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Prologue



The counselor is young, blond, and pretty, and obviously nervous. She glances at her reflection in the wall mirror when she enters the waiting room, adjusts her collar, and clears her throat before extending her hand toward me with a wide, rehearsed smile and a request for me to follow her back to her office.

After a quick kiss and a promise that I’ll see them in a few minutes, Bethany and Bobby obediently accompany a volunteer to the playroom where they will wait until I finish the intake interview. I follow the counselor down a wide hallway with recessed lights in the ceiling and thick, fawn-colored carpeting on the floors.

This is a strange place. More like an upscale hotel than a women’s shelter, at least not like any shelter we’ve been in before. Everything is so quiet and everyone on the staff is so welcoming, as if they’ve all been recruited from the ranks of retired desk clerks and children’s librarians, kind and purposely calm. Well, almost everyone.

As we approach a turn in the corridor, I hear the sound of two women arguing, politely but heatedly. One voice is strained and restrained, trying to appease another, slightly louder voice that belongs to someone skilled in the art of employing clipped, educated enunciation to intimidate those who disagree with her, the voice of a woman who is used to having her own way.


“Abigail, I’m on your side. You know I am,” the first voice says. “But this is a shelter, not a balloon. You can’t just blow more women into it like so many extra puffs of air and think it will just keep expanding to make room for the additional volume. I wish we could accommodate everyone who comes through the door, but we can’t. We’ve only got so many beds.”

“And that is exactly my point. Every month we have more people coming through the door than we did the month before. It’s the worst sort of foolishness to think that trend is suddenly going to reverse itself. So why is the board dragging its feet? No! Don’t interrupt me. You don’t need to say it. I’ve heard it all before. ‘These things take time. We should do a feasibility study. Or take a poll. Or hire a consultant.’ Rubbish! We don’t need to do any of that. We need to hire an architect and a bulldozer. Today! I am sick and tired of sitting in meetings, listening to Ted Carney drone on about stiffening intake standards while the rest of the board sit and stare at their navels and do nothing! If it’s a matter of money, I’ll write a check tomorrow. I…”

“Abigail,” the first voice says wearily, “it’s not just about the money. You know that. It’s a question of space. We simply don’t have it…”

My heart sinks. It’s the same old story; no room at the inn. I should have expected this. Every shelter has more requests than it can handle, but everyone has been so pleasant since we walked in the door that I dared to hope there might be room for us right away. Maybe if we wait a few days. I dread the thought of sleeping in the car again, but what else can I do? Besides, this is such a nice place, so clean and quiet. If we could stay here, even for a week or two, maybe I’d be able to clear my head long enough to figure out a plan to exit the revolving door that leads from one shelter to the next and get the kids into a real home—at least for a while. I’m so tired of sleeping in a different spot every night. I’m so tired of being so tired, but from the sound of things, there is no place for us here. I should have known better than to get my hopes up.

As we round the corner, I see the counselor consciously straighten her shoulders and smooth her hair. The women halt their conversation as we approach. The counselor’s voice lifts to a slightly higher register as she introduces us. The first woman, I am told, the one with a genuine smile and dark brown eyes that match her short cropped hair, is Donna Walsh, the shelter director. The second woman, who doesn’t wait for the counselor to do the honors, informs me that she is Abigail Burgess Wynne and she is on the shelter board. They are both attractive, but Abigail Burgess Wynne is beautiful, strikingly so. Tall, well-dressed, and imposing, with platinum white hair drawn into a blunt-edged ponytail at the base of her neck, high cheekbones, arched eyebrows, and a smooth complexion, she might be any age from fifty to seventy.

Donna Walsh puts out her hand and, when I take it, she lays a second hand on top of mine. The gesture surprises me and I have to stop myself from drawing back. It has been so long since I was touched with affection. I don’t quite know how to respond. “Hi, Ivy. Welcome. It’s so nice to meet you.”

“Thank you. It’s nice to meet you, too.” I haven’t had much call for company manners recently, but I still remember how it works.

“Leslie’s going to be conducting your intake interview?” she asks, looking at the young counselor, who nods. “Well, then you’ll be in good hands. I hope we’ll be able to help you.”

Abigail Burgess Wynne raises her eyebrows to their highest point as she interrupts the director. “Oh, don’t worry about that,” she says pointedly. “I’m certain we will.”

Once we get to Leslie’s office, I take a seat in a firm but comfortable armchair on the opposite side of the desk. I watch Leslie as she repeatedly presses the top of her ballpoint pen with her thumb while she fills in the forms—name, children’s names, dates of birth, and the rest—tapping the pen top several times after she writes down each of my answers.

The clicking sound reminds me of those cheap, plastic castanets Bethany had. She used to put the Nutcracker Suite on the stereo, grab her castanets, put her arms over her head, and clack them together, twirling in a circle to the “Spanish Dance.” She loved those things. I wish I’d thought to bring them, but there wasn’t time. So much had to be left behind.


She notices me noticing the clicking pen, laughs, and admits what I’d already suspected. She is new on the job, just finished with her training. In fact, I’m her first client, well, the first one she’s handling completely on her own.

“Must be exciting to start a new job.”

“It is, but it would be more exciting if jobs like mine weren’t necessary.” She shrugs. “But, anyway, let’s get back to you. You’re from Pennsylvania? That’s a long way. How did you end up in New Bern?”

I take a breath, deep but not too deep, and keep my eyes focused evenly on hers, pausing now and again as if to collect my thoughts, not wanting to sound rehearsed. I tell her the story I have prepared in advance, the details I’ve worked out carefully in my mind, the revised history I quizzed Bethany on before we arrived, reminding her that if she got confused or nervous, she should say nothing. After all she’s been through, silence is a perfectly understandable response for a child. No one will question it.

Leslie bobs her pretty blond head sympathetically, bent over her clipboard, taking notes. She believes me. And I am struck by how easy it is. The lies just slip from my lips like thread from a spool and she believes every word I am saying.

I wish it didn’t have to be like this, but I’ve got to do what I’ve got to do. With its white clapboard houses and trim green lawns, New Bern, Connecticut, looks like a town lifted straight from a Norman Rockwell painting, safe and secure as can be. But after last night, I don’t want the kids to spend one more night sleeping in the car than they absolutely have to while we wait for an opening in the shelter. If it were just for myself, I wouldn’t do it, but if lying to this woman is what it takes to protect my children, then that’s what I’ll do. I have no choice. Still, it bothers me to think how good I have become at getting people to see only what I want them to see.

But why wouldn’t I be good at it? I’ve had so much practice. And it isn’t like my life is a complete fabrication. It’s close to the truth, just not close enough.

I married at eighteen. I have two children I love. Bethany is six. Bobby is eighteen months. All this is true and the rest of it is almost true.

We were almost a happy family.

But that word is an abyss that separates happy families from everybody else. Almost.

I wonder if she understands that, this newly minted intake counselor, fresh from training on the care and feeding of women in crisis? She wants to understand, I can see that, genuinely wants to help, but something about her, something about the smooth shape of her forehead and the crisp ironed creases of her trouser legs make me know she is merely an observer, standing on the edge of the abyss and peering into it. She has not been in the valley herself and probably never will. I hope not, for her sake.

That, too, makes it easier for her to take my story at face value. She won’t investigate it and I have all the paperwork, or enough of it, to prove my claim. I am who I say I am—Ivy Peterman. But what I don’t tell her is that I never changed the name on my driver’s license and Social Security card after I married. Maybe I forgot to. Or maybe, deep down, I knew it would come to this one day. Whatever the reason, I have the documents to prove that I am me.

The rest of the story—the true parts, that my husband abused me for years and that my children and I have been bouncing from emergency shelter to emergency shelter for months now; the almost-true part, that we’ve got nowhere else to go; and the lie, that my husband was killed in a construction accident—she accepts without question. Even with her training, training that surely included admonitions not to buy into the stereotypes of victims of domestic violence as being poor, powerless, and poorly educated—in other words, not like people this woman lives next door to, not people from nice suburban neighborhoods, or even wealthy ones, with trimmed hedges and late-model SUVs in the driveway—part of her still finds it easier to accept my story precisely because it feeds into the stereotype: poor, teenage girl marries boozing, battering, blue-collar boy she thought would be her salvation, not realizing what she was getting into until it was too late. She finds it easy to believe because it’s almost true and because she wants to believe it. The whole truth would hit too close to home, send her to the phones and files to verify my background, but this? It doesn’t even cross her mind to check my facts. I can tell.

She smiles and gets up from her desk, excuses herself for a moment, and promises to be right back.

In spite of the elegant furnishings and plush carpets, the walls between the offices are surprisingly thin. I can hear Leslie’s voice, high and uncertain as she speaks to Donna Walsh in the hallway, mixing with the director’s calmer, deeper tones, intersected and frequently interrupted by the clipped, insistent voice of the older woman, Abigail Burgess Whatever-Her-Name-Was. I don’t remember anymore. I can’t understand what they’re saying, so I turn my attention to the sounds coming from the playroom next door, where I can hear Bethany’s and Bobby’s muffled voices as they play with the volunteer. I like knowing they are so close and I like being alone in this room. Even with the murmur of voices coming through the walls, this is still the quietest room I have been in for weeks. It feels good to sit here alone and think. Peaceful.

Maybe, if I want to, I can stay here for a while. This seems like a nice town, filled with nice people. People like Leslie. She’s just a couple of years younger than me. Twenty-two, twenty-three at the most. Fresh out of college. So weird. All she knows about the world is what she’s read in books or heard from her professors. I’m twenty-four but I’ve seen enough to last three lifetimes. She makes me feel ancient. But still…If I lived here, maybe we’d be friends, go to the movies or shopping. Do the things that girlfriends do. It would be nice to have a friend, someone who knows the truth about me and likes me anyway, to stay here for a long time, to live here, maybe forever.

No, I remind myself. That can’t be.

We can’t stay. Not forever or for long. Even if I’m right and Leslie never checks out my story, or if I’m wrong and she eventually does, it doesn’t make any difference. We’ll be gone before the truth comes out. We must be.

If we stay too long in one place, he’s bound to find us. It isn’t safe to stand still. But if I’m careful? Then, maybe? For a while? I’m tired of looking over my shoulder, of carrying my life and my children’s lives stuffed into a suitcase constructed of half-truths, and only as large as can be fit into the trunk of my Toyota.

I’m lost in my thoughts and don’t hear the counselor when she comes back in the room.

“Mrs. Peterman? Ivy? Are you all right?”

The sound of her voice startles me, jars me back into the moment, and I realize that she’s been gone for a good while, at least fifteen minutes. “Sorry. I was a million miles away. Guess I’m tired.”

Leslie tips her head to one side, and murmurs sympathetically, “I can imagine you are. Don’t worry about it. We’re almost done here.” She puts the clipboard on her desk and sits down again. “We’ll get you and the children something to eat and see you settled in for the night.”

“You can take us? Tonight?” I can’t quite believe what she’s saying. Maybe I didn’t hear her correctly. “You’ve got a room right now?”

She nods, pleased that I am so pleased, and beams when she tells me the truly amazing news, like she’s handing me a wonderful and unexpected gift. And she is.

“But…I thought…when I heard them talking in the hall…I thought you were full.”

“Well, technically we are, but Mrs. Burgess Wynne absolutely insisted that we find you and the children a bed tonight. She said if we didn’t, then she was taking you home herself, so Donna did a little shifting and asked some of the single women to double up a few days so we could make room for you and the children now.”

“Really? Thank you. I…I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything. I’m so glad we were able to find a place for you. And”—she grinned—“the news gets even better than that. We have an opening in the Stanton Center. Not tonight but soon.”

I look questions at her and she goes on to explain. “The Stanton Center is an apartment building just for women and children who have been victims of domestic violence, the home of our transitional housing program. You can stay there for up to two years while you’re getting back on your feet. Initially it’s free, but we’ll encourage you to find a job as soon as possible and then we’ll charge modest rent, a percentage of your earnings. While you’re there, we can offer you vocational, financial, and psychological counseling, and child care.” She pauses, waiting for me to say something, but it takes me a moment.

“An apartment. A real apartment?” Tears fill my eyes.

She nods. “A real apartment. There’s a community room where we hold meetings for the residents and a playground with a swing set and slide for the children. It’s in a secret location, no sign in front, and has a good security system. Of course, since you’re a widow, you don’t have to worry about that so much, but the other residents have fled violent relationships and we do everything possible to make sure their abusers can’t find them. It’s like a safe house.”

I blink hard, willing back the tears, trying to stay composed, not wanting her to see the effect those words have on me—a safe house. It has been so long since I even dreamed of such a thing.

“So?” she asks cheerily, already certain of my response. “What do you say? Would you like to take the apartment and stay here in New Bern for a while?”

“Yes,” I whisper. “I would. Thank you.”

“Good!” She stands up, indicating that I should follow her. “We can finish the paperwork tomorrow, after you’ve had a chance to settle in a bit.”

Leslie opens the door and leads the way through the three right turns of the corridor that will lead us to the playroom that backs up to her counseling office, talking as she goes. I’m still in shock, able to offer only short responses to her commentary, the script she has been trained to deliver to new residents.

“You’re not required to accept any of the counseling services we offer to residents, but I do urge you to take advantage of them as much as possible—especially the group counseling sessions. Your abuser can’t hurt you anymore, but even so, the effects of domestic violence can stay with you long after the abuse ends. Counseling can help you work through that and I think you’ll appreciate the chance to develop relationships with women who’ve dealt with similar problems.”


“Yes. I’m sure you’re right,” I say, knowing that I’ll never go to even one of those group sessions. I’m not going to get close to those women. I’m not going to get close to anyone. I can’t take that risk.

“Good.” She looks back over her shoulder, pleased that I agree. Leslie is a good person. Part of me wants to tell her the truth, but I can’t, especially not now, with an apartment on the line. An apartment! A real apartment just for us. I still can’t believe it.

“Your timing was lucky. One of our residents, former residents,” she corrects herself, “decided to go back to her husband. That’s why we have an opening in the Stanton Center.” She sighs heavily and shakes her head.

“After all she’d been through, you’d think that’s the last thing she’d do, but it happens a lot more often than you’d suppose. It’s such a hard pattern to break. Well, at least we don’t have to worry about that with you, do we?”

“No.”

This is the truth. I’m not going back. There was a moment, one, when I wavered, but not now. In my mind, I see my daughter’s face, a dark reflection in the rearview mirror, small and serious and too young to know so much. No. We’re not going back.

“Good,” Leslie says again, even more firmly. She likes to speak in affirmations. “I hate to think of our other resident leaving, but I’m glad it’s worked out so well for you. The timing really was fortunate.”

We have arrived at the playroom. She puts her hand on the knob and turns to me before opening the door. “You must be on a lucky streak.”

If I am, it’s a first.

But, then again…A striking, silver-haired woman whose name I can’t even remember insisted that room be made for me and my children. A brown-eyed director I’d never met before shifted her charges to make it happen. And now sweet, nervous, well-meaning Leslie has said there is a place for us. A safe house. Tonight. Now. Just a few miles from here, somewhere in this lovely little town where the kindest people on earth live, there is room for us.

Maybe she is right. Maybe, at last, my luck is changing.








1

Ivy Peterman



Eighteen months later

Fight or flight? Until recently, it’s never been a question. Not for me.

Whenever I feel frightened or threatened, my first instinct has always been flight. I do it pretty regularly.

I was six years old when my father had a heart attack and died. The news sent me running into the woods in the back of our house. I could hear my mother calling for me, her voice raspy with tears and shock and anger, but I wouldn’t budge from my hiding place in the branches of a half-dead oak. Finally, she sent our neighbor, Pete, to find me.

Just after my sixteenth birthday, Mom was killed in a head-on collision and Pete, who was by then my stepfather, also became my legal guardian. He and I had never gotten along, but then again neither had he and Mom, not since about ten minutes after their wedding. After Mom died, Pete started to drink even more than before, so I ran away again. Farther this time, buying a one-way train ticket to the city. So far that Pete would never be able to find me, though now I realize he probably never tried.


And, of course, when I was twenty-four, I ran away from my husband. This time I took my two babies with me.

My escape wasn’t exactly well-planned.

The day began normally enough, with a trip to the department store and a new tube of lipstick, but by that night I was running. I had to. I was afraid, not just for my life but for the lives of my children. All I took were some clothes, a file with some personal papers, the kids’ baby books, some jewelry I later sold, and about $288 in cash, fifty-six of it from the spare change jar we kept on the kitchen counter. That’s all. I had credit cards, but I didn’t take them. I was worried that Hodge would be able to track us down if I used them.

When we could find an opening, we lived in emergency shelters. When we couldn’t, we lived in the car. That was the hardest time. The kids were cranky, and so was I. The things I’d taken for granted while living in a nice house in the suburbs, like being able to keep clean and warm, using a toilet whenever we wanted to, or eating hot food, were concerns that occupied my every waking moment. I had no reserve of time or energy to consider how I was going to get us out of that mess, only enough to survive the day.

One night, I was asleep on the front seat and heard a noise. I woke up to see a figure, a man, pressed up against the passenger side window of the backseat, where my kids were sleeping, trying to slide a wire hanger into the space between the window and the door. I didn’t think, just jumped out of the car and started screaming, “Get away from that door! Don’t touch them! Get away!”

Somewhere along the line I must have grabbed the metal flash-light from the side storage compartment in the door. Still screaming, I flung it at the intruder and it hit him in the head. He swore and ran off into the alley. The kids woke up and started crying. A tall, scruffy man with a four-day growth of beard—the clerk from the twenty-four-hour mini-mart where I’d decided to park that night, stupidly thinking it was a safe spot—heard the commotion and came outside to investigate.

He took one look at me, tears in my eyes while I tried to quiet Bethany’s and Bobby’s sobbing, and decided to call the police. Over my protests, he went inside the store to make the call. I got in the car and told the kids to buckle up. There was no way I was going to stick around and answer a bunch of questions from the police. If Hodge had filed a report saying I was a kidnapper, they’d lock me up and take the kids away from me forever. That’s what Hodge said would happen if I ever even thought about leaving him. He didn’t say that out of any kind of love, but just to make me believe that no matter what I did or where I went, he would still be in control. And I did believe it. I’d put hundreds of miles of road between us, but even so, I could feel his power, the menace of his presence, just like I always had. We had to get out of there.

My tires squealed as I peeled out of the parking lot, my mind racing. Did it make more sense for me to get on the freeway and go to another town? Or better to find a dark alley and park there until the coast was clear? I decided on the freeway.

In the backseat the kids were still crying. I swore under my breath, cursing traffic engineers who were too cheap or too stupid to put up any signs directing out-of-towners to the freeway entrance. Ten minutes later I was still lost. Bethany had stopped crying, but Bobby was still going strong.

I looked in the rearview mirror and saw his face, his chubby baby cheeks flushed and hot, his black lashes clumped and glistening with tears. “Bobby. Calm down, baby. Mommy is going to find a quiet place to park and then you can go back to sleep, all right?”

“Go home!” he wailed. “Go home!”

And for the first time, I wondered if I was doing the right thing. A few weeks before, my children had been living the relatively normal, scheduled lives of children in the suburbs: three meals a day, playing on the swing set in our fenced backyard, watching cartoons, baths at seven, bed at eight. Of course, when it was time for Hodge to come home, they’d get clingy and quiet, feeling my fear, perhaps, as I listened for the grind of gears as the automatic garage door opened and tuned my ears to assess the level of force Hodge used to slam the door of his BMW, a clue as to his mood and what the rest of the evening would bring.

But, I told myself as I drove through the darkness, he wasn’t violent every night. Only when I’d done something, or not done something, that made him mad. After all, I was the one he took his anger out on. Not the kids. Maybe they’d be better off if we went back. At least they’d be safe.

But a voice in my head reminded me that it wasn’t true anymore.

I remembered that last day, Hodge screaming and swearing and pounding on one side of the locked bathroom door, while we huddled on the other side. I remembered the swelling of my left eye, pain shooting through my bleeding hand, but worse, so much worse, was the memory of the angry red mark on Bethany’s pale cheek.

Bethany was used to his rages, used to seeing me holding ice packs on my bruises, or trying to cover up the marks of his fury with extra makeup, but he’d never hit her before. That day, he considered her fair game and I realized that from then on, he always would.

In the backseat, Bethany tried to calm her baby brother. “Bobby, don’t cry. We can’t go home. Daddy’s there.”

She was right. I couldn’t take them back. Not now. It wasn’t safe to go back to Hodge. Not for me and not for my children. But we couldn’t go on like this, either. We couldn’t keep running. I was tired and scared and broke. Somehow or other I had to come up with another plan. But what?

To say that I haven’t had a lot of experience with praying in my life would be an understatement, but that night, driving around in the middle of the night without the least clue of where we should go or what we should do when we arrived, I prayed silently, asking God for a sign or at least a hint.

Lost in uncharted territory, I accidentally turned onto the northbound freeway entrance instead of the southbound. By the time I figured it out, I was crossing the state line into Connecticut. And that’s how I ended up in New Bern.

After three weeks of living in a tiny studio apartment in the emergency shelter, we moved into a much larger two-bedroom unit in the Stanton Center. The counselor talked to me about putting down roots, finding a job, and putting Bethany in school. I nodded, mutely assenting to everything she suggested, but in my heart, I knew we’d stay in New Bern only as long as it felt safe to do so. That was more than a year ago and, believe me, nobody is more surprised than I am that we’re still here. If not for Evelyn Dixon and a log cabin quilt, I’d have put New Bern in my rearview mirror a long time ago.

Evelyn owns Cobbled Court Quilts in New Bern. She runs a free quilting class for the women at the shelter. Initially, I didn’t want to take the class and had a suitcase full of good excuses for not doing so:


1) With two kids, I was too busy for hobbies.

2) I’d never liked crafts, anyway, and any spare time I had really should be spent looking for a job.

3) And wasn’t quilting something people’s grandmas did? Maybe I’d lived long and hard, but I’m not exactly ready for bifocals and a rocking chair, you know what I mean?



But none of those was the real reason I didn’t want to take Evelyn’s class. The truth is, I just didn’t want to find one more thing to fail at. There had been so many already.

But Abigail decided to change my mind for me. That’s Abigail Burgess Wynne, a volunteer at the shelter as well as a big donor, the woman who insisted that they find room for us at the shelter. Abigail is something of an oddball. Beautiful, in a nineteen fifties movie-star kind of way, all long legs and perfect diction, but an oddball.

She comes off as a snob but, for some reason, she took a liking to Bethany. Out of the blue, Abigail made this gorgeous pinwheel quilt for Bethany and they’ve been fast friends ever since. She’s become not quite an adopted grandmother to my kids, but more of an indulgent great-aunt. And I have to say she’s grown on me. Anybody who loves my kids is okay in my book and when she gave that quilt to Bethany, I was so grateful that I started to bawl. I couldn’t help myself.

Anyway, Abigail is really very sweet deep down—way deep down—but she’s also used to getting her own way. She wouldn’t listen to any of my excuses about passing on the quilting class, just knocked them all down in that way she has, huffing and puffing out words like “Nonsense!” and “Rubbish!” like the big, bad wolf on a mission, not stopping until your little house of sticks is lying in a heap and there you stand with nothing left to hide behind. Next thing I knew, I was sitting in a room with six other students, listening to Evelyn Dixon explain the techniques for constructing our first project, a log cabin quilt.

It’s an easy pattern, just row after row of rectangular strips nesting round and round a center square, stacking one upon the other like those wooden log toys I used to play with when I was a little girl. A simple pattern, maybe the simplest of all. I never expected it to change my life.

Evelyn brought a selection of light and dark fabrics for us to use for the “shady” and “sunny” sides of the house, but for the center of each block, the “hearth,” she told us to find our own fabric, to cut the center squares out of something that had a special meaning for us. I chose the outgrown clothes the kids had worn in their pictures with Santa the year before, a red cowboy shirt for Bobby and the red corduroy jumper for Bethany, and cut out little squares, making them as even and perfect as I could, to place in the center of each block.

And then, something strange happened. As I sewed that quilt, stitching strip after strip around those red squares that had lain next to my children’s skin and hearts, I started imagining each sunny and shady strip as a piece of a protective wall that was guarding my little ones and somehow, in a way that all my counselors’ repeated affirmations never could, the idea that I could keep us safe, that I could make a real home for all of us, started to sprout in my mind. As I sewed, the idea became a belief and the roots of that belief pushed their way through all my doubts and muck to take root in my heart.

I would keep my children safe, no matter what. And we would have a home, a real home, not sleeping in a car, or bouncing from shelter to shelter and town to town like a bad check, not continually looking over my shoulder, ready to pack up and run every time I had a bad dream or heard a grinding of gears that sounded like a garage door opening. We’d be a family. Everything would be all right. I would make it happen.

As this…this torrent of conviction flooded my heart, my eyes began to flood, too. I sat at the sewing machine, not sewing, scissors open in my hand, a silent baptism bathing my cheeks.

Across the room, Evelyn was bent over another student’s machine, helping adjust a too-tight tension. She saw me but made no move toward me, just looked at me for a long moment, as if trying to see into my real meaning, questioning the reason for my tears but not my right to them.

Seeing her, I sat up a little straighter in my chair and gave her one quick nod. She smiled, as if knowing and approving that there, among the soft, steady whir of needles passing through fabric and the silent concentration of other women crouched over their sewing machines, bent on making something beautiful and useful out of the discarded scraps of their lives, I had made my decision.

I was done running.
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Walking out my front door, down the porch steps, through the garden gate and onto the sidewalk on a perfect late spring day in New England, I was reminded again what a great commute I have. Just three blocks from the cozy, two-bedroom cape where I live at a very reasonable rent, to my shop, Cobbled Court Quilts.

My shop! I love saying that. In a week’s time, it will have been my shop for two years, but sometimes I still have to pinch myself to believe it’s true. Less than three years have passed since, in the wake of a painful divorce and a general upending of everything I’d thought was sure in my life, I got in my car and drove from Texas to Connecticut to see the fall colors.

On its face, there’s nothing too remarkable about that, but anyone who knows me knows that spontaneous gestures are not my strong suit. I am a big fan of lists, not just to-do lists but the kind where you write down all the pros and cons of doing something and mull it over for days, weeks, or even months before taking action…or not. If you don’t believe me, ask Charlie Donnelly, the owner of New Bern’s finest restaurant, the Grill on the Green, and my boyfriend.

Boyfriend. At fifty years of age, it feels silly to say I have a boyfriend, but what else can I call Charlie? He’s more than my friend and less than my fiancé, which is what he’d like to be, but I’m not ready yet and Charlie knows that.

Initially, when Charlie and I became “a couple” (are there any words for a romantic relationship between two mature people that don’t sound so ridiculously precious?) right after my double mastectomy, I wasn’t sure I was ready for a relationship. Now, I’ve worked through a lot of those issues in my mind, but…how do I explain it? After a lifetime of being someone’s daughter, wife, mother, of defining my existence in terms of whom I belonged to, I’m enjoying being just me by myself for a while, steering my own ship. Charlie knows that and he’s willing to be patient. In fact, I think he’s kind of proud of what I’ve accomplished. And the truth is, so am I. Not that I got to this place alone, far from it, but none of it would have happened if I hadn’t finally decided to tear up my list of lists and take a chance on life and on myself.

Did you ever know, just know, that you were supposed to do something, even though, on the face of it, that thing you wanted to do made no sense to anyone else? That’s the way it was with me and the quilt shop.

Window-shopping at the end of an absolutely picture-perfect fall day in New Bern during my unplanned escape from Texas to New England, I happened upon an alley paved with old cobblestones that led into a spacious, square courtyard and found a dilapidated storefront that had been empty for about twenty years. The windows were cracked, the wood casings were eaten away by termites and rot, and the roof was leaky, but, for reasons beyond understanding, I was absolutely sure that my destiny lay in renting this ramshackle ruin and opening it as a quilt shop. So, throwing caution to the winds twice in one week, that’s what I did.

Everybody, and I mean everybody, said we wouldn’t last six months. They were almost right. In a turn of cosmic irony, on the very night before I was to host Cobbled Court’s first Quilt Pink event to benefit breast cancer research, my doctor informed me that I had breast cancer myself. I was sure it was all over, that the predictions of the naysayers would prove true: Cobbled Court Quilts would be forced to close its doors and the door to my dreams would close along with it.


It would have happened exactly that way but for the help of three strangers—Abigail, Margot, and Liza—who became my best friends, supporting me through my cancer treatment and basically running the shop while I was recovering. I owe them everything. Not to mention my son, Garrett, who left a high-paying computer programming job at a big company in Seattle to help me develop and grow our Web business. He works with Margot on marketing strategy. And then there’s Charlie, who loves me, encourages me, and who, if I get too tangled up in my lists to move forward, gives me a gentle nudge in the ribs or a swift kick in the pants, usually the latter. Charlie is an Irishman who doesn’t suffer fools gladly or at all. He has many fine qualities, but subtlety isn’t among them.

Abigail, Margot, Liza, Garrett, and Charlie. If not for them, Cobbled Court Quilts really wouldn’t have lasted six months.

I almost forgot Mary Dell! Mary Dell Templeton is an old friend from Texas. If she hadn’t flown all the way up from Texas to literally pull up the shades in the dark room where I’d been lying and feeling sorry for myself after my mastectomies, I’m not sure I’d ever have gotten up and gotten on with my life.

Mary Dell is as Texas as chicken-fried steak, Dr Pepper, and the Alamo all rolled into one. She’s also an amazing quilter. Once she decided to make a quilt with Texas Stadium on it. I watched while she cut out the pieces and then sewed them together without using a light box or even a pencil for outlining, and when she was done it was absolutely perfect; you practically expected to see cheerleaders lining up in the end zone, she’s that good. The only piece missing from her quilting talent is…well…taste.

Mary Dell has pretty much the worst taste of anyone I’ve ever met. The louder, busier, and more garish the color combination, the more Mary Dell likes it. Fortunately, Howard, her twenty-four-year-old son with Down syndrome, has a highly attuned appreciation for colors, patterns, and textures. Howard chooses all the fabrics for Mary Dell’s quilts. Together they make an unusual—and unbeatable—team. Like Mary Dell says, “If not for Howard, I’d be known all over the world for making the best-constructed, ugliest quilts in the state of Texas.”


Instead, Mary Dell’s quilting abilities and Texas-sized personality caught the attention of the people at the House and Home television network where, every Tuesday and Saturday, you can tune in to watch Quintessential Quilting with Mary Dell and Howard. Isn’t that something?

When Howard was born, Mary Dell’s husband was so upset that the baby was born with Down syndrome that he took off and never came back. In his despair, he left before understanding that, while the Templetons might not have been given the child they planned on, Howard was exactly the child they needed.

Margot would say it just goes to show you that God is in the business of just-in-time inventory, giving us what we need even when we don’t know what it is we’re running low on. I might not be as vocal about my faith as Margot is, but I can’t help but think she’s right.

I wouldn’t have asked for a divorce after twenty-four years of marriage and I wouldn’t have volunteered to lose both my breasts to cancer, either. Nothing about what I’ve been through was easy, but if I hadn’t been through it I would never have fulfilled my dream of owning a quilt shop, or found these friends who have become as dear to me as family, or realized how strong I really am.

It’s the same with Mary Dell. She’d never have asked for her one and only son to be born with Down syndrome, but if she didn’t have Howard, would she be everything she is today? I don’t see how. They fill each other’s gaps.

Together, with Howard’s gift for color and texture and Mary Dell’s gift for design and construction, mother and son create the most beautiful, intricate, stunning quilts imaginable. Quilts that look like symphonies sound. Quilts with the power of poetry, sea air, and homemade chicken soup. Quilts that wrap around you with the warmth of loving arms. Quilts that teach you about love, and living well. Quilts that can heal hurts people don’t even know they have and change their lives for the better.

But, then again, I’m convinced every quilt can do that. I’ve seen it happen before. And, soon, I would see it again.
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Garrett lives in the one-bedroom apartment above the shop that I occupied before I moved into my rented cape, but I’m the one who opens the shop every morning. I arrive at eight-thirty, a good hour before the other employees.

Garrett is our night owl, working on the computer into the wee hours to process the Internet orders, manage the database, or update our website with our newest classes, fabric shipments, and specials. That’s one of the reasons our Web business is coming on so strong; our site has something new to look at almost daily, so people tend to visit frequently. It’s a big job and, according to Garrett, it’s best done at night when there aren’t so many people on the site. This means that Garrett’s workday tends to start around noon and end around midnight, but not today.

I walked across the cobblestone courtyard toward the shop, smiling at the sight of the new window display Liza arranged on her last weekend home, an eye-catching collection of gold, yellow, red, black, and green fabrics and a garden of cheerful sunflowers made from wire and papier-mâché to highlight the sunflower quilt class we were offering next month. The lights were already on inside the shop and the red front door was slightly ajar. I pushed it open and the bells jingled merrily to announce my arrival. Someone had already started brewing coffee. I could smell it.

“Hello? Margot? Is that you?” I heard a sound of male laughter coming from the break room. Garrett came out holding a mug of coffee. Charlie trailed behind him, grinning and carrying a plate piled with what looked like fresh cinnamon rolls.

“’Morning, Mom.” Garrett yawned and ran a hand through his hair.

“’Morning, sweetheart. You’re up early.”

“Yeah, well, Charlie was banging on the door early. I tried to ignore him, but he just stood in the courtyard bellowing that I’d better open up because his rolls were getting stale.”

I gave Charlie a quick peck on the cheek, then grabbed one of the cinnamon rolls off the plate and took a bite. “They don’t taste stale.”

“That’s because Garrett finally listened to reason and came downstairs to open the door,” Charlie insisted in his teasing Irish brogue. “I’ve been up since dawn making these just for you. Another five minutes exposed to the cruel morning air and they’d have been ruined for sure. I’d have had to throw the whole batch away.”

“Well, that would have been a shame because they are delicious. Thanks. Why were you up since dawn baking? Was there some kind of cinnamon roll emergency?”

Charlie rolled his eyes. “It’s your big day, woman! Don’t you remember? You’ve got those movie people coming in today. They’re probably used to fancy caterers and champagne at breakfast. You’ve got to have something decent to offer them, something besides that jar of two-year-old biscottis in their individual, fresh-from-the-factory plastic wrappings you bought at the office supply store.” He made a disgusted face. As the owner of New Bern’s most elegant and popular restaurant, he was clearly concerned that the town’s culinary reputation would suffer at my hands. “One look at those things and the crew will probably pack up their cameras and go back to Hollywood.”

I laughed. “First of all, they’re from Texas, not Hollywood. Big difference. At least, I think there’s a big difference; I’ve never been to Hollywood. And second, they are television people, from the House and Home Network, not movie people, and I really don’t think it’s quite as big a deal as you’re making it, Charlie. It’s not like they’re in town to shoot the chase scene of next summer’s big block-buster. It’s just a little promotional video. It’ll be Mary Dell, a cameraman, and one of her producers—that’s all—and the whole thing shouldn’t take more than an hour. Mary Dell told me herself. But it was sweet of you to go to all this trouble, Charlie.”

“No trouble. Anything for my little starlet.”

“Last time I checked, they don’t make fifty-year-old starlets.”

He put his arm around my waist, squeezed me, and said in a stage whisper, “Well, what do they know? Want to come see my office later? I’ll show you my casting couch.” I elbowed him in the ribs.

“Ouch! Is that any way to treat the man who got up with the sun to make you breakfast?”

“Don’t you have a restaurant to run?”

“As a matter of fact”—he looked at his watch—“I do. I’ve got a meeting with my seafood wholesaler in ten minutes.”

Charlie kissed me and hurried toward the door. “You’re going to bring Mary Dell and the rest of them up to the Grill for dinner tonight, right?”

I nodded. “Around six. Thanks for the cinnamon rolls. They’re delicious. Just like you.” I batted my eyelashes.

“Oh sure. Now you want to flirt with me. Too late. I’ve got to see a man about a fish. Bye, Garrett.”

“Bye, Charlie.”

Garrett, who was looking a little more alert now, took a slurp of coffee and chuckled to himself.

“What’s so funny?”

“I was just thinking about Charlie. He told me a great joke this morning.”

“Really? What was it?”

“Nothing I’m going to repeat to my mother.”

“Ah. Well, in that case, what say we get to work? Can you e-mail a supply list to everybody who signed up for that table runner class? I’ve got to shelve those new pattern books that came in last night and I’d like to get that done before Mary Dell gets here.”

A voice boomed in the doorway. “Then you should have started earlier, Baby Girl!”

“Mary Dell!” I squealed, dropped my half-eaten cinnamon roll, and ran to embrace my friend. “You’re here! It’s so good to see you! Where’s Howard? Didn’t he come with you?”

Mary Dell smiled broadly. “Howard’s got himself a little girlfriend—Jena. He met her at a Down Syndrome Association dance. Her folks invited Howard to come with them to the rodeo this weekend, so he’s staying with them. We’re going to film this so quick there wasn’t any point in him coming. He’ll be out for the broadcast, though. The rest of my crew will be here in a minute. They’re hauling in the equipment. Gosh! You look great, Evelyn!”

“You too. But I thought your flight wasn’t supposed to land for a couple of hours yet.”

“Turned out the gal who checked us in at the airport is a quilter. She recognized me and got us onto an earlier flight. First class, too. I do love bein’ a television personality,” she preened. “And so will you, honey. My camera guy is just going to love that pretty face of yours. It’ll be a relief after filming my ugly mug day after day. Every time he turns the camera on it’s a wonder the lens doesn’t crack.” She laughed and hugged me tight before I could argue with her, and I would have, too, if she’d given me the chance.

Mary Dell, with dangly silver and green crystal earrings that hung down to her shoulders, a hot-pink blouse with white cowgirl fringe, leopard-skin pumps that added an extra three inches to her five-foot-ten-inch frame, and fire-engine-red lipstick that clashed with absolutely everything she was wearing, might not be the picture of understated elegance, but she had beautiful brown eyes, thick, natural-blond hair, a slender waist, and skin so smooth you’d have thought she was closer to thirty than fifty. Mary Dell’s mother had been second-runner-up for Miss Texas of 1946. Obviously, good looks ran in the family.

“Whoo-whee!” Mary Dell cried when she finally released me from her grasp. “You are looking fine! Way better than last time I saw you when you were lying around in that bed, feeling sorry for yourself, and looking like a sick calf. But now look at you!” She stared pointedly at my chest. “If I didn’t know better I’d say those ta-tas you got under your blouse were the real deal!”

Garrett choked on his coffee.

“Really, Garrett, doesn’t your mama look good? I tell you what, there just ain’t nothing they can’t do with silicone these days. I might want to get some of those for myself. What do you think?” Mary Dell stood up tall and stuck out her ample chest.

Garrett swallowed hard, trying to catch his breath. He was grinning, but I could see the tips of his ears turn red just the same. “I think you look fine just the way you are, Mrs. Templeton.”

“Mrs. Templeton! Listen to you! You’re not a teenager back in Texas anymore, Garrett. You’re a grown man with a career. You can call me Mary Dell. Your mama says she couldn’t run this place without you.”

“Don’t listen to her,” Garrett said. “I handle the Web-related stuff, but Margot deals with all the marketing and accounting…”

“And don’t forget Liza,” I cut in and turned to Mary Dell. “Liza is Garrett’s girlfriend. She’s going to art school in New York now, but she comes up on weekends to help with our displays and to put together new fabric packs and medleys. She’s got a real eye for color. Howard would be crazy about her. Liza’s fabric medleys are some of our best-selling items.”

“She’s the niece of that other friend of yours, isn’t she?” Mary Dell asked. “The snooty one? Abigail?”

“Abigail isn’t snooty,” I corrected. “She’s particular. She comes from an old, very wealthy New England family, so she’s…well, it just takes time to get to know her, that’s all. People in New England don’t open up to strangers quite as quickly as they do in Texas, but Abigail is very kind and incredibly generous. Involved in all kinds of civic causes. She owns most of the commercial real estate in town. She rents me this place, plus Garrett’s apartment upstairs, and our new workroom…”


“And the new warehouse space up the street,” Garrett interrupted.

“And all for ten dollars a month, plus the time it takes me to teach a few quilting classes over at the women’s shelter. Something I’d have been happy to do for free anyway. So don’t you go saying anything against Abigail to me.” I shook my finger in mock indignation.

“Ten dollars a month!” Mary Dell whistled. “Well, in that case, I take back everything I said about the snooty, old…” Mary Dell stopped mid-sentence when she saw the look on my face. “Sorry! I meant to say, I take back everything I said about dear, darling Abigail. Bless her heart,” Mary Dell said, employing that old phrase that women of the South use when they want to say something catty about someone else…politely.

In spite of myself, I laughed. “Stop that. She may be an acquired taste, but Abigail has helped me and a lot of other people in this town. She can be prickly, I’ll admit, but that is changing. She’s dating her old attorney, Franklin Spaulding, and he seems to be a good influence on her. Plus, she’s very involved with the women’s shelter, not just on the board but spending time getting to know the residents. In fact, she’s the one who recommended I hire Ivy.”

“Ivy?”

“Remember? I told you about her on the phone. She and her kids are in transitional housing at the shelter. Ivy took my beginners’ class there. When I needed to hire someone, Abigail recommended Ivy. I’m glad she did. She’s a hard worker. Quiet, but cheerful and very dependable. We’ve got ourselves quite a team now.”

Putting down his coffee cup, Garrett boosted himself off the counter and walked over to me, laying his long arm over my shoulder. “Of course, she forgets to mention that none of this would work without the very able leadership of the boss here. When I started working here, I didn’t know top stitching from tap shoes, though I’m starting to, which, frankly, scares me a little. But Mom knows every square inch of this place. She knows what the trends are in fabrics and notions, chooses and teaches almost all the classes, and makes it fun for everyone who walks in the door. Half the time, I think customers come in here to talk to Mom as much as to buy quilting supplies.”

“Yeah. Yeah,” I said, brushing off his compliments. “Don’t listen to him, Mary Dell. He’s bucking for a raise. Won’t do you any good, sweetie. We’re doing better, that’s for sure. In fact, we’re on track to break even this year, but it’s way too soon to think any of us will be making more than minimum wage for a good while to come.”

“Not if I have anything to say about it, honey,” Mary Dell said. She looked out the shop window, where I could see a man and woman coming across the courtyard hauling bags, boxes, and metal poles that looked like light stands. Mary Dell walked to the front door and opened it wide.

“Get in here, y’all! Get that gear set up. Not only do we have to make a promo that will get quilters fired up about Quilt Pink, we’ve got to make one that’ll have folks running to their phones, booting up their computers, and driving halfway across the state to buy their fabrics from Miss Evelyn Dixon of Cobbled Court Quilts. Let’s get this show on the road, buckaroos! We’re burnin’ daylight!”
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“Oh, come on!” I yelled and slammed my fist against the steering wheel. “This is not happening! Not again!”

I turned the key in the ignition once more, but it sounded even worse than it had the first three times I’d tried it, the halfhearted vrum-vrumming of the motor giving way to a low-pitched, lethargic whine. If a car engine could yawn, this was the sound it would make. Clearly, my car wasn’t going to start. Not today.

I smacked my hand impotently against the wheel again, silently cursing all auto mechanics.

Ten days before, I had written the garage a check equivalent to two weeks’ salary from my job at Cobbled Court Quilts. It was money I’d been saving and desperately needed for a rental deposit. When the kids and I moved into our transitional apartment at the Stanton Center, my counselor made it clear that I had to find a job and start saving for a place of my own as soon as possible. You’d think two years would be plenty of time for me to get my act together and be able to house and feed my own family, but when you start out lying flat on the ground without even a bootstrap to pull yourself up by, learning to stand on your own two feet is harder than it looks. But I was better off than a lot of people; I had the good luck to find a decent job not long after we came to New Bern. Twice in one month, quilting changed my life.

On Abigail’s recommendation, Evelyn hired me as the fulfillment coordinator at Cobbled Court Quilts. Basically, I’m the one who cuts and packages up the Internet and phone orders and mails them out to customers. It’s not glamorous, but I enjoy my work.

The upstairs workroom, a large, rectangular space above the shop with exposed brick walls, and tall windows that let in plenty of light, is my personal domain. I spend my days laying out bolts of fabric on the long cutting table, measuring quarter, or half, or full yards of cloth, slicing them off the bolt with a sharp rotary cutter, then packaging up the order and mailing it off to the other side of the state or the other side of the country. Really, it’s amazing to see how many places we send quilting supplies to. I’ve mailed Cobbled Court Quilt Shop orders to every state except Hawaii and Wyoming. Once, we had an order that came all the way from Leicester, England.

As I work, I like thinking about the people who will receive the orders, imagining how excited they will be when their packages arrive and what kinds of quilts they will make from the fabric I’ve sent to them. It’s nice and quiet here in the workroom and I have plenty of time to think. If they get busy downstairs, I’ll help in the shop, but most of my day is spent upstairs and I prefer it that way. Not that I’m unfriendly to my coworkers; I smile and try my best to be helpful, to work hard, and to figure out what needs doing before anyone has to ask me to do it, but it’s better if I keep to myself.

Evelyn is a great boss. When Bobby came down with the flu, she didn’t mind my staying home with him at all. She even made a pot of chicken soup and brought it by the apartment. Garrett is nice, too, very patient when he taught me how to process the computer orders, and Margot is a sweetheart. She’s very religious and at first I thought she was trying to make friends with me just so she could convert me, but now I realize that she is just a genuinely kind person. Though she is single and doesn’t have any of her own, Margot loves kids and has offered to babysit for me anytime. I can’t take her up on that offer, of course, or on her invitations to join her for a movie or dinner. I wish I could. If I ever did have a best friend, I’d want her to be someone like Margot, but I can’t risk letting people get too close.

I have gotten to know Abigail a little bit, because of the kids, but that’s not as risky, partly because Abigail doesn’t work at the shop, she’s just a good customer, and partly because…well…Abigail is Abigail. She likes my kids, but she doesn’t seem that interested in me. Truthfully, I don’t know much more about Abigail than she knows about me. I know she quilts, is dating her attorney, and is very, very rich. The name Wynne is plastered on half the buildings in town.

Maybe it isn’t true of all of them, but I’ve noticed that very rich people don’t seem to be too curious about the not-so-very-rich—adorable children being the exception. Fine by me.

Abigail recommended me for the job at Cobbled Quilts because she was worried about my kids. It had nothing to do with me, but did I care? No. I needed a job and Abigail helped me get one. Not easy in a small town with few openings, especially for someone with no degree and almost no work experience. I’m grateful to Abigail and to Evelyn. They helped me get started and I work hard to show them how much I appreciate this chance.

I’m putting as much money into savings as possible but even though I pay a very cheap rent for our apartment at the Stanton Center, it’s hard to save. After paying for rent, food, gasoline, and clothing for two kids who seem to outgrow a pair of shoes every month, there isn’t much left over. In a month when one of the kids has to go to the doctor, there isn’t anything left over. But every time I can make a deposit into savings, I’m thrilled! I’ve promised myself that by this time next year, we’ll be living in a place of our own. Nothing like the house we left in Pennsylvania, I’m sure, but someplace nice. Maybe with a little yard and room to plant flowers.

But when my car broke down, I had no choice but to take money out of savings to have it fixed. It just about killed me to spend that money, but what could I do? I had to get to work. I wrote out the check and hoped that when Larry, the mechanic, promised I wouldn’t have any more problems with it, he was telling the truth.

Now, just a few days after taking a deep breath and writing that enormous check, I sat behind the wheel of my stalled car and yelled, “You’re a big liar! You know that, Larry? A big, ugly, grease monkey of a liar!”

Larry’s garage was miles out of earshot, but I didn’t care. It might not have been dignified, but it made me feel better, at least for the time being.

I climbed out from behind the wheel, slammed the door shut, and, after taking a quick look at my watch, started jogging the mile to the bus stop. If I was lucky, I’d be able to catch the 9:11 bus to downtown New Bern and make it to work on time.

I wasn’t lucky.

Having run up to the bus stop just in time to see the back of the 9:11 expel a black belch of exhaust from its tailpipe and pull away, I got to cool my heels for another twenty minutes before the next bus arrived.

When I got to downtown New Bern, I took a shortcut down the alley to the delivery entrance rather than go through the front door of the shop. I was twenty-six minutes late. No one saw me come in, and I was glad. I could hear Evelyn, Garrett, and some other people talking in the front of the store. They were probably too involved in their own work to hear the back door open and close and wouldn’t realize I was behind schedule.

Not that Evelyn would have given me a hard time for being late if I told her about what happened, but I didn’t like the idea of her cutting me slack because of my situation. Evelyn had taken a chance in hiring me and I wanted to show her that she hadn’t made a mistake.

On my lunch break, I would call Karen, the woman who lives in the apartment next to mine, and ask her if she would mind picking up Bobby and Bethany from day care when she came to get her little boy and taking them back to her apartment until I got home so I could make up the time I’d missed. That’s another thing about living at the Stanton Center—they offer subsidized child care at a very good day care. The program won’t end when I leave the Center but will continue for a full year after. Then the subsidy will gradually decline over a period of two more years. Another good reason to stay in New Bern. Without that subsidy, most of my earnings would have gone for child care. But, even with this kind of help, the life of a working mother isn’t easy. When an unexpected problem arose, like today, it was important to be connected to other moms who could help out. Karen would take care of my kids today. Another time, I’d do the same for her.

And if I was careful, no one would be the wiser. I opened the delivery door quietly, crept into the back room, grabbed the pile of order forms that were sitting in my in-box, and looked them over. It was going to be a busy day.

Besides the usual requests for yardage, patterns, and various notions, there were six orders for the pink and green fabric medleys Liza had put together for our weekly special. Those would be easy to do because they were all just fat quarters and we had plenty of fabric upstairs in the workroom. But there were also four orders for block-of-the-month kits. Those would take more time because they included eleven different fabric cuts, all of varying sizes, and I already had nine other kits on backorder because we’d run out of some fabrics. Fortunately, the delivery came in late the day before and the bolts I needed to finish the kits were sitting on the counter.

I loaded my arms up with several bolts of fabric, and then piled the day’s order forms on top, keeping the papers from falling by anchoring them to the bolts with my chin.

Keeping my head down and being careful to steer clear of the squeaky tread on the stairs, I carried my load to the workroom, hoping I’d be lucky enough to avoid having my tardy ascent upstairs noticed by Evelyn or any of the other employees.

I wasn’t being sneaky exactly. I just figured that since I was going to stay late to make up the time, why draw attention to my tardiness? But, if I could do it all over again, I would have walked in the front door, told Evelyn exactly why I was late, made my apologies, and gone to work. If I had, things would have been so much easier.








5

Evelyn Dixon



Having finished seating and soothing a party of four who were miffed that they couldn’t get a booth in the front even though they’d walked in without a reservation, Charlie returned to the table where I was sitting with Mary Dell, her producer, Sandy, and the cameraman, Ben. Charlie pulled up a chair and poured the last drops of a second bottle of pinot noir into my glass.

“Now, wait a minute. Tell me again so I make sure I’ve got this right. It took you three hours, three hours to film a sixty-second promotional spot?”

“Don’t laugh,” I grumbled as I took a gulp of wine. “I got nervous, that’s all. Being on television is not as easy as it looks. I’d like to see you try it.”

“Mmmm,” Charlie murmured in a tone that was supposed to pass for sympathy but didn’t.

“Wipe that smile off your face,” I demanded. “I’ve had a miserable day and there you sit, enjoying my humiliation.”

“I’m sorry,” Charlie said innocently. “Was I smiling?”

I didn’t answer. He knew exactly what he’d been doing.

Charlie said contritely, “Come on now, Evelyn. I was just teasing you. Don’t take it so hard. I’m sure it is harder than it looks. I’m sure there are lots of people who’ve had…how many takes was it she needed to film this sixty-second spot, Ben?”

Ben, the big bear of a cameraman, looked up from his plate and, with his mouth full of New York strip steak, answered, “Fifty-six.” At which point, everyone but me started laughing uproariously.

“I hate you all,” I said. “You’re evil and I despise you and that is all there is to it.” I put down my wineglass and buried my head in my hands.

“Mary Dell! Why did I let you talk me into this? When you called last month and told me about your great idea to do the show live from Cobbled Court to publicize Quilt Pink, you made it sound so easy. I didn’t realize that the second Ben turned on the camera I’d start feeling like I might throw up.”

“Actually,” Sandy said to Charlie, “she did throw up. Three times. Any chance you’re coming down with something, Evelyn?”

“I don’t know,” I said glumly. “Is stage fright viral? What am I going to do? If this is what happens when we’re filming the promotional spot, how am I going to get through an entire broadcast? Live? How will it look if, right in the middle of talking about how to miter a binding corner, I have to excuse myself and run to the bathroom to toss my lunch?”

“A whole lot better than it’ll look if you don’t excuse yourself,” Ben deadpanned, which set the rest of the group to howling again.

“This is serious!” I wailed. “Maybe we should just call this off while we still can.”

Sandy made a dismissive face and shook her head. “You’ll be fine,” she said. “It’s just a case of first-time jitters. You’ll get over it. You were much better the last hour.”

“That’s because there was nothing left in my stomach.”

“Well, make sure you don’t eat before the show.”

Mary Dell, who, because she was concentrating on enjoying every last bite of her tilapia, had been uncharacteristically silent all this time, finally spoke up. “Evelyn, calm down. You are making too much of this. Why, the first time Ben turned that camera on me I was jumpy as spit on a hot skillet. Wasn’t I, Ben?”


Ben nodded dutifully as he sawed off another piece of meat.

“See? You’ll be fine. Trust me. After all, you’ve got four months until the broadcast. By September, you’ll be feeling fine as cream gravy.”

I opened my mouth to argue with her, but we were interrupted. Lydia Moss, the wife of New Bern’s First Selectman, Porter Moss, approached our table.

“Excuse me,” she said, focusing on Mary Dell and completely ignoring everyone else at the table. Not surprising. I’ve been introduced to Lydia five different times at various community functions and each time she acts like it’s the first time. She’s one of those types of New Englanders, the ones that consider you an alien intruder if your family didn’t arrive here before 1700.

“Excuse me,” she repeated, “but aren’t you someone?”

Mary Dell was taking a drink of water. She started laughing when she heard this question and snorted some of the liquid up her nose. Sandy pounded her on the back until she quit choking.

“Well, I suppose so. Aren’t you?”

Lydia blushed and cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. What I meant was, aren’t you…I mean, haven’t I seen you on television somewhere?”

“You might have.” Mary Dell beamed and extended her hand. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Mary Dell Templeton. My son, Howard, and I host Quintessential Quilting on the House and Home Network.”

“I thought so!” Lydia said excitedly. “Oh! Miss Templeton, I’m just such a fan!”

Now it was my turn to snort. Mary Dell kicked me under the table. I composed myself but was definitely feeling the effects of my second glass of wine. And, really, wasn’t it funny how Lydia hadn’t known Mary Dell’s name but was suddenly a big fan? If Lydia had ever seen Quintessential Quilting, I was sure it hadn’t been for more than a few seconds as she was flipping channels. She wasn’t a quilter. At least, I’d never seen her in the shop.

Mary Dell, after withdrawing her foot from my shin, went into Moonlight and Magnolias mode. Lydia hadn’t fooled her for a minute.

“Well, bless your heart! Aren’t you sweet? It’s always nice to meet a sister quilter. This is Ben, our cameraman, and Sandy, our producer.” Sandy smiled and said hello. Ben just grunted and kept eating. “I’m sure you already know Charlie.” Charlie said it was nice to see her again.

“And, of course,” Mary Dell continued, lifting her hand toward me, “I’m sure you know Evelyn Dixon, owner of Cobbled Court Quilts? Evelyn is an old friend of mine.”

“Oh, yes! Of course! We’ve met several times at community functions. My husband, Porter, is New Bern’s First Selectman. That’s something like the mayor in your part of the country, Miss Templeton.” Lydia smiled broadly. “How nice to see you again, Evelyn. I just love your shop! It’s been such a boon to the town. I said as much to my husband just last week.”

I forced myself to return Lydia’s smile. New Bern is a small town. There’s no sense in antagonizing the First Selectman’s wife, even if she is a big liar. “Thank you, Lydia. It’s nice of you to say so.”

“And before too long,” Charlie piped in, “Cobbled Court Quilts will be an even bigger boon to New Bern. Mary Dell is doing a live broadcast of Quintessential Quilting from Evelyn’s shop. Millions of people will be tuning in to watch Mary Dell and Evelyn, live, at the shop’s annual Quilt Pink Day. Millions and millions of them.” He turned to me, raising his eyebrows to their full height and grinning impishly.

My stomach lurched. I put my head in my hands again. “Oh, dear Lord.”

Lydia ignored my groans. “Really? How exciting! And it’s going to be live?”

“That’s right,” Charlie affirmed. “Filmed live. With millions and millions of…”

I snapped, “Be quiet, Charlie!”

“Well! Isn’t that something!” Lydia exclaimed. “Will there be an audience at the broadcast?”

“Maybe a small one,” Sandy said. “By the time we get all the lighting and camera equipment in, there won’t be much extra room. Of course, the women who are participating in the Quilt Pink event will be there.”


“Oh! That’s wonderful! What a marvelous idea! And, of course, I’ll be happy to participate! I couldn’t dream of missing Quilt Pink Day, could I? It’s one of New Bern’s most important events of the year.”

Really? Well, of course, I thought so, but if Lydia Moss agreed, it was the first I’d heard of it. I was trying to decide whether to say this or not when Porter Moss walked up to our table, holding Lydia’s coat. He nodded to the assemblage.

“Hello.”

Charlie got up from the table and shook hands. “Hello, Porter. How was your dinner? Everything to your liking?”

“Delicious as always, Charlie. I’m glad to see the short ribs back on the menu.”

“Darling,” Lydia purred, taking her husband’s arm, “I’d like you to meet Mary Dell Templeton. She hosts a quilting show on television and is going to be filming an episode live from New Bern.”

Impressed, Porter reached out and pumped Mary Dell’s hand. “Well, that’s terrific! A thing like that could really put New Bern on the map! Bring in the tourists. Let ’em know the Hamptons aren’t the only place to spend their money.”

Lydia nodded enthusiastically. “That’s right. And Evelyn has invited me to participate in the broadcast. Isn’t that wonderful? Of course, I’m sure she’ll want you there, too. After all, you’ll certainly want to include New Bern’s most prominent political figure in your program, won’t you, Evelyn?”

My head suddenly started to hurt and it wasn’t from the wine. “Well, yes, normally I would, of course, but it is a show about quilting and…”

“Wonderful!” Porter boomed. “I’ll have someone from my office call you next week. Lydia, we’ve got to run now. I’m supposed to lead the Pledge of Allegiance at the game. It was nice to meet you, Miss Templeton,” he said, grasping her hand again before walking to the door with Lydia on his arm. “Good night, everyone.”

“Are you kidding me?” I asked once the door was closed and the Mosses were out of earshot. “Not only has Lydia, who as far as I know can’t even thread a needle, horned her way in on this broadcast but now she wants to bring her husband in, too? This is a nightmare. All I wanted to do was raise a little money for breast cancer research and suddenly I’m surrounded by gate-crashers and groupies!

“Seriously, Mary Dell. This is a bad omen. Let’s just forget about doing the show here. I know you’re trying to do a good deed, but the whole thing is getting out of hand.”

“Hush now,” Mary Dell said. “Don’t go getting your bloomers in a twist. Pull yourself together, Evelyn. So the mayor, or the First Electman…”

“Selectman,” I corrected.

“If the First Selectman and his wife want to be on the show, fine. Let them. We’ll stick them in a corner somewhere. They’re just two people. What matters is that by the time this show airs, Cobbled Court Quilts will be a household name.”

“That’s not why I agreed to do this.”

“I know,” Mary Dell soothed. “I know that’s not why you’re doing it, but think, Evelyn! You’ve got a chance to really do some good! You could help raise thousands upon thousands for breast cancer research! And did Sandy tell you? We’re planning on having your doctor on the broadcast.”

“Dr. Finney?”

Sandy jumped in. “That’s right. We thought it would be a good idea to have her talk about the importance of regular mammograms and we’ll have her use a model to show the viewers how to perform self-exams. Charlie is exaggerating the size of our viewing audience, but it is considerable. Think of the chance to educate people about early detection! This broadcast will be about more than just quilting, it’ll be about saving people’s lives.”

I was silent for a moment, thinking. “But, couldn’t you just do a show about breast cancer anyway?”

“We could,” Sandy said, “but the story of how you risked everything to open your own shop, and were diagnosed with breast cancer right before hosting your first Quilt Pink Day is so compelling. Women are going to be inspired by your story, Evelyn, and by your recovery. That’s going to make them more willing to go in for early screening.”


I knew there was something to what Sandy was saying. Sometimes people ignore the signs and symptoms of their disease because they are afraid of finding out the truth. Stories of breast cancer survivors and understanding how treatable the disease can be, especially in the early stages, can make women more willing to engage in early detection, and early detection saves lives.

“Charlie? What do you think I should do?”

His handsome blue eyes were full of encouragement. “I think it’s a great opportunity for you to help other people and, knowing you like I do, I suspect you’ve already made up your mind.”

I took a deep breath. “You’re right. This is too important to pass up. But, I’m just so nervous.”

Charlie put his arm around my shoulder and then reached up to brush the hair off my face. “You needn’t be. You’re absolutely up to this. And I’ll do everything I can to help you.”

“You will?”

He nodded.

“Well, you can start by not saying anything more about millions of people tuning in to watch the show.”

“So noted,” Charlie said. “So that’s it, then? You’re going to do it?”

“I guess I am.”

“That’s the spirit!” Charlie cheered and everyone else joined in, even Ben, who had finished eating and was looking for a waitress, probably wondering what was for dessert.

“This calls for a toast!” Charlie declared, getting up from the table. “Mary Dell, your glass is empty. I’m going to open another bottle of that pinot noir you like so much.”

“Oh, no,” she protested. “Charlie, darlin’, I really couldn’t.”

“Don’t be stupid, woman. You’re staying with Evelyn tonight. That’s a one-block walk from here. Of course, you can,” he insisted as he headed over to the bar.

Mary Dell turned toward me, the sparkle in her eyes matching the sparkle in her crystal chandelier earrings. “I like that man so much.”
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