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	Note to Readers

	 

	Writing teachers often tell students to “write what you know.” Well, following that advice, I brought my love of quilting to Quilts Galore, the first book in my Wolf Creek Square series.

	Nestled in rich farm land, Wolf Creek is a small fictional town west of Green Bay, Wisconsin. Unique to the town is Wolf Creek Square, a pedestrian-only area where historical buildings surround a picnic area, a stage, flowers gardens, and walkways. The Square is a beautiful and safe place for shoppers, children, and visitors to gather.

	I share Marianna’s love of fabrics and quilt patterns, and some of my award-winning pieces were original designs. I have many boxes of fabric ready to use, and still experience joy when I visit the local quilt shops or attend those large events known as quilt shows.

	You’ll learn about the historical town with snippets of history added to the story. Some of the Square’s residents can trace their ancestry to the beginning of the town. Marianna wonders if this is the kind of community that she’s longed for.

	Sometimes families are forged from guidance and support rather than blood. Marianna and Rachel share the same last name only through marriage. Rachel’s mother becomes a thorn in their lives as she tries to sabotage the bond Marianna has formed with Rachel and her baby, Thomas. It will take all of Marianna’s maturity and wisdom to forge a relationship based on trust as she guides Rachel and helps to provide a future for her and her child.

	Please visit my website, www.giniathey.com and sign up for my mailing list and learn more about what’s going on at the Shops on Wolf Creek Square.
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	“Love should feel like a hand sewn quilt made by grandma, wrapping you up on a cold winter morning.”

	 

	—Carroll Bryant

	 

	 

	“Quilting always brings us back to our heritage.”

	 

	—Unknown
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Prologue

	 

	Early morning sunshine washed over my breakfast nook and turned the pale yellow walls into the rich color of golden daffodils. The rays of light were strong and bright, so unlike the washed out, faded blue-jean color of last winter’s mornings.

	I wasn’t strong like the sunlight, though, and my hands trembled as I pinned two fabric blocks together for my quilt-in-progress, just staying busy as I passed the time. Jack Pearson was due here any minute. An across-the-yard neighbor and friend, his official capacity as our—my— family lawyer made our appointment necessary. I didn’t want him to come, but a week had passed since I’d buried William, and Jack said he needed to go over some details of William’s estate. Routine paperwork, I assumed.

	Jack knocked on the patio door and let himself in, leading with his briefcase. In his charcoal gray suit and characteristic crisp white shirt, he was already dressed for the office. Mine was the first business of his day, but I was dressed in my typical quilting-at-home clothes, comfy slacks and a beige cotton sweater. We didn’t need to be in the staid atmosphere of Jack’s law firm setting to accomplish whatever he’d put on the agenda.

	I put the quilt pieces aside on the table and nodded towards the counter. “Coffee? It’s ready.”

	He nodded, but didn’t look my way.

	That he didn’t meet my eye, felt like a slight. I ignored it and filled two mugs and carried them to the dining room, setting them on the table. I swept my arm across the table, pushing piles of newspapers, junk mail, and fabric scraps to one side, clearing space for us to do our work.

	Jack pulled out a chair, the same one he always sat in when he and his wife, Liz, came over for one of our regular foursome dinners, then opened his briefcase. He pulled out a sheaf of documents, placing them on the table. The official looking papers left me uneasy, not that I had any particular worries. Consulting with Jack, William and I had prepared our wills together and I knew the provisions. He still hadn’t looked me in the eye though, and something about Jack’s reserved manner triggered mild anxiety. Distancing himself was so unlike him.

	Steady and calm, yes, but he was friendly and casual, too. Especially around me. After all, he and William were good friends. His wife, Liz, and I had been close for years. Even more important, she was my rock, my confidant, over the grueling months of William’s illness and during the last week, too. The first week I was without my husband. Going over William’s estate had to be painful for Jack, too.

	He cleared his throat and took a quick swallow of coffee. “Okay, Marianna, I know this is tough, so let’s get through it. I’ll do a quick recap, confirming what you know.”

	Until William’s diagnosis, I’d never expected—or wanted—to be sitting across the table from Jack, listening to him explaining this or that provision of a will I wished I’d never had to file or even look at. I wanted William alive and with me. The trembling returned, and I wrapped my arms at my waist, as if holding my body together. I wanted to run outside and declare this all a horrible mistake, or a bad dream. William was well and strong. He’d join me for a cup of coffee any minute now. But I knew that wasn’t true. Finally, I raised my hand. “Enough. I know which charities William chose for his bequests, and I’m aware he left everything else to me. That’s what’s important now. We don’t need to go over all those details. I’ll sign whatever forms you give me. Let’s just wrap this up.”

	With his eyes still on the papers in front of him, Jack squirmed in the chair.

	“What is it? You’re wiggling around like a little kid.”

	He lifted his head, at last looking me in the eye. “William added a codicil,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

	“A codicil? You mean he added something to the will and didn’t tell me?”

	He nodded. “It’s about Rachel.”

	Rachel? My fists turned into little balls in my lap. I was aware that my nails dug into my palms, causing mild pain, but somehow I didn’t care. “I see.” A lie. I didn’t see at all. “He never told me about it. He hadn’t seen her in, what, fifteen years?”

	Jack tapped the paper. “That’s true, but remember, Marianna, he knew he was going to die, and he’d had time to think about the past. Maybe examine a few regrets.” Jack cleared his throat. “Most of all, he wanted to make sure you were protected.”

	“From what—or who?”

	“From Lydia, first, but Rachel herself, too,” Jack said with a sigh. “William was certain Rachel’s mother would come knocking on your door, maybe making demands on Rachel’s behalf. But the codicil is in the form of a trust. You’re under no obligation to tell Lydia or Rachel that there’s some money for her down the road.”

	I pointed to the papers in front of him. “Tell me more about it. I don’t understand.”

	“William funded a trust for Rachel with some investments he held long before you two were married. But he restricted her access to the trust until she’s twenty-five years old. You have control until then, and there are provisions that would allow you to release or hold back funds.”

	“Lucky me.” My sarcasm didn’t escape either of us. I had no desire to deal with either Rachel, who I’d never met, or her mother, who was the reason William had virtually no relationship with his daughter. The money itself wasn’t an issue. William and I had always had plenty—more than enough for a comfortable life. The day after William died, Jack had quietly assured me I would never want for anything. But I’d already known that. William often joked we could live to be 100 and still pay the bills. More than half way to the century mark already, I was simply thankful that I’d be spared dreary money worries.

	“I’m not sure I like this particular surprise. One day I’ll have to hand over money to Rachel for no other reason than she’s William’s daughter.” I swatted the air, wishing it would sweep away this new development. “He never had a relationship with her—you know all the complicated reasons for that. And it’s not like Rachel has done anything to earn the money.” For some reason, that didn’t sit well with me.

	Jack nodded and took another gulp of coffee. “You’re right.” He paused. “Still, it isn’t her fault her mother is a miserable person, willing to hurt Rachel and ruin any chance she had to get to know her father.”

	True enough, but it didn’t help this news settle in any easier. “Since it’s a trust, then you’re saying I don’t have to contact the girl until she’s twenty-five? Until then, I never have to be involved with her at all?”

	“That’s correct, Marianna. I’ll continue to pay the child support until Rachel turns eighteen. Her birthday is in a few months, by the way. The trustees at the bank will send annual reports to state and federal tax agencies until she’s twenty-five. Right now, since Rachel is fifteen, none of this will require anything from you for ten years.”

	“That’s a relief.”

	Jack gathered the files and the copy of the will and returned them back to his briefcase. He quickly closed the clasps, as if trying to make the codicil to the will disappear along with the papers. “I have to run,” he said, getting to his feet. “I’ve got an early appointment to get to.”

	He hurried to the door, but stopped and pivoted on his heel to face me. “As I said, Marianna, William never wanted the codicil to hurt you—or be a burden. That was the last thing he’d ever want. He didn’t talk to you about it, because he wanted his last months and weeks—even days—to be only about the two of you, not rehashing things that happened long before you were married.”

	I nodded, showing that I understood. But I didn’t. If William wanted the girl to have some money, he should have left her a lump sum in his will. Somehow, I was left with the feeling this wasn’t going to be a matter of a simple ten-year wait.
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	Two years later

	Restless and pacing between my kitchen counter and the stove, I held a mug of coffee in one hand, the phone in the other, and waited for Liz to pick up my call. Finally, after the fourth ring, I heard her breathless hello.

	“Morning, Liz,” I said quickly. “I finished another quilt design last night. I’m heading to the fabric shop in Wolf Creek this morning. Want to come along?”

	Liz laughed. “You’re talking so fast, like a woman on a mission.”

	“I suppose I am,” I said. “It’s just that I’m eager to be on my way.” I didn’t expect her to understand my sense of urgency to get out and go somewhere. I wasn’t acting like the Marianna that Liz had seen recently—for the past two years, anyway.

	“As much as I want to go with you…oops, hold on.”

	I heard little Andrea fussing in the background and Liz’s low voice trying to soothe her. I hadn’t known she’d have her granddaughter with her for the day.

	“Marianna? You still there? I’ve been up all night with Andrea and she still hasn’t settled down. She’s the cutest almost-two-year-old you ever saw, but she has her days—and nights. There’s no way I can take her on a trip today. Can we go another day?”

	Her question carried a hint of longing. She liked nothing better than a spontaneous jaunt to a nearby town, a chance to poke around in shops and go out for lunch. She usually had to drag me along. But I wanted the fabric today. Besides, I was finally eager to do something different. A trip to Wolf Creek captured my attention. It was important to go today.

	“We can go together another time, Liz. I’ll stop by later and show you the fabric when I get home.”

	“Okay,” Liz responded, apparently resigned to the situation.

	Eager as I was to be on my way, I still wanted to avoid abruptly ending the conversation. “Andrea isn’t sick, is she?”

	“I don’t think so,” Liz said with a sigh. “Just cranky last night and today. She’ll be okay. You have fun.”

	“Thanks. I will.”

	I appreciated what Liz said. She knew better than anyone that for me, fun had been elusive. For two years, Liz coaxed me to try new things, or even agree to simple things such as going out for breakfast at a café in town. But more often than not, I’d said no. I wasn’t usually so compelled to leave my house, but I wanted to begin my new quilt without delay, and I needed the fabric.

	Ready to be on my way, I went to the door going into the garage, but stopped before opening it. I’d almost forgotten my brooch. It was right where I’d left it on my kitchen counter, protected in its velvet box. I opened the box and picked up the brooch, my mind slipping back to the day I’d buried William. I rubbed my fingers over the delicate primrose design, the petals of hammered silver, the center a pearl, and three “buds” of smaller pearls on the end of wire curves. I’d wanted to wear the brooch today, but when I went to pin it on my coat the clasp broke in my hand. It upset me more than that kind of mishap usually would, but it was the last piece of jewelry William gave me before his cancer diagnosis.

	These last two years, I tried to keep him close by having the brooch sit on my dresser top so I could look at it—picking it up to run my thumb over the surface—every day. Feeling ready to wear it again, I wanted it repaired. Another reason Wolf Creek beckoned me. I wouldn’t wait any longer.

	Surprised by my own restlessness, I tried to examine what drove me to start the quilt, but I didn’t want to slow down long enough to figure it out. I tucked my quilt design and the box into my purse and hurried to the car. This day, I wanted to leave the familiar behind. I’d spent two years surrounded by, even cloaked in, all the touchstones of the life William and I had built. All this time, the memories had been enough, but not anymore.
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	Wolf Creek had exactly what I needed that day, namely the fabric and the jeweler to repair the brooch. William and I had often taken day trips to Wolf Creek, a little town nestled in rich farm land only twenty miles west of Green Bay. We’d wander in and out of the one-of-a-kind shops that formed the Square, which was far more than a collection of shops. We’d called the Wolf Creek Square the real heart of the town.

	Quilts-N-More was my playground, always tempting me into buying more fabric than I’d planned. I browsed and  captured new quilt design ideas that came to me simply from being around all the tools of my trade. Knowing I’d be absorbed in my own thoughts as I wandered around the quilt shop, William usually passed the time next door in the jewelry store, and never left without buying something either. Specifically, something for me. William had a penchant for unusual pins and brooches and often surprised me with a new one. I smiled thinking he’d done that so often, the brooches hadn’t been exactly a surprise. Still, I always acted like they were.

	William bought the brooch I was taking in to be repaired when he and Jack had gone to Wolf Creek on a golf outing the bank had sponsored to raise money for the local women’s shelter. William later told me he and Jack ducked out early so they could make a quick stop at the jewelry store. Neither of us had predicted it would be his last trip, not only to the store, but to Wolf Creek. He and Jack had never had the chance to play golf again, either.

	I turned off the state highway onto the road into Wolf Creek, feeling my spirits rise the closer I got. I smiled to myself as I approached the parking lot behind the Square, which only allowed foot traffic. Since I’d arrived before the shops opened, I had my pick of parking places. And experience had taught me that later, it would be difficult to find one. As spring turned to summer both tourists and locals would have to drive back a block or more off the Square to find a place in the parking annex.

	I pulled into a spot behind Biscuits and Brew, the place where William and I often enjoyed a cup of the flavor-of-the-day coffee, usually along with a mouth-watering muffin, before we started making our rounds of the shops.

	I followed the walk to the inside of the square, breathing in the scents of spring. William would have so enjoyed coming out here today. Our Wisconsin winter had finally loosened its grip, and tulips, daffodils, hyacinths, and a few other colorful spring flowers, whose names I didn’t know, bloomed in the gardens within the Square. The remaining piles of dirty snow, remnants of last winter, would soon be a memory. I stopped to enjoy the pots of colorful arrangements and the neat beds. Yes, it’s such a beautiful day.

	I ordered a cup of Almond Supreme, a dark roast choice, and while waiting, I glanced at the rack filled with brochures for the Wolf Creek shops, the golf course, the museum, and a couple of local resorts. Being so close to Green Bay, a collection of brochures featured the various attractions around that community, too, from the legendary Lambeau Field to the Railroad Museum, which drew tourists to the oldest city in northeast Wisconsin.

	I’d seen most of what was displayed many times before, but I noticed something new—a pamphlet with the large lettering, Welcome to Historic Wolf Creek. I took it to read with my coffee and glanced at the open chairs. When the waiter handed me the mug, I chose a seat at a table in the corner by the front window.

	I took my first sip…heavenly. I smiled to myself, knowing I could have made this same coffee at home, but sitting in the café made it more special somehow. I scanned the Table of Contents in the inside cover of the pamphlet and flipped through the pages until I reached the section marked “History”, then began reading:

	 

	1848. Stars faded into the first lavender fingers of dawn. Sam Crawford hitched the last of the six horses to the stagecoach. It would be a long, hard, dusty ride to reach the Fox River in Green Bay by sunset. The river barge would be making its last crossing into the city just before nightfall.

	The smell of strong coffee and the rustle of petticoats drew his attention.

	“Morning, Mr. Crawford.” Eleanor Knight offered him the cup and a biscuit. “This will help for the long drive.”

	“Thank you, ma’am.” He took both, bit into the crust and washed it down. “We’ll be leaving soon.”

	“I’m staying on.”

	Sam lifted an eyebrow at the comment.

	“Asa—Mr. Hutchinson—has asked me to stay and help him develop this way station into the town of Wolf Creek.”

	Sam took another bite and waited.

	“He’s asked me to marry him.”

	“That was my line.” He tossed the rest of the coffee, more grounds and eggshells than liquid, into the nearby bushes.

	“I have a letter for my father I’d like you to deliver. It explains my staying on.” Eleanor looked down. A soft blush covered her cheeks.

	Sam raised that eyebrow again.

	 

	“Excuse me. Could I sit with you?”

	Startled by the voice, I looked up and glanced around. The other tables were filled with customers. My table had the only empty chair.

	“Sure,” I said. I closed the pamphlet and tucked it into the pocket of my purse.

	“I’m Sarah Hutchinson, the mayor of Wolf Creek.”

	“Marianna Spencer.” I extended my hand and the woman gave it a firm shake before sitting in the chair opposite mine.

	“Hutchinson?” I recognized the name from the pamphlet I’d just read.

	“Same family that history you were reading mentions, but too many generations ago,” she said with a chuckle.

	Her friendly smile lit up her features, which were framed with a short, stylish haircut. Like me, she had a few strands of gray mixed into her hair, but her shade of brown was darker, richer than my lighter brown hair. Although she was dressed in a casual yet professional way, she wore a sparkly brooch I immediately recognized as one of Art Carlson’s creations. Sarah exuded a kind of competence that told me she could name every one of her family members and the exact dates of their lives going all the way back to Asa and Eleanor.

	“What brings you to Wolf Creek?” she asked.

	“I need a brooch repaired. My husband bought it at the jewelry store a few years back.”

	“Oh, sure,” Sarah said, lifting her lapel under the brooch. “Artie and I go way back. We went to school together, as a matter of fact. Artie made it big in New York, but after his wife’s death, he thought coming home might be better for his son, Alan. You know, small town, Midwest values, family.” She stopped to catch a breath. “Oh, listen to me going on.”

	The sound of chairs scraping back from a long table across the room caught my attention, and Sarah’s, too.

	“They’re all the shop owners and a few employees getting ready for the day—show-time on the Square,” Sarah said. “They gather here most mornings. There’s always news to catch up on before they go their separate ways.”

	I nodded, and listened to a dozen or so men and women wishing each other a good day as they gathered their things. Mere pleasantries? Maybe so, but to my ears this collection of owners and employees sounded happy, an impression confirmed by their smiles and laughter. I’d noticed this group before when William and I came in for our coffee, but today, I saw them through fresh eyes as they went about their business.

	I gulped a mouthful of my cooling coffee and checked my watch. “It’s almost ten o’clock.” I said more to myself than to her.

	When I looked up, Sarah was waving at a couple of people coming into the café.

	“I guess you all know each other, huh?”

	“On the Square we do,” she acknowledged. “That’s why we gravitate here so many mornings—and sometimes for lunch or an afternoon coffee break. I think of Biscuits and Brew as the centerpiece on the Square.”

	“Yes, I can see that.” Surprised by the wistful tone in my voice, I allowed my mind to wander. What would it be like to be part of a group like this? To sit at a table with a dozen companions and talk about everything—and nothing in particular? In my mind, I summed up the shop owners and others as men and women with a sense of purpose who spent their days doing what they loved.

	This realization stirred up longings deep inside me that set off flutters in my stomach. Surprised by the intensity of my feelings, I was aware that as exciting as they were, these emotions scared me a little, too.

	Wanting to distract myself, I drained the last of the coffee and picked up my purse. “I better get to my errands. It was nice meeting you.”

	“Ah, yes, duty calls,” Sarah said, showing her friendly smile again. “I need to get to the office.”

	Sarah greeted more people as we navigated our way around the tables and headed to the door. Outside on the sidewalk in front of a row of benches and the sandwich board announcing the café’s coffee flavor, muffin, and soup-of-the-day, a group of men and women milled about in the cool sunshine. Their easy conversation and laughter was infectious and I felt lighter than I had in a long time.

	I left Sarah to her friends and headed to the jewelry store across the Square. But then I heard her call my name and turned around.

	She waved. “Thanks for coming today.”

	I nodded, but by the time I lifted my hand to return the gesture someone else had begun talking with her. The sense of being alone rushed back. I was a stranger in Wolf Creek once again.

	As I walked to the shop I thought about Sarah’s comments about Art and his son. How often had I heard about men—and women—who made the decision to put family ahead of success? But how many people gave more than lip service to the cliché of “family first?” Not many such individuals had crossed my path over the years. Sure, William put me first in many ways, but by the time we married, he was already a VP at the bank. Since we didn’t have children of our own, we’d not been faced with difficult choices.

	I looked up, then smiled. The sign for the shop itself—Art&Son Jewelry—brought back memories of William. He’d been amused by Art’s clever play on the word “artisan,” taking advantage of his name to communicate not only art itself, but the concept of being a skilled craftsman. William had admired Art—and the store. As a banker, William respected people who could successfully use their creativity to work for themselves, staying independent, but also adding to the atmosphere and appeal of a community of small shops.

	Since William had never talked much about the conversations he and Art had while I was next door shopping for fabric, I realized I didn’t know Art Carlson as a person. Anyone could see the evidence of his artistic abilities in the brooches he made. I’d enjoyed endless compliments on the ones William had chosen for me. But I didn’t know if he was a humorous man, or perhaps serious. Maybe he was a bit of an eccentric, or maybe as plain as apple pie. Whatever he turned out to be, my eagerness to learn more about this jewelry designer surprised myself.

	When I stopped in front of the shop, it looked dark, without overhead or display lights on. Since it was a few minutes past the opening time written on the door, I tried the handle.

	Unlocked.

	As I opened it, the small bell on the door jingled and broke the silence. In the dimness, the quiet store was almost spooky, but I took a few more steps deeper into the room. The narrow swath of morning light coming from one end of the front window cut a path across the floor.

	No one else was in the store, but what did I expect at 10:15 on a Tuesday morning?

	Suddenly, an audible click changed the room as soft lights hidden in the black ceiling illuminated the small space. Soft classical music filtered into the room from speakers mounted in the two back corners, transforming the atmosphere from a near spooky darkness that greeted me to a warm, inviting store. Another click and gems of all colors appeared under the bright lights in the display case. The sparkling stones enticed me to move closer, where a row of opal earrings and small pins caught my eye.

	“Can I help you?” a deep voice asked.

	My hand instinctively touched my upper chest. “Oh, you startled me. I didn’t see you. Are you Art Carlson?”

	“Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. Guess I should put bells on my shoes.” He laughed from deep in his chest, producing a rich, genuine sound. “Yup, that’s me.”

	“I have a brooch of yours—of mine, I mean—that’s broken.” I opened my purse and pulled out a deep blue Art&Son box. “My husband gave this to me a few…uh, almost three years ago.”

	He opened the box and studied the pin. “Oh, I see. What’s your husband’s name?”

	“William Spencer.”

	“William. From Green Bay?”

	I nodded.

	Art frowned. “Now that I think about it, I haven’t seen him in a long time.”

	“He was ill.” Even after two years, I stumbled on the words and couldn’t say he died. “Um, he didn’t get better.”

	“I’m sorry,” Art said, raising his head to look directly at me through warm dark eyes. “I enjoyed his company. You still quilting? He always told me about your colorful designs—and your dedication to your work.”

	Lightheaded, I grabbed the counter to regain my balance, and not just my physical balance. Taken aback that this man I’d met minutes ago knew I quilted, I immediately wondered what else he knew about us—me? Warmth rose in my chest, making me aware my face was turning pink. A tendency to blush when something made me uncomfortable robbed me of my typical reticent façade. My instinct led me to fold back into myself and away from the counter. I had no response to Art’s words.

	Art cast a heartfelt grin my way. It was as genuine as his laugh—and his broad shoulders and lean frame. “I can have this fixed in about an hour if you want to shop on the Square—maybe visit the quilt shop.”

	I exhaled, and immediately my shoulders relaxed. Art was anything but threatening. “A quilter always needs new fabric.” I kept my voice light and waved my hand as if brushing off my initial reserved reaction to Art’s openness.

	The bell jingled again and Art looked over my shoulder at the door. I heard someone step in, but didn’t turn my head. Somehow, the bells and the music blended and I felt myself relax in the atmosphere. I noted a new feeling within myself, or maybe it was a return of an old sense of contentment. Immersed in Wolf Creek, life was good again, even if only for a day.

	I told Art I’d be back in an hour or two and slipped out the door, leaving him to his second customer of the day. I didn’t have far to go, since Quilts-N-More sat next door to Art’s shop. But before going in, I stepped back to admire the front window display. A small Flower Basket quilt done in pastels served as the backdrop for the display. It shouted to the world that spring fever was imminent. The pale green leaves and the soft yellow flowers softened the dominant blue and pink baskets. Perfect for a baby.

	Two women approached and stood so close by that I easily heard their approving oohs and ahhs over the display.

	“Oh, Helen, wouldn’t that make the perfect baby quilt?” one of them said. “I should make one for my niece. She’s due right around the end of October.”

	The woman I now knew as Helen made no attempt to hide her skepticism in her immediate response. “Hmm… seems like a lot of work for a baby’s quilt. It will be washed again and again, and, oh, I don’t know, tossed around.”

	“Maybe not. She could hang it on the wall,” the other woman argued. “It’s up to her. Anyway, what’s more important than making something for family?”

	Their points made, the two women went into the store. I lingered by the window to give it a closer look and enjoy the whole display, which included stuffed animals, pillows, and tote bags, which, like the quilt were all done in spring pastels.

	I pivoted around to put my back to the window and observed the Square coming alive. With the street closed to car traffic, the noise was different from my other usual shopping stops. Here, the sound of conversation, of doors opening, and of bells like Art’s signaling the arrival of more customers, filled the air. People strolled alone, or in groups of twos and threes, the low hum of their talk occasionally punctuated by pleasant laughter, or the less pleasant outburst of a child’s protest. Even that seemed like a sign of a particular kind of life I was missing.

	I glanced over at Biscuits and Brew and thought about the community of colleagues and friends I’d noticed earlier. While I watched and listened, that old feeling came back—that yearning to be a part of something. I’d lived so long in my shell, not just since William died, but even before.

	Except for confiding in close friends, like Liz, I’d always tended to hold back part of myself. I let my quilt designs do the talking for me, even define me. ‘Not so much shy as quiet,’ William once said when we first began dating. Now excitement was building inside of me, a feeling I hadn’t experienced since the day William and I heard his grim diagnosis. No one, not even a doctor or nurse, had offered a glimmer of hope that he’d recover from stage 4 pancreatic cancer.

	Was it possible, I wondered, that I was at last inching forward, to moving on with my life? Not the version of life William and I had shared, but a life I designed the same way I designed my unique quilts, starting with the big picture and later honing the details. Something I could call all my own. No one had ever claimed I copied anyone else’s style.

	As I reached for the door handle, I spotted a small hand-lettered “Quilt Shop For Sale” sign sitting in the corner of the window. I wondered why briefly before a rush of energy surged through me, head to toe, leaving my nerve endings tingling as I entered the store. Could I begin my new life here? I had to sidestep away from the door and draw in a few deep breaths to calm myself.

	I thought back to the day when William stood in the doorway of my quilting studio and scanned the room. His smile filled the space as he grinned and said, “You have enough fabric to open your own quilt shop.”

	“So I do,” I’d agreed, following his gaze and seeing the bolts and piles of fabric through his eyes. On a long counter I had five stacks of patterns and fabric placed in the order I’d contracted to make them. My design wall in the studio was scattered with fabric swatches I was testing for my latest original pattern. More than a place to create my quilts, the room was my private getaway space in the back of our house. I watched the seasons change through the window with a view of the yard. Although I worked alone, I was never lonely in my special workroom.

	The community at Biscuits and Brew, Art’s friendly manner, the artful window display, and then the sign near the door all seemed to be saying something to me. But what did it add up to? Something I could do.

	How about that? But I never managed a business, I argued with myself. Not completely true. Hadn’t I managed my one-person quilting venture all on my own? William and our accountant even joked about how organized I was, and they hadn’t been patronizing me either.

	Walking inside, I turned to the first displays along the front walls, humming along with a Mozart piece playing overhead that filled the gaps between voices towards the rear of the store. I smiled to myself. I hadn’t recognized the music in Art’s shop, but I’d often quilted to the same piece that set a calm tone in the quilt shop. I took my time to see what was new and what was familiar in the store since my last shopping trip. Not only did I feel no rush to get home, I was pulled to stick around.

	But I didn’t shop so much as wander, think, and imagine.

	At one moment as I stood on one side of the store, one of the quilts hanging on the far wall sold to a customer, a woman looking for a wedding gift and happily finding it in the quilt shop. I knew it was a major sale, giving the owner a good Tuesday already. People trickled in, except the weekday customers weren’t casual browsers, and most left carrying bags of fabric or supplies. My heart fluttered in excitement.

	I approached the clerk and asked about the For Sale sign. I’d known the owner, Barbara Martin, for years and was disappointed to hear she was gone for the day, but would be back the next. And yes, she was serious about selling. In an uncharacteristic moment of brashness, I told the clerk I was serious, too, and would take the For Sale sign with me. I picked up the material I needed and as the clerk was finishing up with the sale, I told her I’d call on Barbara tomorrow.

	By the time I left, a deck of gray clouds hung low in the sky. I hurried next door, but was disappointed to see Art engrossed with a couple buying an engagement ring. Another customer asked to see a silver pendant and he carefully lifted it out of the case and arranged it on a small velvet-covered display board.

	“This is my son’s piece,” Art said to the customer. “His name is Alan. He’s only nineteen, but he’s been designing jewelry for a while now.”

	The customer nodded and leaned in closer to examine the pendant.

	Art reached behind him and picked a small bag off the back counter. “No charge,” he said, handing me the bag and offering the same warm smile I’d seen earlier. “And don’t be a stranger. Come back for a visit sometime.”

	His manner, so open and welcoming, threw me. I nodded and hurried out, down the sidewalk to the parking lot. I slipped into the driver’s side of my car just as the first drops hit the windshield.

	I drove away quickly, and headed to the state road toward home. All the while thoughts in my mind swirled around, not unlike the designs the wipers created as the drizzle hit the windshield. I glanced at the passenger seat where I put my handbag. The For Sale sign was tucked in the bag with the fabric I bought. My thoughts were scattered, a jumble of questions and possible answers. Did I have enough money to buy the quilt shop? What about my house? Would I sell it? Could I sell it in such a depressed market? Odd things popped into my head, like what I’d do with the extra furniture in the house? And finally, how soon could I make this happen?

	Would it still look like a good idea in the morning, I asked myself, as a way to force my mind to slow down.

	Outside of Green Bay, the rain stopped, but clouds still hung heavy in the sky. Setting my bags and coat aside, I quickly put the kettle on for tea. I couldn’t calm down or start and finish one thought without new ones intruding. William and I had always made decisions together, from the mundane choices about what to do for the holidays or whether we wanted a flagstone or concrete patio. We’d think things out, weigh pros and cons and come to what we assumed were logical decisions. I had to laugh thinking at how dedicated we both were to avoiding drama, especially wary of misunderstandings and unnecessary conflict between us.

	Our careful method of making choices was exactly what was called for. I grabbed a notepad and pen before sitting at the table with my cup of green tea.

	Everyone says you’re the queen of logic. So prove it. Start the list. I picked up my favorite gold pen and wrote the number one. Then the front door bell rang.

	Since Liz always came to the patio door in the back I knew it couldn’t be her. I wasn’t expecting a delivery, either. As much as I wanted to ignore the bell, I couldn’t.

	I groaned as I got up out of the chair, determined to deal quickly with the interruption and get back to focusing on the decisions ahead that would define the future, no, they’d define my future.
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	I pulled back the curtain on the long window next to the front door and saw a girl on the front porch. A hood cloaked her face, and she held something in her arms. No, no. Let this be a big mistake. I yanked the door open.

	There she stood. A girl I’d never seen in person before, but my gut told me exactly who she was.

	“What in the world are you doing here?” I winced against the harsh sound of my voice, especially when the bundle squirmed and I heard the unmistakable sound of a fussy baby. It was the interruption I told myself, not just the fear of what a visit from my husband’s daughter portended. And with a baby?

	“Hi Marianna, I’m Rachel,” she said, pulling the bundle closer. “Uh, Mom won’t let me stay at her house anymore.”

	So, this was Rachel? And presumably this baby was hers, too? I’d hoped for some other explanation. “And why is that?” I asked, more gently.

	“She says the baby is too noisy.” The baby fussed and little sleeper-covered feet kicked out of the blanket. It was then it occurred to me that Rachel was still standing on the porch. Embarrassed, I opened the door wider and motioned for her to come in.

	“He’s probably wet and hungry,” she said.

	I didn’t know much about babies, but even a non-mother like me understood the need for bottles and diaper changes. “We’ll warm some milk for him. Then you can tell me what’s going on.”

	My introduction to Rachel should never have occurred like this. How could William have let that happen? He should have known this girl. I felt anger rise from my gut to my chest. No excuses, I thought. William had begged the question, always saying that the complications with Rachel’s mother made it too hard to navigate through the obstacles to form a bond. His attempts had only ended up hurting Rachel. At least that’s what he’d told me.

	Rachel followed me into the kitchen, as I still irrationally seethed over the fact that I knew nothing about William’s daughter. But looking at this vulnerable girl, shorter than me, probably only a little over five feet tall, with soft—and sad—blue-gray eyes, I worried she’d paid too high a price for her parents’ mistakes.

	“They were running out of formula and diapers at the shelter,” Rachel said, stepping closer. “I decided I had to leave when two more families came in; we were so squeezed in there. I thought I could at least come here to talk to you.”

	“Shelter? You were living in a shelter?”

	She stared at the floor, still holding the baby tight. “For a little while. Um…I have one bottle…of formula left. They gave me two before I left the shelter. He can’t drink… regular milk yet.” Rachel rubbed the fussing baby’s back.

	Reaching for the phone, I speed dialed Liz’s number, impatient to hear her voice. I studied Rachel’s long auburn hair, not styled, but simply hanging straight, slightly unkempt. Matching her ratty looking jeans, I thought.

	Finally, Liz picked up.

	“I can’t explain everything yet,” I said, “but Rachel’s here.”

	“What?” Liz asked in a shocked voice. “She just showed up?”

	“Uh huh,” I said, “and I need formula, bottles, diapers ….” I glanced at Rachel’s small backpack. “And baby clothes if you have small sizes. Anything you can spare for a few days.”

	Unless she had some things stored somewhere else, Rachel likely needed clothes, too. Fortunately, we were about the same height, and although Rachel was thin—too thin—some sweaters and shirts of mine would work temporarily.

	“Okay, okay, don’t worry. But there’s more you’re not telling me.”

	“I know. When I understand, you’ll understand. Meanwhile, I’ll unlock the patio door.” I hung up fast and flipped the lock on the sliding doors. Then I turned back to Rachel. She bounced the baby in her arms and tried whispering to him. She held a small bottle in one hand. Trying to quiet him, I imagined.

	“So, what am I supposed to do with the bottle?” I asked. “Just heat it up some?”

	Rachel nodded. “First, you heat the water and then put the bottle in. It’s just to take the chill off of it. I can do it if you start the water.”

	Devoid of any equipment or even diapers, Rachel had still managed to earn a little respect from me, especially in the way she spoke with some authority in her voice when she told me what the baby needed. But she was still a child herself, and with her straggly hair and devoid of even lip gloss, she sure looked the part. Despite that, I could see she was a pretty girl.

	Deep down, I was certain that given the dreary family history, Rachel would never have come here if she’d had any other option. She had to stay here, at least for a while, if for no other reason than to keep the baby safe—and fed and clothed.

	The baby’s fussing grew louder now and Rachel and I both stared at the pan of water heating.

	“It will only take a minute,” Rachel assured me.

	Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Liz coming across the backyard holding a laundry basket. “Here she comes,” I said to Rachel, relief coursing through me.

	Rachel took the pan of water off the burner and put the bottle in.

	“She’ll have what you need, at least for now,” I said, reassuring myself as well as Rachel.

	I opened the patio door to let her in, then shut it behind her.

	“I’m Liz,” she said, looking at Rachel. “I can bring the bassinette later. Or Jack can carry it over.” Liz set the basket on the table and went to Rachel’s side and peered at the baby’s face. “What a sweetie! What’s this little guy’s name?”

	I’d never even thought to ask.

	“Goodness,” I said to Rachel, “I’m sorry. I got caught up in his being hungry, I never asked his name.” I paused. “And Liz, this is William’s daughter, Rachel. Uh, we’ve never met before.”

	Rachel nodded to Liz, and then smiled at the baby. “This is Thomas, Thomas William. He’s two months old.”

	Rachel moved him away from her chest so I could see his little face. William? She gave him her father’s name? Why? There was so much I didn’t understand about what had happened in the last twenty minutes. I’d barely connected this girl with William until I’d heard his middle name.

	At the moment Thomas William looked miserable, but he seemed perfect in every way. All fingers and toes and chubby little legs kicking and arms waving in the air. His reddish-brown hair was a shade or two redder—and curlier —than Rachel’s long auburn hair. Her age aside, Rachel had kept him healthy, or so it seemed.

	“Why don’t you see if the bottle is warm,” Liz said, her arms open, “and I’ll hold him. I found a couple of small size diapers in the closet where I keep baby things.”

	Wanting to do something, I sorted through what was in the basket, finding a small unopened can of formula whose expiration date was still a ways off, a couple of blankets, some shirts and sleepers, pink, but serviceable. I lined up the partial packages of diapers of various sizes, the box of wipes and tube of skin cream, which I assumed prevented diaper rash. Then I went down the hall and grabbed a couple of towels from the linen closet and spread them across the kitchen table, so they’d be ready when it came time to change him.

	Liz gazed into his face. “You sound really annoyed,” she said in a baby-talk tone, “so wet and hungry. What’s a guy need to do to get some dinner, huh?” Liz turned to Rachel and nodded toward the stove. “That’s your last bottle?”

	“He had one earlier,” she said defensively, shaking out drops of formula on her wrist. “It’s ready now.”

	That wasn’t the question.

	“Let me feed him,” Liz said softly, “and when he settles down a little bit, you can change him. But tell me, Rachel, what were you planning to do for the next bottle—and diapers?”

	Rachel shrugged, but tears spilled from her eyes and down her cheeks. “I don’t know. That’s why I came here. I supposed I would have gone to my mother and begged for help—even a few dollars to buy formula would have helped.”

	Thomas, frantic by this time, turned his head back and forth as he tried to find the nipple, but screamed in protest when it slipped from his tiny mouth. I stood back and watched Liz expertly move the nipple until Thomas finally grasped it with his lips and managed to suck in great gulps of formula, filling his little stomach.

	“Liz is an expert,” I explained to Rachel. “She’s been watching her granddaughter for two years now.”

	Still keeping the bottle in Thomas’ mouth, Liz put him on his back on the towels, at which point Rachel stepped in and unsnapped the damp sleeper. She pulled back the tape on the diaper and got it out from under him. I noted that his skin was red. Liz saw it, too, but Rachel commented that it wasn’t so bad, not really.

	“Give the wipes and the diaper cream to Rachel,” Liz said, looking over at me.

	Rachel avoided my eyes when I put the items next to her, but used them and finished the diaper change quickly.

	“I’ll get a clean sleeper,” I said, doing my part, at least a little. I was relieved we could focus on the immediate demands of a two-month-old, which at that moment at least, seemed to take two adults and a teenager to handle. But focusing on the baby meant we didn’t have to talk about what would happen next. What brought Rachel to this low point was another story. Curious as I was, explanations could wait.

	As I stood watching, I realized how hungry I was. Looking at Rachel, thin and drawn, I sensed she could use a good hot meal, too. Thomas, on the other hand, relaxed more by the minute. His eyes were already halfway closed.

	“He’ll probably fall asleep,” Rachel said, “and take a good long nap.” She slid the legs of the sleeper over Thomas’ now limp legs, and working around Liz, quickly pulled it up, so only his arms were exposed.

	“Take the bottle, Rachel, and I’ll get the bassinette,” Liz said, sounding a bit bossy. “I’ll roll it across the yard and then your little boy can sleep in a proper bed.”

	Rachel took the bottle and picked up Thomas off the table. “He likes to fall asleep in my arms. Sometimes he stays there, too.”

	So there. She may be a mother, but she’s still a teenager and doesn’t like being told what to do.

	“That may be,” Liz said, “but he has to learn to sleep in a bed at some point. Might as well be now.”

	With that, Liz took off through the patio door and across the lawn.

	I touched Rachel’s arm. “One taken care of. Now you.” I went to the cabinet and pulled out two cans of beef-barley soup and held them up. “This okay? I’ve got fresh crusty bread I just bought in Wolf Creek and cheese in the fridge.”

	Rachel nodded, her hungry eyes following me as I pulled out the bread and put it on a cutting board.

	“When did you last eat?” I asked, adopting a tone that communicated I wanted an honest answer.

	Keeping her eyes on Thomas, she said, “I had a banana this morning.”

	“Then you must be hungry. You can have a shower later. And I’ve got sweat pants and T-shirts you can wear. I know you’re thinner than I am, but that won’t matter for now. Then we can throw your other clothes in the machine.”

	“Thanks,” she said, still not meeting my eyes.

	Liz came through the patio doors and the two of us rolled the bassinette in place in the open area between the kitchen and the long dining room table.

	“Okay, kiddo, it’s all set up,” Liz said. “A crib sheet and a couple of blankets, but he probably only needs one.”

	Rachel hesitated, glancing from Thomas to the bassinette and back at him.

	“Really, Rachel. He’ll be fine,” I said.

	“It’s just that he doesn’t sleep that far away from me—and he’s a really light sleeper.” She looked at Liz, who shrugged, but offered no comment. Finally, Rachel put Thomas on his back in the bassinette and tucked both blankets around him. She stood nearby and watched him sleep.

	“So, Liz, I’m heating soup for the three of us. I expect you to stay.”

	“Sure will. I’m really hungry.”

	I busied myself doing familiar things like setting one end of the table with placemats, bowls, and plates. I sliced bread and cheese, and made a pot of coffee for Liz and me, and maybe Rachel. What did I know?

	I ladled soup in the bowls and said, “Rachel, come and eat.”

	She walked to the table, but looked back at the bassinette before sitting down. Her eyes opened wide when she saw the food.

	“Here, have some bread,” Liz said.

	“There’s plenty,” I added. True enough, but I’d planned to freeze one of the two loaves I bought. So much for that idea.

	“I’ll get the coffee,” Liz said.

	Before I could stop her.

	Liz picked up the carafe, but held it suspended between the pot and the mug. With her other hand, she picked up the For Sale sign I’d left sitting at the end of the counter. “What’s this?”

	“Oh, nothing.”

	“Nothing? It’s a For Sale sign with a phone number.”

	I glanced at Rachel, who was more focused on popping chunks of cheddar into her mouth than with my exchange with Liz. I shot Liz a pointed look, hoping to get her to quit asking about the sign. She caught on and put the sign back on the counter.

	“Coffee for you, Rachel?” she asked.

	“Uh huh. I like coffee,” she answered, looking eagerly at the mug Liz put in front of her.

	We fell silent, each finishing our meal and coffee. I excused myself from the table long enough to put out fresh towels in the guest room bathroom and some clothes on the end of the bed in the spare bedroom.

	“Everything’s ready for your shower now,” I said when I came back into the kitchen. “I put some clothes in the guest room for you—it’s just down the hall and the door’s open. Obviously, you’re not going anywhere else today.” I lightly touched Rachel’s shoulder and felt her muscles relax under my hand.

	Rachel glanced longingly at the bassinette. “Maybe I should roll it into the bedroom now, so I can—”

	“Not necessary,” Liz said, interrupting and making no pretense of hearing Rachel out. “I promise—we promise —to stay right here. We can hear him, and I expect he’ll sleep much longer than it takes you to shower,” Liz said.

	“Liz is right. She’ll stay until you get back, and unlike me, she knows what to do.”

	Liz nodded enthusiastically. For the first time, Rachel showed us her pretty smile. “Okay. And thanks.”

	I waited for the door to the bedroom to click shut, and then I started to tell Liz about Rachel’s arrival at my door. Liz wanted answers to the Rachel questions first, but since I didn’t know much, I had little to say except “I don’t know” to her rapid-fire questions.

	“Look Liz, as much as you seemed to interact so easily with Rachel I don’t think she’ll say much with you here. When she comes back from her shower, why don’t you tell her you need to go home? Then, I promise I’ll tell you everything—word-for-word—of what she tells me.”

	Liz drew her head back and frowned. “Who knows? Maybe I can worm more out of her than you can. She might talk to me because I’m not her family. Maybe I can find out who Thomas’ father is.”

	Father? I’d almost forgotten there had to be a father. “As far as that goes, I’m not her family either. But at least for now I feel responsible, so I should press for some answers. She told me her mother made her leave the house, for Pete’s sake. That woman put her infant grandchild out on the street. So, as my friend, please do as I ask, and I’ll tell you everything.”

	“Including what that For Sale sign is for?” she asked, pointing with her chin toward the counter.

	“Yes. Absolutely. But I don’t want to talk about this anymore right now.” Talk about it? I could barely keep track of all that happened in the past few hours myself, let alone discuss it. I’d spent the day raising questions, and I’d likely spend the next many days answering them.

	I got up and refilled our mugs and then asked Liz to help me make a shopping list. She had a baby carrier she’d bring

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	images/cover.jpeg
tttt
LI :
EEEE
e e D
e 0 = (P
S lawm
I
* =
; == BH=
ﬁ T Bl
Cimm -
1am [






images/image-1.jpeg
WOLF CREEK SQUARE

A-Vacant J-Fenced Playground
B-Farmer Foods K-Styles by Knight and Day
C-Rainbow Gardens L-Vacant

D-Vacant M-Biscuits and Brew
E-Vacant N-lnn on the Square
F-An&Son Jewelry O-Museum

G-Quilts Galore P-Mayor’s Office.

H-Vacant Q-Vacant

I-Pages





images/image.jpeg
g
T
e





