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Prologue





Liza Burgess



By the time a person gets to be twenty-two years old, you’d think she’d be pretty self-aware. I always thought I was. But recently I learned something new about myself: I don’t like surprises.

I don’t like decisions, either. Until pretty recently, I didn’t have to make many decisions, not important ones, not the kind that will change your life. When you’re a kid, adults tend to make your choices for you.

Life is just filled with too many choices. That’s what I think. Maybe I’d feel differently if my childhood hadn’t been cut short by a few years, but it was. The way I see it, the older you get, the more chance there is that the choices you make now will screw up the whole rest of your life. Believe me, I know what I’m talking about.

My mom died from breast cancer at about the same time I graduated from high school. Just like that, I was alone in the world.

My dad is alive—at least I guess he is—but I’ve never met him and wouldn’t have known how to contact him even if I’d wanted to. I knew I had an aunt Abigail, too, my mom’s older sister, but I didn’t want to contact her either, and for good reason.

Mom and Abigail hadn’t spoken to each other since before I was born. Their falling-out was complicated and multifaceted, but it began because of my father, the man they’d both loved and, eventually, were both deserted by. But when my mom died, I didn’t know that. All I knew was that Abigail had cut off all contact with Mom and, by extension, with me. She never called or came to see us, not even when Mom was dying. Abigail was the last person I wanted to turn to for help.

The person I did turn to wasn’t even family. Not then.

I know people like to make jokes about lawyers, but they’d better not do it in front of me. When Mom died, Franklin Spaulding, our lawyer, was the only one on my side.

With his help, I sold our tiny town house, settled the estate, paid off Mom’s hospital and funeral bills and, with the money that was left, went to art school in Rhode Island. Franklin helped me fill out the application and even wrote me a recommendation. And it didn’t end there. He helped me move into my dorm and even showed up and took me out to dinner on Parents Weekend. Franklin is a great guy. I don’t know what I’d have done without him. He called me every couple of months just to see how I was doing. I always said everything was fine. But it wasn’t.

Even with Franklin’s help, being an adult, making all my own decisions…well, it didn’t exactly work out for me.

After three semesters, I flunked out, did something really stupid, and ended up in front of a judge. The judge didn’t think I was the sort of person who should be “left to her own recognizance” (you think?), so he basically forced my aunt Abigail to be responsible for me.

To say I wasn’t too happy about this arrangement would be an understatement. But now I can admit that a part of me was secretly relieved by the judge’s order. I was only nineteen. Letting somebody else, even someone I resented as much as Abigail, be in charge for a while was an improvement.

But for a long time, the jury was definitely out on whether or not Abigail and I were going to work out. We loathed each other.

I was angry with the world as a whole and Abigail in particular. I went out of my way to do and think exactly the opposite of whatever Abigail did or thought, and basically I made her life hell. If Abigail said white, I said black, and vice versa, just so I could tick her off. It wasn’t hard. She took the bait pretty easily.

But we eventually called a truce. It’d take a book to explain exactly how, but after a year of living with Abigail in her enormous mansion in New Bern, Connecticut, and many long, drawn-out battles, we worked out our problems…well, most of them.

Now Abigail is family to me—and all that implies. Sometimes I’d like to smack her. Sometimes I bet she’d like to do the same to me. But I love her and she loves me, even when she doesn’t understand me, which is pretty much all the time. Still, in her own way, she’s like a second mother to me—a caring, pushy, controlling, overbearing, and incredibly rich second mother.

After a lot of soul searching, I did decide to go back to school in New York, but once I got here, I didn’t have to make too many choices. The curriculum for studio art majors is pretty well set, and as far as the other stuff—where I’d live and how much allowance I’d get, that kind of thing—I mostly leave that to Abigail. She’s more than happy to take over, and I’m more than happy to leave it in her hands, so it works out well.

Like I said before, Abigail is rich. Really rich. Like Jimmy Choo, chauffeured limousine, Park Avenue penthouse apartment rich, and if I wanted all that, she’d be happy to get it for me. Heck, she’d be giddy with joy to get it for me. Abigail loves a project. But I don’t want any of that stuff. It’s just not me. I’m not glamorous. Never have been. Besides, I don’t want to stick out.

When I came to New York to take another run at art school I wanted to fit in and be a regular student like everyone else: living in a crowded apartment with three other girls and sharing one sink, eating ramen noodles from the microwave and hot dogs off vendors’ carts, getting woken up by the screams of sirens in the middle of the night or the shouts of drunks stumbling home after the bars have closed, sweating in summer when the window air conditioner breaks, getting soaked in the rain trying to hail cabs that shower you with water as they speed through puddles, slogging through the dirty slush of winter as the wet seeps in between the stitching of your boots and freezes your toes. If you’re not glamorous, living in New York can be hard.

But I like New York. I like it a lot. I like the busyness of it, the way everything is always moving and changing.

But, that being said, New York isn’t the center of my universe. I’m here for a while, just till I finish my degree, and then I intend to go home to New Bern, where Abigail lives and where I live, too, or will, at the end of next term, when I graduate. Maybe you wonder what I’m going to do with a degree in studio art in a little Podunk village in Connecticut. The same thing I’d do with a degree in studio art in New York, or Paris, or anyplace else: work in retail during the day, and paint at night. You can be a starving artist anywhere.

It isn’t like I’ve worked out a grand plan for all this; it’s more that I don’t have anywhere else to go or any other prospects. When all you’re good at is painting pictures, your horizons tend to be a little limited. But the way I see it, limited prospects save me the worry of trying to decide what I should do with my life, you know? Everything is all settled. Well, it was…until tonight. But I’ll get to that later.

The thing is, going home to New Bern is no hardship because, while I like New York, I love New Bern. I really do.

I love the way the hills are painted orange and yellow and red every fall, and how all the crocuses bloom on the same day in the spring. I love waking up early on the morning after a big snowstorm, going outside to get the paper from the box, and leaving the first footprints on the sidewalk. I love sitting with a picnic basket on the Green and listening to free concerts on Wednesday nights in summer, watching kids race around chasing fireflies while their parents lie on the grass and surreptitiously sip wine out of generic plastic thermoses because the Green is town property and you’re not supposed to have alcohol on town property. And I love how, as long as people behave themselves, the police pretend they don’t know what’s in the thermoses. I love how everyone in New Bern knows everybody else’s business and talks about it. And I love how nothing there, at least nothing big, ever really changes. But most of all, I love the people. New Bern is all about the people.

Evelyn Dixon, who owns the Cobbled Court Quilt Shop, has a job waiting for me when I come back. Evelyn’s like my other second mother except that, unlike Abigail, she’s calm, practical, and wise. And, most of the time, she does understand me.

Then there’s Margot, who is like the big sister I never had: sweet and tolerant and smarter than me. Margot was a marketing executive in New York until she got downsized and moved to New Bern. Now she does all the marketing and accounting for the quilt shop, though a lot of the time she works selling fabric and thread. We all do that.

Everyone at Cobbled Court pitches in whenever and however they can. Ivy Peterman is in charge of order fulfillment for our telephone and Internet sales; Cobbled Court does a big online business. She’s newer on staff but she fits in like she’s been here from the beginning. Ivy’s just a few years older than me but she has two little kids, Bethany and Bobby. She’s had a hard life and can be pretty serious. I consider it my job to help her lighten up and remind her that she’s still young. In other words, I like to tease her. She doesn’t mind. We’re friends. They’re all my friends and, in a way, my family—Abigail, Evelyn, Margot, and Ivy. They’re also the members of my quilt circle. I know, it’s weird to think of a twenty-two-year-old sitting around with a bunch of older women making quilts, but what can I say? They’re my girls.

And I love making quilts. Quilting is just another medium, another means for creating art. After I got tossed from school, learning to quilt helped me realize that I really am an artist, a good one, no matter what those pruney professors in Rhode Island thought. I’m doing really well at my current school. In fact, I’ve got the highest grade point in my class. Not that grade point means so much in art school—what matters is the work—but I’ve produced some pieces that I’m very proud of and, if not for what I’ve learned about myself through quilting, I might have given up on art altogether.

So, you can see why New Bern has such a pull on me, why I spend as many weekends there as I can. But New Bern has another, very important, attraction for me: My boyfriend lives there.

Garrett is Evelyn’s son. He was a programmer for a big company in Seattle, but he came home to help Evelyn after her mastectomies. He liked New Bern, and me, so he stayed. Now he takes care of Cobbled Court’s website and is in charge of all the computer stuff. Garrett is a genius. He’s also funny, and considerate, and absolutely gorgeous. He has the most amazing brown eyes. And he’s taller than me by five inches, which I love. I’m five-ten, and I can tell you from personal experience, there’s nothing romantic about being the girl who has to bend down to kiss her date good night. But that’s no problem with Garrett. He knows just when to pick up the phone or send me an e-mail, and he remembers things like the anniversary of our first date. When he picked me up for that first date, he brought me one perfect pink rose and he’s done the same for every date since. He’s got romantic down cold.

Tonight, New Year’s Eve, he went all out in the romance department. In fact, he went overboard. Before now, I wouldn’t have believed that was possible, but believe me—it is.
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Since it was New Year’s and I wanted to look especially nice, I tried on all my jewelry before finally deciding to wear my new necklace to dinner with Garrett.

I make a lot of jewelry, but this was my best piece yet: five individual strands of slender silver beads that I’d joined into one necklace, twisting the strands together so they’d catch the light and make a statement. It would be perfect with the deep V-neck of the dress I planned on wearing. But when I was trying it on, I realized that the clasp was too flimsy for such a heavy necklace.

So I put on my winter coat and trudged ten blocks through the snow to the bead shop to buy a sturdier clasp. When I returned, I hadn’t even put the key in the lock when the phone started ringing. I dumped my bag on the floor, pulled off my gloves, and ran to answer it.

“Where have you been all afternoon? I’ve been calling you for hours!”

“No, you haven’t. I just went out to do some shopping. I’ve only been gone an hour.” Abigail has a tendency to exaggerate. I like to call her on it when I can.

“Well, it seemed like hours. Listen, darling, I’ve only got a minute. Franklin and I are going to a party at the Guldens’.”

Franklin Spaulding wasn’t just my mother’s lawyer, he was Aunt Abigail’s, too, for years and years. A few months ago, he became her husband as well. He and Abigail make an odd couple, but they are perfect for each other.

“I saw Garrett, and he told me where he’s taking you for dinner tonight.”

“He did? He hasn’t even told me where we’re going for dinner tonight.”

“I thought as much.” She harrumphed. “Men always think women like surprises, but they’re wrong. We pretend to like surprises, but what we really like is being prepared.”

“That’s not true. Women like surprises. I love surprises. Surprises are romantic.”

“Of course they are, darling, as long as you’re prepared for them. If you’re not, they can be simply awful. Which brings me back to the reason for this call: What are you wearing tonight?”

I wasn’t surprised by this question. Abigail is always quizzing me about my wardrobe. It’s really none of her business what I wear, but I decided to humor her.

“Since it’s New Year’s, I thought I’d dress up a little. I’ve got that black jersey wrap dress. It’s nice. Very New Yorky.”

“It is nice, darling, but not quite nice enough. Not where you’re going.”

“Abigail…”

She sighed impatiently. “I don’t have time to argue, Liza. Really, I don’t. In a little while a deliveryman will be knocking at your door. I called to make sure you’d be there to let him in. I’ve sent you a dress. It’s from my closet, but it should fit you perfectly.”

Abigail and I are the same height and wear the same size, but she’s sixty-five years old.

“Abigail, you’ve got to be kidding. You want me to wear one of your old dresses? On New Year’s Eve?”

“Yes, I do,” she said archly. “And you’re welcome. Do you have any idea how much it costs to hire a messenger service to deliver from New Bern to Manhattan on New Year’s Eve?”

I tried to interrupt, but she cut me off.

“Liza, don’t be difficult. I haven’t the time. Wear the dress, darling. Trust me. You’ll be glad you did.”

“But where are we going? Why would Garrett tell you and not me?”

She ignored my questions.

“Must run. Bye-bye. Have a wonderful time.” She made two kiss noises into the phone and hung up before I could say another word.

 

The new semester wouldn’t begin for a few more days. Two of my roommates, Kerry and Janelle, still hadn’t returned from vacation. I’d been home in New Bern for Christmas but had returned to the city early because Professor Williams—Selena Williams, who headed up the art history department—had asked me to help her do some research for an article she was writing about the influence of Clement Greenberg on abstract expressionism. She’s my favorite professor, so I jumped at the offer. Zoe, who slept in the bed next to mine, was the only other roommate in residence. She had gone home for Christmas, but Zoe’s relationship with her mother—and her stepfather, one in a series of stepfathers—is pretty rocky. Consequently, Zoe never stays home one minute longer than she has to.

When I told her that Aunt Abigail was having one of her dresses messengered to me from New Bern and wanted me to wear it on my date with Garrett, Zoe made a face, stuck her finger in her mouth, and pretended to gag.

“Is she serious? Isn’t your aunt older than the Chrysler Building? There is no way you can wear one of her old dresses out on New Year’s Eve. She’s probably worried you’ll go out on the town with—horrors!—a hemline that’s actually above your knees and that Garrett will be so senseless with lust at the sight of your bare legs that he’ll put a roofie in your drink and take advantage of you while you’re unconscious or something.” Zoe ambled over to the tiny, cube-shaped refrigerator that sat between our beds, pulled out a diet soda, and popped the top.

I shook my head. “She’s not like that.”

She isn’t. Actually, Abigail has very good taste in clothes. Unlike a lot of older women with money to burn, she doesn’t go around buying fabulous designer fashions that were created for twenty-five-year-olds but look ridiculous on a sixty-five-year-old. Abigail says that at her age, “Beauty is a ship that has sailed. The most I strive for at this point is to be clean.”

That’s silly. I’ve never seen her look anything less than beautiful. Her clothes are very fashionable, great fabrics, but always age appropriate. When I’m her age, I hope I look half as good as Aunt Abigail.

But that’s just it. I’m not her age. Abigail has great clothes, but I couldn’t imagine that anything in her closet was going to look good on me. Especially not for New Year’s Eve in New York.

“Just wait and see,” Zoe said between slurps of soda. “Aunt Abigail’s henchman is going to show up at your door with something that has long sleeves, a granny skirt, a turtleneck, and matching opera gloves. Something long and lumpy. Maybe a full-length snow parka. I’m telling you, Liza, she’s just worried about you showing off too much skin. When the delivery guy shows up, let me answer the door. That way, you can always lie, you can say you had to go out before he came and never saw the dress.”

Not so long ago I’d have had no compunction about lying to Aunt Abigail, but I like to think I’ve grown up a bit since then. Even so, when I heard a knock on our door, I let Zoe get to it first. I stood behind her, nervously eyeing the white dress box as she signed the delivery confirmation slip and closed the door.

Zoe carted the box into our room and tossed it on my bed. We both stared at it. “Well? Do you want to open it? Or should I?”

It was a big box, big enough to hold a lumpy, full-length snow parka. I hoped it didn’t.

“No. It’s all right. I’ll do it.”

Taking a deep breath, I took the box top off, pulled back the layers of white tissue paper, and gasped at the sight of the most exquisite evening gown I had ever seen in my life! The design was simple: a long, straight sheath of ivory silk, with a knee-high slit in one side. The fabric of the dress was covered with long, wavy lengths of thin silver ribbon, stitched with silver thread, making a subtle and beautiful pattern, like wind rippling over water. The ribbons ran vertically from the long hem up the full length of the skirt until they ended, cutting off at varying points along the tight-fitted, V-necked bodice, fading away one by one, so that the fabric at the shoulder seams of the sleeveless gown was a simple expanse of shimmering silk. It was the most beautiful dress in the world.

For a moment, we stood there, speechless, but Zoe found her voice first.

“Liza,” she said, “I take back everything I said about your aunt Abigail.”

“Yeah.”

“Well? What are you waiting for? Try it on!”

It fit perfectly. When I went to zip up the back I realized it didn’t have one. The fabric in the back of the gown scooped into three graceful folds that fell just to the curve of my hip.

Zoe whistled. “Liza, I’d kill to have shoulder blades like yours. They’re gorgeous.”

I turned around and peered over my shoulder to check out the view from the rear. “Thanks.”

Zoe picked up some discarded tissue paper and went to put it in the dress box. “Wait a minute, Liza. There are shoes in here too.” She held up a pair of four-inch stiletto sandals whose straps were strings of tiny rhinestones. They were perfect. I sat carefully on the edge of my bed, trying to slip on the sandals without wrinkling the dress. Zoe continued ferreting through the box.

“Oh, my gosh! And diamonds! Big ones!” I lifted my head and saw Zoe staring wide-eyed into a black velvet bag.

“Let me see that.” She wasn’t lying. I took the bag and pulled out an enormous diamond choker.

The dress and shoes were new to me—I’d never noticed them in Abigail’s closet—but the diamonds I recognized. It was the choker that Abigail’s first husband, Woolley Wynne, had given her as a wedding present. He died many years before, leaving Abigail a very wealthy widow. Abigail kept the choker in a safe deposit box and had shown it to me once when we were at the bank. Years ago, when she’d married Woolley, the choker had cost tens of thousands of dollars. I couldn’t imagine what it must be worth now.

“Are they real? Maybe we should hire a security guy to go to dinner with you.”

“Of course not,” I lied as I held the choker up to my throat. The thought of having something so expensive in our no-doorman, no-luxury apartment made me nervous. There was no point in making Zoe nervous too. The dress and shoes were beautiful, but the diamonds weren’t me. They were too much. Too glamorous. “Who’d be crazy enough to put diamonds that big in the care of some nameless delivery guy if they were real?”

Who? No one but Abigail.

“They’re cubic zirconia,” I continued. “Fakes.” I stuffed the choker back into the velvet bag.

Zoe twisted her lips doubtfully. “Well, they’re the best fakes I ever saw. Aren’t you going to wear them?”

“Uh-uh. I’ve got something better in mind.”

After helping me with my hair, Zoe headed off to Times Square to ring in the New Year.

“This is probably my last New Year’s in New York. I figure you gotta do it once, you know?”

I nodded in agreement, but I was glad I wasn’t joining her. I don’t like crowds. Standing for hours, squashed between hordes of howling strangers in the freezing cold, waiting for a glowing ball to drop was not my idea of a great way to spend New Year’s.

Garrett was right on time. I’d never seen him in a suit and tie before, let alone a tuxedo. He looked so handsome. I was glad Abigail sent the dress. And he was carrying not one rose, but an armful—two dozen long-stemmed pink roses tied with a white satin bow.

“They’re beautiful,” I breathed and buried my nose in the bouquet, the silken petals brushing against my skin.

“You’re beautiful,” he said. “You look like Keira Knightley. But taller.”

I lifted my eyes from the flowers. “Don’t tease me.”

“I’m not. You look amazing. Like a movie star. Better than that. You look like you. Exactly like you. The dress. The shoes. Everything. And the necklace. It’s beautiful.”

“Do you like it?” I asked, fingering the silver beads. “I made it myself.”

“I love it. I love everything I see,” he said.

“Thanks.”

Garrett and I’ve been dating for a long time, but I suddenly felt awkward. I went to find a vase so I could put his flowers in water.

“You look great,” I called over my shoulder. “Where’d you rent the tuxedo?”

“I bought it. Had it tailored.” He shrugged. “I figured I was too old to wear a rented tux. Who knows? Maybe I’ll be able to use it again.”

I laughed. “Planning on joining the country club, are you? Going to the charity galas along with Aunt Abigail and the rest of New Bern society?”

“There are other places to wear a tuxedo besides charity galas.” He looked at his watch. “Ready? Our reservation is for nine-thirty.”

“It is?” I plunked the flowers in water and grabbed my black wool coat. Not exactly the thing to wear with an evening gown, but it was the warmest one I had.

“You should have told me. It’ll take forever to hail a cab on New Year’s Eve. We’ll never get there on time. Not that I know where we’re going. Where are we going, anyway? Can we walk? If not, maybe we should take the subway.”

Garrett held out his arm like a courtier asking for the honor of a dance. “Transportation has already been arranged.”

My apartment is on the third floor of a five-floor walk-up on Eighty-eighth, between Second Avenue and Third. It’s not the kind of place you see a lot of limousines idling in front of, but that was exactly what waited for us as we came out the front door. Actually, it wasn’t quite a limousine, not one of those ridiculous stretch jobs they use for celebrities, weddings, or that groups of twenty kids pile into on prom nights. I’d have hated that. This was just a large and very shiny black sedan. A man in a black suit was sitting behind the wheel. He jumped out to open the door for me.

I looked at Garrett. “You didn’t have to do this,” I said, though I wasn’t sorry he had. Even if you’re not glamorous, every now and then it’s fun to pretend you are.

“I know. I wanted to. I want this to be a night we’ll remember. Besides,” he said, looking at my sparkling feet, “I couldn’t risk you wrecking those shoes.”

It was warm inside the car, so I slipped out of my heavy coat and scooted across the leather seat to be closer to Garrett. He put his arm around me. The chauffeur glanced in the rearview mirror and then pushed a button that raised a tinted glass window between the front and back seats.

I laughed. “That’s what I like in a chauffeur—subtlety. What does he think we’re going to do back here? Make out like a couple of high school kids?”

Garrett turned his body toward mine, running his hand under my hair, cradling my head in the hollow of his palm as I tilted my face up to his. The tips of his fingers were cool, but his lips were warm and soft and sweet. I liked the way they felt against mine, the way his bangs fell into his eyes and brushed my cheek as his head bent over mine, and the muscled weight of his body pressing me back into the smooth leather seat as we kissed and clung and glided silently through the streets of the city, past sidewalks full of smiling, laughing crowds, everyone happy and everyone hopeful, believing that maybe, just maybe, the best year of their lives was about to begin.

It’s just not in my nature to look at things that way; I wish it were. But for a little while that night, my wish came true. With Garrett’s lips on mine as I reached my arms up and draped them over his shoulders like two vines clinging to a strong and steady wall, something relaxed inside me and I believed it, too, that nothing but good was on the horizon. What lightness! I felt like I’d assumed a secret identity, put on a beautiful borrowed dress and shoes supplied by a good fairy, climbed into a pumpkin coach sedan, and suddenly transformed into a sanguine, faith-filled optimist. By the time the driver pulled up in front of the Carlyle Hotel and the maître d’ escorted us to a VIP table near the stage, I was a new person. It felt wonderful. But it didn’t last.

The fairy godmother gown, borrowed rhinestone slippers, champagne by candlelight, the pumpkin coach car—in the end, none of it made any difference.

When Garrett dropped to one knee in the middle of the dance floor at the Café Carlyle while the orchestra played the song he’d requested in advance, pulled a small blue box out of his tuxedo pocket, and asked me to marry him, the spell was broken. The optimistic, hopeful Liza vanished and the old Liza—the one who knows that happily ever after is only for books and that real life, the part that comes after the story ends, is hard and uncertain—was back in an instant.

Garrett wanted me to marry him. I didn’t know what to say.
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Garrett got to his feet, dusting off the knee of his pant leg as he did.

The ring of couples that surrounded us, peering hopefully at us a moment before, convinced they were at the most romantic New Year’s Eve celebration in New York and ready to witness their approval of our engagement by a round of applause, shifted their eyes and began to dance again, pretending they hadn’t seen Garrett’s proposal or what, to their eyes, appeared to be my shocked and silent refusal.

“Come on. Let’s go back to the table.” Garrett grabbed my arm and I followed him, keeping my eyes lowered but feeling stares on my back as we left the dance floor, wending our way through the packed press of bodies. The crowd thinned as we neared the table. It was a quarter to twelve and nearly everyone was dancing, wanting to be near their beloved for the first kiss of the year as the clock struck twelve, balloons dropped from above, and the band played “Auld Lang Syne.”

“You know, maybe it would be better if I took you home now. So we can avoid the traffic.”

“But it’s not midnight yet.”

“Yeah. Well. Suddenly I don’t feel like celebrating.” He shoved his hands in his pants pockets and started heading past the circles of empty tables and toward the door, this time not bothering to grab my arm. Instead, I reached out to grab his.

“Hey! Garrett, wait a minute. Don’t be like that.”

He turned to face me, shaking off my grasp as he did. Unlike me, Garrett’s got a long fuse, but he was angry.

“Don’t be like that? How am I supposed to be? You completely embarrassed me out there, Liza. Now you think I should just stick around here so that everyone can stare at me?” His brown eyes flickered black.

“You were embarrassed? You?” I put my hands on my hips. “You weren’t the only one out there, you know. Everybody was staring at me too. It was humiliating! Did you ever stop to think what a spot you were putting me in? Whatever gave you such a crazy idea?”

“Well…I…no…I…” Garrett sputtered and turned red. “This isn’t just some crazy idea I cooked up on the spur of the moment, you know! Do you have any idea how long I’ve been planning this? You’ve got to call weeks ahead to get a table like this at the Carlyle, especially on New Year’s Eve. I planned out the whole thing, but I wanted to surprise you! Is that so terrible? You always say you love surprises!”

“I do!” I shouted. “As long as I’m prepared for them!”

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I could hear Abigail laughing.

I closed my eyes, trying to calm down and collect my thoughts.

I’ve been trying to do a better job about keeping my temper and thinking things through before I react. It takes some effort, but I can do it if I focus. That’s what I was trying to do: calm down, focus, and look at this thing from Garrett’s point of view. But it wasn’t easy.

I didn’t understand why Garrett had decided to suddenly pop the question. No, that wasn’t right. Clearly, he’d put a lot of planning into this evening. There was nothing sudden about his decision. And his intentions were really very sweet. But that still didn’t make it a good idea. What was he thinking?

Why would he propose to me—crazy, hot-tempered, impulsive, twenty-two-year-old me, who barely knows what she should do next week, let alone how she should spend the rest of her life and with whom?

On the other hand, did that necessarily make it a bad idea? I wouldn’t always be like this, would I? I was a whole lot more mature than I’d been even a couple of years ago. The fact that I was holding my tongue and trying to look at this thing rationally instead of just freaking out proved it, right? And I wasn’t so young. After all, I’d graduate in just a few more months, find myself out of the classroom and into the real world, and getting married was part of that, wasn’t it?

Maybe. But maybe not. I didn’t know. But I did know Garrett well enough to realize he hadn’t meant to put me on the spot deliberately. That was just the way it had turned out.

I opened my eyes and looked at Garrett. “I just wasn’t prepared, all right? This has been such a beautiful evening. Abigail wouldn’t give me specifics, but she called and told me you were taking me somewhere really nice and advised me to step up my wardrobe. So I was expecting a special evening, but I could never have imagined this! The roses, the limousine, dinner and dancing at the most elegant restaurant in the city…. Thank you, Garrett. I’ve had such a great time.”

“Right up until the part where I wrecked it by asking you to marry me, right?”

I pressed my lips together, annoyed by his petulant response. “That’s not what I meant and you know it. I was prepared to have a lovely time with you. I always do, whether we have dinner at the Café Carlyle or a cup of coffee at the Blue Bean, but I never in a million years expected you were going to propose.”

Garrett’s eyebrows flattened into a line. He pulled his balled-up fists out of his pockets and opened his hands, jerking his arms in an impatient gesture. “Well, why not? You said it yourself. We always have a great time together. We’re happy together, so why shouldn’t we want to be together? What’s so surprising about that?”

“Nothing, I guess. But you’re making this seem like a perfectly logical, even obvious next step. I don’t think it’s as simple as that. If two people are going to spend the rest of their lives together, there has to be more to it than just enjoying each other’s company, don’t you think?”

Garrett’s eyebrows drew apart, smoothing out the creases in his forehead. He relaxed his shoulders as if he suddenly understood everything.

“Well, sure. Of course there is! I’m sorry, Liza. I’ve never proposed before. Guess I was so focused on creating the perfect atmosphere that I left out the most important part: the actual proposal. Let me try again. I’ll do better this time.”

He took a step forward, took my hands in his, and locked his eyes onto mine. “Liza, I love you. You are the last thing I think about when I go to bed at night and the first image in my head when I wake up in the morning. You’re the smile on my face when I go to work and the song I whistle as I walk down the street. You’re the person I’ve waited for all my life. And now that I’ve found you, I want to be with you for now and forever. I love you, Liza. Please. Please, marry me.”

His whole heart shone on his face, beaming a light that melted me. He was kind, sweet, and sincere. I was so lucky to have him in my life. I knew that. And this should have been one of the happiest moments of my life. I knew that too. So why wasn’t it?

What was wrong with me? There couldn’t have been a more perfect evening, or a more beautiful and heartfelt proposal on earth. And I’d never met a man who could hold a candle to Garrett. Not one of my girlfriends would have thought for two seconds before accepting. Why was I?

“Garrett, I love you.”

His smile, which had widened with those first four words, faded as I went on. He knew. It only takes one syllable to say yes. Yes has no reservations. Yes doesn’t need to explain itself. But I did.

“And I know you love me. That wasn’t a surprise to me. I’ve known it for a long time. I bet there’s not a man on the face of the earth who is more honest and open about his feelings than you. I’m not as good about that as you are, but I’m trying to be. That’s why I can’t just say yes to you. At least…not right now.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” he argued. “If you really—”

I held up my hand. “Stop! Just listen to me for a minute, okay?” He stopped, the petulant look returning to his face. I took another deep breath, trying to beat back my frustration before trying again.

“Garrett, I love you. So much. But marriage is—well, it’s forever! At least, it’s supposed to be forever. And if it’s not, then I don’t want to do it. I do love you. But…what if love isn’t enough?”

“Liza, it will be!” he promised.

“How can you know that? How can you know that for sure? You love me now and you say you always will. I feel the same. But isn’t that what everybody says when they get married? I suppose they must mean it. But if that’s true, why is it that so many marriages don’t last?”

Garrett frowned. “So you don’t believe in marriage? You don’t believe that love can last?”

“Why would I?” I asked, throwing up my hands. “I haven’t seen many examples where it does. Have you? Your parents’ marriage didn’t last. And my father never even bothered to marry my mother. He lived with her for years and then, the minute she got pregnant with me, the second things got complicated, he took off.”

“But that’s exactly it!” he said urgently, grabbing my hands again and squeezing them. “Your father was never committed to your mother. Not the way I am to you. That’s why he never married her and that’s why he left. I’ll never do that to you, Liza. Nothing will ever, ever change my feelings for you. Not ever. Believe me.”

“I want to. I really do,” I said. “I just don’t know if I can.”

He let my hands drop from his. My palms felt suddenly empty and useless.

“So this is a no,” he said.

“I didn’t say that. I never said that. What I said…What I meant…” I stuttered, frustrated with myself and with Garrett. He was always so understanding, so why couldn’t he understand this? And me? Why was I such a complicated mess?

I didn’t want to say no, but I didn’t know how to say yes.

“Garrett, I need some time. I’ve got to sort this out in my mind. I know I love you. And I know that if I ever wanted to get married, it would be to you. But I also know that marriage scares me. No, wait,” I said, holding my hands out to interrupt myself.

“That’s not true. Marriage doesn’t scare me, but divorce does. It terrifies me. The thought that in six months or six years you could wake up and decide that you don’t love me anymore is more frightening than never having been loved in the first place. Do you know what I mean?” His expression told me he didn’t.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I said. “You had a lot of time to make up your mind, first to decide you wanted to propose and then to figure out exactly how you wanted to do it. There was nothing spur-of-the-moment about this. You said so yourself.”

His eyes were flat. I didn’t know if he was angry, or hurt, or listening intently. I moved closer, reached out with one finger, and traced a tentative path from the elbow of his jacket down to his hand, letting it rest at the end of his fingertip.

“You’ve had weeks to plan this, but it’s all new to me. Don’t I deserve some time to absorb this?”

His eyes rolled up toward the ceiling, resting there a moment while he thought about this.

“You’re right,” he said finally. “It’s a big decision. You should take some time. I want you to be sure.”

“So do I. Thanks,” I said, relieved. “I’ve got to ask you something. Did Abigail know you were going to propose tonight?”

“She asked me where we were going to dinner and I told her—after making her promise not to tell you and spoil the surprise, which obviously did a lot of good—but I never told her I was going to ask you to marry me.”

I nodded. “Maybe it would be better if, just for now, we kept this to ourselves. You know how it is in New Bern. There’s no such thing as a secret. I don’t think either of us wants to deal with the pressure we’d be subjected to if people knew we were thinking about getting engaged.”

“I guess.” He shrugged. “But there’s just one thing.” He reached his hand into his pocket, pulled out the blue jewelry box, and opened it.

I’d been so shocked to see Garrett sinking to one knee when we were on the dance floor that I really hadn’t had a chance to look at the ring. It was exquisite, a brilliant square-cut diamond in a simple, wide platinum setting, very modern and sleek and exactly what I’d have picked if I’d chosen it myself. Garrett knew me so well.

“What should we do with this? I know you don’t want to wear it, but…do you think you might just want to hold on to it? For a little while. Just until you make up your mind?”

He held out the ring and looked at me with spaniel eyes. I knew it didn’t make sense for me to take the ring until I could give him a definitive yes, but he looked so miserable. I just didn’t have the heart to turn him down a second time.

“If you want me to,” I said.

“I do.” He took the ring out of the jewelry box and laid it in my open palm. It felt awkward, holding it without actually putting it on.

“Wait a minute. I’ve got an idea.”

I handed the ring back to Garrett, dug into my evening bag, and pulled out a thin silver chain. “I had this left over from one of my jewelry projects,” I explained before threading the chain through the ring and putting it around my neck. The chain was long, so the ring dangled just beneath my silver choker, almost like I’d added a diamond pendant to the silver piece. Later, I’d be able to wear it under my clothes. No one would know it was there and, for now at least, that’s the way I wanted it.

“There!” I said after I fastened the clasp. “What do you think?”

“It’s fine. Makes it look a little like we’re two eighth graders going steady, but if you like it…” He shrugged noncommittally, but I could tell he felt a little better seeing the ring hanging around my neck.

“It’s a gorgeous ring. Thank you.” I reached out to squeeze his hand, wanting him to feel how much I meant what I said.

Taking in a deep breath and then letting it out slowly, he pulled his hand back and looked at his watch. “One minute to midnight. This isn’t exactly how I pictured us beginning the new year.”

“No? How did you picture it?”

“With you and me on the dance floor. Cheek to cheek. Lip to lip.” He pushed his hair up off his forehead.

“Well,” I said, slipping my arm under his and curving my body toward him, “there’s still time for that. I know we made kind of a spectacle of ourselves before, but what do we care? We’ll never see these people again. So what do you say? Do you want to dance?”

“Hmm,” Garrett mused. “I don’t know. Can I have some time to think about it?”

“Nope.”

“Well, in that case, lead the way.”

I did, holding his hand as we returned to the floor, wrapping my arms around his neck and lifting my lips to meet his as the band-leader counted down the seconds to midnight, and the balloons fell, and the crowd cheered, and I wondered what other surprises the new year would hold.
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Evelyn Dixon



Depending on your point of view, January and February are either the best two months of the year in New England or the worst. Probably more people would opt for the latter than the former but, personally, I love this time of year.

Yes, it can be bone-chillingly cold, so cold that a lot of people book flights to Florida or the Carolinas and don’t come back until March. And if it’s an especially hard winter, they might not return until April or even May, kind of like the groundhog, Punxsutawney Phil, who pokes his nose out from his cozy winter burrows on February 2 and, depending on where the shadows fall, either heads back inside to hunker down until the signs appear more favorable or waddles out into the open and declares that spring has arrived.

Chilly winter weather tends to have an equally chilling effect on New Bern commerce. There are fewer people around to buy things, and those who are here tend to stay close to the warmth of hearth and home rather than brave freezing temperatures and the snow-heaped sidewalks of downtown New Bern, credit cards at the ready. Some stores, like the ice cream shop and the pool-and-patio store, close up for the entire winter. Most of the rest shorten their hours and stay closed an extra day or two during the week.

But that’s exactly why this is my favorite time of year: It’s the only time I can take a little time for myself.

This winter, I’m not opening the shop until eleven and I’m not opening at all on Sundays or Mondays. Charlie is closing his restaurant, the Grill on the Green, on Sunday nights, Mondays, and Tuesdays, and I couldn’t be happier. Sure, it means less income for both of us, but after the spring tourist rush, followed by the even bigger summer tourist rush, then the fall foliage rush, and the holiday rush, it’s nice to spend a few weeks of the year not rushing. This last year has been especially busy.

My best friend from Texas, Mary Dell Templeton, now the host of a very popular quilting show on cable television, decided to do a live broadcast from Cobbled Court Quilts during our third Quilt Pink event to fight breast cancer. For weeks leading up to the broadcast, the cable channel ran promotional videos about it and Mary Dell never missed a chance to plug it on the show. As a result, foot traffic in the shop quadrupled and our online sales went through the roof. It was a great event—hundreds of people participated and we made scores of quilts that will be auctioned off for breast cancer research—but it turned out to be more work than any of us could have imagined. I’m happy we did it, but I’m not sorry that things have calmed down a bit since then.

There’s nothing much happening in New Bern now. Not a single charity auction, concert, or festival is scheduled during January or February—not a community obligation on the calendar. That suits me fine. Not that there’s anything wrong with those kinds of events. During the rest of the year I participate in all kinds of community celebrations and I enjoy them. But I also enjoy this quiet season in Connecticut’s quiet corner. It’s like a long and lovely Sabbath rest, a day when there’s plenty of time to read, to think, to plan and reflect, to finish up all of my UFOs—those Unfinished Objects that are the bane of every quilter’s existence—and spend unhurried, unscheduled time with the people I care about, as long as they are among the hardy souls who choose to hold their ground and tough out the New England winter. Fortunately for me, most of the people I care about are very hardy souls indeed.

And then there’s the weather.

I grew up in Wisconsin, so I know all about winter weather. When I was a kid I simply couldn’t wait for winter. As soon as Halloween passed I’d polish up my sled and keep vigil in the front yard until the first snowfall. Sometimes the snow would come even before the end of October. One Halloween, I had to wear snow boots and a parka over my glittery fairy princess costume, which kind of spoiled the effect.

Lots of people born in cold climates like it as kids, but once they grow up and have to shovel driveways, pay heating oil bills, and jump-start frigid car batteries, the thrill of winter wears off. Those are the people who are first on the planes to Florida, the ones who don’t even stick around for the Christmas and New Year’s parties but get into formation and fly south the day after Thanksgiving. Not me.

The more it snows, the more I like it. After I married my husband, Rob, and moved to Texas, I didn’t see a snowflake for the next twenty years. I missed it. Maybe that’s why, after we divorced, I instinctively headed north—like a Canada goose making a beeline for the border—found my way to the village of New Bern, Connecticut, and never looked back. This is home now. Spring, summer, fall, and even in the depths of winter, this is where I belong. The way I see it, shoveling driveways is good exercise, and as for the rest of it? Fortunately, my two-bedroom cottage on Marsh Lane is so small that even when the oil prices spike in winter, the bill is still manageable. And living so close to downtown, I can walk to the quilt shop, which makes driveway shoveling less of an issue for me.

Today, the first Monday in January, I waded through a fresh fall of ankle-high snow, plowing a path between my house and the post office, where I picked up my mail and stopped in the lobby to say hello to Gibb Rainey.

Every small town has its share of eccentrics. Gibb is ours. I don’t know how old Gibb is, but he’s at least well into his seventies and possibly a lot older. He’s friendly, likes college sports, and wears his UConn Huskies cap wherever he goes. He’s also a loyal member of New Bern’s Veterans of Foreign Wars post.

Years ago—no one has ever been able to tell me how many years ago, but many—near Memorial Day, Gibb was given the job of selling those little paper poppies the VFW uses to raise money for disabled vets. Because there are no mailboxes in New Bern and everybody has to go to the post office to pick up their mail, Gibb figured that would be a good place to sell his flowers.

He loaded a lawn chair into the trunk of his 1968 Chevrolet Corvair, drove downtown to the post office, and set up shop, parking his chair on the sidewalk, right by the post office door. Not only did he set a new VFW post record for money raised during the poppy sale, he had a great time chatting with the people who passed by. So much so that he returned with his lawn chair the next day, and the next, and every day after. You can’t go pick up your mail in New Bern without stopping to talk with Gibb. In warm weather, he puts his chair on the sidewalk. And when it’s cold, like today, he moves into the lobby.

A few years back, a new postmaster came to town. He said that Gibb couldn’t loiter inside a federal office and made him leave. That lasted about a week.

Word of the postmaster’s treatment of Gibb got around town. People started calling the office of the First Selectman, New Bern’s version of a mayor, and even their congressmen. Before long, Gibb was back in his usual spot.

After talking to Gibb about the possibility of more snow the next day, I headed down the street to the Blue Bean Coffee Shop and Bakery, stomping my boots clean before going inside, happy as a kid on a snow day. After our usual early morning coffee date, Charlie and I are headed up to the local ski area to hit the slopes. I’m so excited!

But Charlie? Not so much.

“Remind me again,” he growled as I came in the door and pulled off my gloves, “why it is we’re going to go out in the freezing cold, strap two pieces of wood on our feet, and then plummet down a mountain until we reach the bottom, fall, or run into a tree? If we wanted to kill ourselves, wouldn’t it just be easier to take off all our clothes, roll around in the snow, and wait for frostbite to set in?”

“Good morning, sunshine,” I chirped and leaned over to kiss the top of his head. “Nice to see you too. Did you order my coffee yet?”

He shook his head. I looked over at Cindy, who was standing by a table, filling the sugar dispenser. “Can I have my usual?”

“Large skim latte coming right up, Evelyn. You want an English muffin with that too?”

“Hmm.” I eyed the goodies behind the bakery counter. “Can I have one of those maple scones instead? And some butter? I can afford a few extra calories today. Charlie and I are going skiing.”

Cindy grinned and screwed the top back on the sugar dispenser. “So I heard. He’s been sitting here for ten minutes griping about it. I don’t mind, though. When my husband gripes, it sounds like a band saw cutting through a piece of alder, but when Charlie gripes, it sounds elevated, almost musical. There’s just something about that brogue. Everything he says sounds like poetry. It’s that gift of gab, that’s what. All the Irish have it. Charlie, Robbie Burns, and all the rest.”

Charlie rolled his eyes. “Robert Burns was Scottish.”

“Really?” Cindy deadpanned. “Well, in that case, I take back what I said before. You do sound like a band saw cutting through alder.”

“Don’t you have some muffins to burn or something? Where’s Evelyn’s coffee?”

Cindy winked at me and headed off to the espresso machine.

“I wasn’t griping,” Charlie declared after she left. “I was just pointing out the inherent dangers of the sport and wondering aloud how I let you talk me into this.”

I pulled up a chair and sat down next to Charlie. “Stop fussing. It’ll be fun and you know it. Besides, you were the one who said we should learn each other’s hobbies, that it would bring us closer as a couple.”

“Yes, but that was before I realized how dangerous your hobbies were. What I had in mind was you hanging around the kitchen with me, learning how not to over-poach a salmon, or you snuggling next to me on the sofa while we watch the complete James Bond film collection on DVD, or you taking up my interest in massage—”

“I didn’t know you knew how to give massages.”

“Strictly speaking, I don’t. But I’m deeply interested in getting them. Now, if you’d just learn how—”

I clunked him on the head with a wet glove. “Very funny. So when you laid out your grand plan for us exploring each other’s hobbies, what you really meant was me doing the things that interest you?”

“Not entirely. I reckoned you’d want me to try my hand at quilting, and I was willing to give it a shot. But once you saw how hopeless I was, I figured we could leave off and turn our attention to more interesting interests.”

“In other words, your interests.”

“Just so.”

I put my elbow on the table and rested my chin in my palm. Cindy was right. Charlie did have the gift of gab, or at least the gift of repartee. He always kept me smiling. “You’re a mess, you know that?”

“Yes,” he said seriously and slurped his coffee. “You’re not the first to point that out. So what do you say? Shall we go back to my house—or yours, I’m not particular—and work on our massage technique? I don’t have any massage oil just now, but olive oil would serve, don’t you think?”

“Sure, it would, if I wanted to smell like a Caesar salad and if I wanted to skip the ski date you promised me. Unfortunately for you, I don’t want to do either of those things. Man up, Charlie. We are going skiing. You’ll love it.”

He groaned. “No, I won’t. I’m an Irishman. We’re more cerebral than physical, at least I am. The only sport I really enjoy is horse racing, and by that I mean betting on horses, not riding them. However,” he sighed, “a deal’s a deal. If you want me to ski, I’ll ski. Not happily, but I’ll do it.”

“Good. We’ve got a beginner’s lesson scheduled for ten-thirty. That leaves us plenty of time to eat and get to the mountain. Do you want to drive or shall I?”

“I will. I’m parked behind the Grill. Beginner’s lesson? I thought you said you’d skied before.”

“I have. Often. Mother and I used to go skiing every winter. She was really good,” I said wistfully, remembering how trim and athletic she used to look in her tight black ski pants and bright blue parka, a white knitted headband holding back her thick mane of brown hair. In her day, my mother had been an expert skier and gave me my first lessons.

I remember how, when I was little, her arms wrapped strong around mine and how my skis were sandwiched between hers as she helped me catch hold of the rope tow that pulled us to the top of the bunny hill. In my mind, I can see her gliding down that gentle slope, effortlessly carving a path of wide, arcing turns across the mountain and calling back encouragements to me as I tried, haltingly and with considerably more effort, to follow. When I was older, we used to race to the bottom of the intermediate hill. Sometimes she would win and sometimes I would, though now I suspect that when I won, it was because she’d let me.

What a long time ago that was. How young, how strong, how agile she’d been back then.

She still lived in De Pere, Wisconsin, in the little house I’d grown up in and that she’d refused to leave when my father was killed in a car accident eleven years ago. I talk to her every Sunday night. She’s as sharp and funny as ever, still my mother, but her voice is weaker now and sometimes sad. It seems she has less and less news to report every week, and when she does, it’s usually news of another friend who has fallen ill or passed on.

Mother was one of the founding members of her church altar guild. They’d started with eight women, eight close friends who, like my mother, were experts with a needle and enjoyed serving the church by sewing new altar cloths, making needlepoint cushions for the kneelers, and keeping the church linens clean and in good repair. There are only two of those original eight left.

“Evelyn? Hello, Evelyn?” Charlie waved a hand in front of my face. “Anybody in there?”

“Oh, sorry, Charlie. I was just thinking about…nothing. Anyway,” I said, shaking myself out of my reverie, “it’s been a long time since I strapped on a pair of skis. It won’t hurt me to have a refresher. Trust me, Charlie. You’ll be fine. And I’ll be with you the whole time. I imagine we’ll both be on the bunny slopes for a while.”

Cindy returned carrying my latte and a plate with two warm maple scones dripping with butter. “I heated them up for you. They’re good like that. Brought an extra one, just in case. If you’re going skiing, Charlie, you need to eat a good breakfast.”

Charlie took a bite of the warm scone and moaned with pleasure. “Mmm,” he said with his mouth full. “This might just be worth the pain of the ankle I’m about to break. Thanks, Cindy.”

“You’re welcome.” She wiped invisible crumbs off the table and went back into the kitchen.

“So,” Charlie said to me as he broke off another piece of scone, “what have you been up to? Everything fine at the shop?”

I nodded and took a sip of coffee. “Yes. Business has slowed, but that’s all right. We had such a good fall. And online sales are still very strong. Margot and Garrett think we ought to create a catalog.”

“Oh? How is Garrett, anyway? I haven’t seen him around lately.”

“He was in New York. He took Liza out for a very fancy night on the town on New Year’s Eve. Dinner and dancing at the Carlyle.”

Charlie’s eyes sparked like two live wires. He leaned toward me, pushing his stomach against the hard table edge. “Really? Why didn’t you tell me before? Did they have the red snapper with the truffled sunchoke mousseline? Or the rack of lamb with the eggplant cannelloni?”

People say that if you want to find success in life, you should follow your passions, do what you love. That’s why I opened up Cobbled Court Quilts, because quilting is my passion.

For Charlie, it’s food—buying it, cooking it, plating it, selling it, and making sure that it is offered and enjoyed in pleasant, relaxed, and elegant surroundings that make the simple act of eating an experience to be savored, an event that underscores the goodness of life. As sole proprietor of the Grill on the Green, New Bern’s finest restaurant, Charlie has definitely found his niche and everyone in town has benefited. After all, there aren’t many towns this size that have a restaurant to rival the best eateries in Manhattan. Even if I wasn’t in love with Charlie, I’d love living just a short walk from a restaurant as good as the Grill on the Green.

But that doesn’t mean I totally understand Charlie’s devotion to food, the way his face lights up when discussing anything to do with recipes or menus. But then, he doesn’t totally understand how I can get positively giddy over a new quilt pattern or why, though I already have more bolts of cloth on order than floor space to display them, I can never resist ordering just a few more. In our own weird way, I guess we’re birds of a feather.

“Of course,” he continued excitedly, “the Dover sole braised in champagne is excellent too—their signature dish—but, for my money, I’ll take the snapper. Simply out of this world!” Charlie looked at me expectantly, waiting for a soup-to-nuts report on Garrett’s dinner.

“I’m sorry, sweetie, but he really didn’t say what they had.”

Charlie reared back aghast, his face a mask of disbelief. “Seriously? New Year’s Eve at the Carlyle, and Garrett didn’t say anything about what they ate? There was probably a special offering for the occasion. Didn’t he bring home the menu?”

“I don’t think so.”

Charlie sighed his disappointment. “Incredible.”

“But that’s my point,” I said. “He barely said anything about the whole evening. That’s not like him at all. Do you think something could have gone wrong between him and Liza? I know they’re crazy about each other, but they’re still so young…”

“Not so young. Garrett’s twenty-six.”

“But Liza’s only twenty-two. And not an especially mature twenty-two. Don’t get me wrong. I love Liza. She’s like a daughter to me. But she still has a lot of growing up to do.”

“Well, don’t we all. Anyway, I think growing up is highly overrated. I’ve been giving it some thought lately and have decided against it.” Charlie winked, trying to jolly me out of my mood.

“Quit worrying,” he said. “I’m sure Garrett is just fine. If he wasn’t, then he’d tell you, wouldn’t he? You and Garrett are so close. Probably he’s just tired after staying up half the night. Or maybe it’s just the post-holiday letdown.”

“Maybe.”

Charlie opened an extra packet of sugar and poured it into his coffee. He likes it sweet. “So, do you think you’re going to do it?”

“Hmm? Do what?”

“Start a catalog like Garrett and Margot suggested. It’s not a bad idea.”

I picked up my scone, broke it into four roughly equal pieces, and laid them at the north, south, east, and western points of the plate, making sure there was an equal expanse of space between each piece. It’s an old habit. When I’m thinking, arranging objects into symmetrical patterns helps me focus. Even when I’m not quilting, I’m still quilting.

“Evelyn?” Charlie ducked his head down so his face intersected my field of vision. “The catalog?”

I jumped, a little startled to see his eyes so close to mine. “What?”

“I see Garrett isn’t the only one who’s distracted.” He reached across the table and took my hand. “What’s the matter? When you came in here you were all smiles, couldn’t wait to hit the slopes. Now you’re a million miles away. Did I say something to upset you? I was just teasing before. I’m happy to go skiing with you. I’m happy to go anywhere with you. If you wanted, I’d follow you to Siberia and back. You know that.”

I lifted my hand from the table and Charlie’s along with it and planted a kiss on one of his big knuckles. “I know. It’s not that. I was just thinking about my mom, that’s all.”

“Virginia? What’s wrong with her?”

Charlie has never met my mother, but they’ve spoken on the telephone. He likes her, and the feeling is mutual. Charlie knows how to make Mom laugh, and she thinks his Irish accent is adorable. Plus, he sent her a batch of homemade almond brittle for Christmas. That clinched the deal. She’s been a Charlie fan ever since.

“You talked to her yesterday, didn’t you?” Charlie’s forehead creased with concern. “Is she all right?”

“She’s fine. It’s just that I was sitting here thinking about how we used to go skiing together. It’s sad to think that she can’t do things like that anymore, you know? I talk to her every week and she’s always so glad to hear from me, but she sounds a little down.” I sighed. “I always thought I wanted to live to be an old, old woman, but now I’m not so sure. It must be awful to see the people you care about die—first Dad, and now her friends. It must feel so lonely.”

“True, but she’s not alone. She’s got family. You and Garrett. And she has a sister, too, doesn’t she?”

I nodded. “Aunt Sylvia, yes, but she moved to California seven years ago. The winters got to be too much for her. They talk on the phone pretty often, but it’s not the same, I’m sure.”

“No. I’m sure,” he agreed.

“I just hate to think of Mom being all alone with no one to talk to. When I moved to New Bern, I suggested she think about moving out here, but she wouldn’t even consider it. Said she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself, thank you very much, and that she had no intention of moving halfway across the country at her age.” I smiled to myself. She might be slowing down a bit, but Mom was just as opinionated as ever.

“How old is Virginia?”

“She just turned eighty.”

“Eighty.” Charlie clicked his tongue, impressed by the figure. “She sounds great for eighty. Say,” he said, peering longingly at the last two pieces of scone I’d left on my plate, “are you going to finish that?”

“Go ahead.”

“How long has it been since you’ve seen your mom? More than a year?”

I nodded. The years since my divorce have been so crazy. What with opening a new business and then dealing with breast cancer and my subsequent mastectomies, I’d barely had a chance to take a weekend at the beach, let alone get to Wisconsin. Mom never complained, but it had been far too long since I’d gone home.

“Why don’t you hop on a plane and go out there?” Charlie said. “Business is slow right now. Margot and Garrett can keep an eye on the shop.”

He had a point. This was the perfect time of year to go visiting. Of course, I’d have to call Mom and make sure I wasn’t interrupting her plans, but somehow I doubted she’d have much on her calendar. It would be nice to spend some time with her, and it would give me a chance to see how she was getting along.

“You know,” I said, brightening, “that’s a good idea. I’ll get on the computer later and see about booking a flight.”

“Good! You need a break and Virginia will be glad to see you, I’m sure. And it’ll be fun for you to visit your old hometown. Just promise me not to go falling in love with any of your old high school flames while you’re out there.”

“Not a chance of that happening.” I laughed. “I went to my twentieth high school reunion and trust me, Charlie, you’ve got nothing to worry about. You’re more and less of a man than any of those guys.”

“More and less?” He frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that you’ve got more hair and less beer belly than any of the boys I went to high school with. And besides,” I said as I crumpled up my paper napkin and laid it on my now empty plate, “there’s not a one of them who knows how to make duck confit or macadamia butterscotch cookies like you do.”

Charlie narrowed his eyes and nodded. “Oh, so that’s how it is with you. You’re just like all the others. You only love me for my cooking.”

“Oh, no, Charlie Donnelly. That’s not so. You’re a fabulous chef, it’s true. But that is only one of the many things I love about you. Though it’s probably the lowest on a long list of very fine qualities you possess. There’s not a man I know who can hold a candle to you.”

I meant it too. I’ve never met a man like Charlie.

Upon first acquaintance, people tend to think that Charlie is tough, a grump even. It’s an image he likes to cultivate, but he’s never able to pull it off for long. Anyone who spends more than a day in his presence quickly comes to realize that underneath his prickly exterior, Charlie Donnelly has a heart as soft as a bar of chocolate left in the sun, and just as sweet. I love Charlie. How could I not? And yet, though he has asked me again and again, I’m not ready to marry him.

When I was a little girl, my father used to love Frank Sinatra. Dad was a history professor at the college in our town. Sometimes, after he came home for the day, he’d put Sinatra’s “Love and Marriage” on the stereo as loud as it would go and invade Mom’s kitchen, demanding she dance with him. She always protested that she was too busy for his nonsense but in the end, she always gave in, dancing around the kitchen with Dad while the rice boiled over or the pork chops burned. A lot of perfectly good meals got ruined as a result of Dad’s antics, but I didn’t mind. It was nice to see them whirling around the linoleum floor, locked in an embrace. It gave me a sense of security and a belief that love and marriage did indeed go together, that if you had the first, the second would inevitably follow, and love was a bond that cemented people together for life.

I believed that for a long time. I believed it when I fell in love and married Rob Dixon, and I continued to believe it through the ups and downs of twenty-four years of marriage. I believed it until the day my divorce papers were finalized.

I don’t believe it anymore. I wish I still could.

The last few years have been simultaneously wonderful and terrible for me.

On the terrible side, I lost my husband, my home, and my health. On the wonderful side, I regained my health and found a new home and new friendships, the kind of friendships I never would have believed existed before I came to New Bern. I’ve recaptured the dreams of my youth, opening a successful business that brings me incredible satisfaction. And, most astounding of all, I’ve found love again.

I love Charlie, I do. But I’m not ready to marry him.

Life can be tough, and I’ve got the scars to prove it. Some of them are healed and some of them, like the scars of betrayal from my failed marriage, are still raw. I told Charlie that from the very first and he said he understood, that he was willing to wait as long as he had to. But after all this time, his patience is beginning to wear thin.

Charlie started to speak, but I interrupted him.

“And don’t go asking me to name all those fine qualities you possess, Charlie. I won’t do it,” I said breezily, deliberately trying to distract him. “Because, as we both know, humility is not on the list. I’m not going to say anything that will make that ego of yours any more bloated than it already is.” I forced a grin.

Charlie’s eyes searched my face for a moment, wondering if he should call my bluff and demand an answer to the unasked question I was so bent on ignoring. The smile faded from my face.

Don’t do it. Please, Charlie. Don’t ask me. Not today.

He rubbed his fingers across the ridge of his jaw, the way he does when he’s decided to change the subject, and put his fork down next to his plate.

“All right, then,” he said. “If you won’t tell me, then you won’t. But you’d think that, every now and again, you might throw a fellow a bone. Just to keep his spirits up.”

“Well, if you insist,” I said with a smile, relieved to be treading on less serious ground. “In addition to the other qualities I mentioned…”

He pushed back his chair and got up from the table. I did the same. “You mean my duck confit, the absence of bald spots on my handsome head, and my trim physique?” He sucked in his stomach.

“Yes. In addition to that, you’re an adventurous soul. Always ready to try new things. Sports in particular.”

“Ha!” He laughed loudly and genuinely, and the tension between us dissipated, at least for the moment.

“Don’t you try that on with me, Evelyn. I know your game. Flattery will get you nowhere. I said I’ll go skiing with you, but don’t expect me to enjoy it, all right?”

“All right.”

Charlie dug some bills out of his wallet and left them on the table next to the check. I put on my gloves and stood by the door, waiting for him.

“Sure you wouldn’t rather give the massage a try? Last chance.”

“Make that no chance, Charlie. But I’ll make you a deal. After we finish with our lesson and make a few runs, we can go back to my place. I’ll make you some dinner and then afterward, if you’re nice, I’ll rub your sore muscles.”

Charlie’s face brightened. “Really?”

“Really.”

“And you’ve got massage oil at your place? Or should we stop by the Grill and pick up my bottle of olive oil?” He raised and lowered his eyebrows suggestively and I laughed.

“Not that kind of massage, Charlie. I was thinking about something more in the way of a rubdown with some Bengay.”

“Bengay? That sticky goo that smells like horse liniment?”

I nodded. Charlie walked over to me and put his arm around my waist.

“Oh well. It’s not exactly what I had in mind, but I guess a fellow has to settle for what he can get. Come, my little snow bunny. Let’s hit the slopes.”
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