally nodded off on Ben’s chest, and Franny and Ben were quietly whispering to one another. Owen’s head had flopped over onto Michael’s shoulder, and both Martin and Arthur were snoring softly from their armchairs. Bea and Pippa were in the kitchen making coffee, and the comforting smell was wafting through the house. Alice felt an overwhelming sense of contentment washing over her. This would be her home soon—and what made it home, truly, was filling it with memories with the people she loved most in the world. “’It is simply necessary to love,’” she repeated. “Maybe that’s true of life as well as art.”

      Luke kissed her hand. “I think it is,” he said. “And I’m going to love you forever.”

      Alice smiled and snuggled closer to him. “Come on, Christmas.”
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      I’d love to hear your thoughts on my books, the storylines, and anything else that you’d like to comment on—reader feedback is very important to me. My contact information, along with some other helpful links, is listed on the next page. If you’d like to be on my list of “folks to contact” with updates, release and sales notifications, etc.… just shoot me an email and let me know. Thanks for reading!

      Also…

      … if you’re looking for more great reads, Summer Prescott Books publishes several popular series by outstanding Cozy Mystery authors.
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      Twitter: @summerprescott1

      Bookbub:  https://www.bookbub.com/authors/summer-prescott

      Blog and Book Catalog: http://summerprescottbooks.com

      Email: summer.prescott.cozies@gmail.com

      YouTube:  https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCngKNUkDdWuQ5k7-Vkfrp6A

      

      And…be sure to check out the Summer Prescott Cozy Mysteries fan page and Summer Prescott Books Publishing Page on Facebook – let’s be friends!

      

      To download a free book, and sign up for our fun and exciting newsletter, which will give you opportunities to win prizes and swag, enter contests, and be the first to know about New Releases, click here:  http://summerprescottbooks.com
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