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			1

			In which Maisie plans a quilt show and gets roped into helping her sister

			The Chairman held my eyes with his emerald-green stare. I hissed at him, but he remained unmoved, only flattening his ears.

			I gazed back steadily until, frustrated. I submerged beneath the mound of bubbles in my tub. When I came up for air, the Chairman was lashing his tail.

			“Don’t growl at me. You’re the one who got himself locked in the bathroom with me.”

			He blinked. “Turn your head, Chairman Meow,” I commanded. “I’m coming out.”

			To my surprise, he rose majestically, turned his back on me, and padded over to the door, where he sat, twitching his fluffy tail.

			Sure, he’s just a cat, but I grabbed my towel pretty darn quick and wrapped it around me. Then, Meow and I exited the bathroom together. I, wet, dripping, and still bubbly, the Chairman, with an excess of feline dignity.

			I was still yanking the tangles out of my hair when my phone buzzed.

			“Hey, hey,” I crooned, recognizing my sister’s number. “How’s the planning going?”

			Marie sighed. The loudest sigh I’ve heard in a while.

			“It’s Aunt Clara. She vowed and declared we had to plan this reunion, but she won’t leave me plan anything. She was angry that we printed the invites on a color printer instead of the mimeographed, typed version they’ve used for the last 100 years. I mean, who even owns a Xerox anymore?”

			I snickered. I could picture our tiny Aunt Clara shaking her bony finger as she scolded my sister for changing something in the reunion plan.

			“Don’t laugh, Maisie. You have to help me. Everything I plan, she somehow manages to figure out. I swear she has a hidden camera in my house. And then, there’s Megan’s wedding. Who has a family reunion three days before a wedding? The wedding should have been reunion enough.”

			“I’m sorry.” I put my phone on speaker and laid it on the dresser so I could talk and comb my hair. “I shouldn’t laugh. I told you I would help. I took next week off so I could help, and I have a notebook full of lists, so there’s nothing to worry about. Now, I’m trying to get dressed for work. We have a big show coming up. I only got a short work break because I promised to turn my organizational strength on full blast and get things underway before my absence. I’ll call tonight when I get home.”

			“All right,” Marie said, but I could hear the reluctance in her voice.

			I picked the phone back up and pinched it between my shoulder and cheek, buttoning my shirt as I talked.

			“I hafta go,” I said again as the phone threatened to fall. “I’ll call you right after work.”

			She sighed loudly, and I heard the call disconnect as my phone left my shoulder and thunked onto the floor. Oh great, another broken screensaver. My husband used to complain about how often I cracked my screens, but a girl’s gotta multi-task. That’s what shoulders are for.

			The thought of my late husband Daniel, and the Daniel-shaped hole in my life, sent a lump into my throat, but Chairman Meow picked that minute to remind me it was time for his milk ration. He wound around my ankle as I bent over, grabbed the phone, slid my hand along his sinuous curves, reassuring him I could meet his needs, and dropped my phone into my purse. The house was quiet. Owen, my 15-year-old, was already at school.

			I missed Daniel—still. His sudden exit, a heart attack out of nowhere, had carved out a shape in my days that hadn’t refilled. The ache wasn’t a scream anymore, but a slow, steady hum, the kind that pulls your shoulders down if you’re not careful. But mornings had become something I could love again. Peaceful, with a rhythm I made myself.

			I didn’t have to be at work until ten, so when the house emptied, a hot soak was #1 on the to-do list. That hot soak had become my ritual, my tiny temple. It’s where I planned my day or dreamed a little further ahead—something I’d only started letting myself do.

			It was simple: open Notes on the phone, whisper my half-baked plans into the mic, rearrange the chaos, and suddenly I had something that looked like a future.

			Of course, you may also have to replace your phone frequently if, as often happens, it drops “kersplash” into your bubbly tub. But these are the hazards of being super organized.

			I have lists for everything. Work, cleaning my house, feeding my family, and anything else you might imagine. It makes me strong. It makes me almost invincible.

			I love my job, too. I work in a quilt museum /quilting store, The Full Bobbin. I’m not a quilter myself. I’m a wannabe. But I love touching the fabrics when I arrange the bolts. I love curating the various shows and competitions we have and learning about quilting artists and their various means of expressing art in fabric.

			And, best of all, when I’m at work, the other girls make me feel like I’m in the club. I belong. We are a family of fabric lovers, and they have included me, though I can barely sew on a button.

			I poured 2 oz of milk for the Chairman. Anymore, and I’d have a mess to clean up when I got home. He’s lactose intolerant but has refused to accept that diagnosis, which has led to rationing. Leaving the basement door open for him, I headed out, whispering a silent prayer for the car to start.

			I have an old rickety Ford Explorer. I don’t like it, but it gets me around. The battery is old, though. Almost every other day, I have to jump it. #3 on my list today after work is to buy a new battery.

			Today, it hesitated and roared into life. I adjusted the rearview mirror out of habit, though Daniel hadn’t sat beside me in over a year. Some habits are muscle memory; some are heart memory. And I was on my way to my second home. Quiltland.

			❇

			The drive is lovely. Fall is my favorite season, and in my neck of the woods, the trees were ablaze with color. Rural Pennsylvania has the best autumn you can get, and by my sister’s wedding date, only a few weeks off, all my relatives will wish they lived here.

			I live in the country, but I only have to reach the next little town, Piney Hollow. One stoplight, a Walmart, and the quilt shop/ museum. I heard my phone buzz in my purse, but I was driving. Not gonna be that person. I’m forever scolding my sisters for talking on their cells while driving, so while I was tempted to indulge, I didn’t. I refuse to do what I scold others for. (Most of the time) 

			The drive gave me a little time to consider my sister’s call earlier. Aunt Clara used to plan bi-yearly reunions for our large and scattered tribe, but two years ago, she declared it was time for the next generation to step up and make it happen. My sister Marie volunteered. When Megan picked October for her wedding, Aunt Clara called Marie and made it quite clear that the reunion should happen right around the same time, so folks only had to travel once. I think a wedding is a reunion. No further one was needed in the same year, but Aunt Clara won, or we were too wussy to oppose her, and the planning began.

			I was considering making one more list when the church spire appeared over the hill, accompanied by a much slower speed limit. I hit the brake. My sister’s intended, Michael, is the local cop, and I’m convinced he knows what days I work and schedules himself to sit in the speed trap. Not today. I’m wise to his tricks. I bet Megan never got a speeding ticket.

			I eased into my tiny parking spot and grabbed my purse. A quick check showed me that Marie tried to call, but I already told her I was working today, so I made a mental note to call her at lunch. I was opening at 11, so it was silent as I unlocked the door, threw my purse in my locker, and started the pot of coffee in the break room.

			When I stepped into The Full Bobbin that morning, I paused, like I always do, and let the stillness settle around me. The shop smelled like cinnamon potpourri, wood polish, and a whisper of starch from the fabric bolts—familiar, comforting, and a little dusty in the way old things sometimes are. Years ago, I used to be a regular customer, popping in after grocery runs or school pickups, to touch the fabric and imagine having time to make something. Back when Daniel was alive.

			After he passed, this shop became something else entirely. I needed work, needed purpose—needed to stand somewhere that didn’t echo with what I’d lost. I took a part-time job here and somehow never left. Every bolt, every label, every quirky squeak in the floorboards is part of me now.

			Beyond the archway, framed with old wooden rulers and a trailing plant I can never quite get to behave, lies the museum space. My second half. That’s where the quilt show was taking shape, and this morning, it needed me to hang samplers, double-check tags, and try not to lose any thumbtacks.

			❇

			I pulled my shoulder-length, greying hair into an untidy ponytail as I anticipated a day of unpacking crates for the upcoming show. ‘Grandma Taught Us How’ was the theme. 

			Opening Nov. 15. There was a lot to do. 

			As I filled my first cup of coffee for the day, inhaling the rich aroma, the doorbell jangled. We weren’t open yet, so I didn’t bother to look up. It would be one of the girls. Sure enough, I soon heard the high-pitched tones of Andrea of the sales register skills. She was a computer whiz and fixed whatever the rest of us messed up on our new “smart” register. She’s also a college student, working part-time, which explains why she knows computer things that make the rest of us pull our hair out.

			Andrea is tall, thin, smart, and sings opera with a local symphony for fun. She smiled and gave me a side hug.

			“Fire up that register, girl,” I said. “I’m unpacking, and if I remember right, we have a sale starting today. The quilters will be mobbing us for fat quarters.”

			Andrea laughed. “Got it.”

			She grabbed her work apron, a snappy fashion piece emblazoned with “The Full 

			Bobbin,” and our slogan, “It’s all fun and games until the bobbin runs out,” on the bib. 

			“Hazel will be in shortly to help,” she said, typing the strings in front of her. “She texted me she was running late.”

			“No worries. Coffee’s hot.” I lifted my mug in a salute and headed into the back to figure out how to display the new show. The store takes up two small buildings. The quilt shop, and next to it, the museum. They are connected in the back by an employee entrance that accesses both. We can all run either side of the business depending on which one is busier.

			So many women patronize The Full Bobbin that I can keep my finger on the pulse of the community. Daniel used to roll his eyes and call it gossip, but I’d tell him I was doing “field research.” I still miss the way he laughed at that. But lately, I’ve noticed that missing him doesn’t hollow me out like it used to. It’s more like a quiet companion I carry, rather than a shadow that follows me.

			The back room was full of flat, thin crates of varying sizes. Quilts from artists everywhere. Some are ancient and carefully preserved under glass. Others are newer from local artists. The newer quilts will be judged.

			My job in the next few days is to open everything and figure out how best to hang it to showcase every piece appropriately. Sometimes I hang them as a timeline: old to new, and sometimes by artist, but this show is a themed show. I plan to take a photo of each piece, upload it to my computer, and lay them out on my screen first. I already have a mock-up of my wall space. Today I must fill the mock-up, and the actual hanging will begin tomorrow.

			I heard the bell out front tinkle again and looked at my watch. Not opening time yet, that must be Hazel. Hazel knows fabric. She’s taught me more than I ever needed to know, and I find her interest fascinating. She is in her 40s, unmarried, and as my mother used to say, “She can talk the hind leg off a donkey,” but I love her dearly.

			The only other person I’m expecting this morning is my boss, Hilda. Most of us have worked here long enough so that she trusts us to open and get things moving without her. She is in and out all day and closes up tonight. I haven’t figured out what brought her to our little town yet. She’s a city girl. The rest of us were born and raised in the area. Still, she has built a thriving business and has earned the respect of most of the locals.

			❇

			Just when I was expecting to hear Hilda’s midwestern voice, I heard Megan. My sister, who is about to be married at the ripe old age of 37 to my nemesis, Michael Baumgartner, the cop whose goal in life is to catch me speeding.

			 What is she doing here? She should maybe be at work or having a fitting or something. 

			Megan is the pretty one. Slim and polished, she knows how to wear makeup and how to dress. Why I didn’t also get those skills is a question that will never be answered, no matter how much I ponder it.

			“Hey, Meg. What’s up?” I didn’t turn around. “These quilt cases have got to be opened and sorted today. I haven’t taken one photo yet, and it’s opening time.”

			“Maisie, I need you,” she said, not trying to hide her annoyance.

			Megan is also bossy. I’m the oldest, but she is the take-charge girl.

			I glanced at her. “I’m working. Can this wait?”

			“No, I need you now. It’s my dress.”

			I gave her my full attention. “I have nothing to do with your dress. Why are you here?”

			Megan stamped her foot. “I was supposed to have a fitting this morning. The alterations lady didn’t show up, and if I don’t get this completed soon, like today, it will never be ready for the wedding.”

			“And I am helping you how?” I asked.

			“Come on, Maisie, you work in a fabric shop, for goodness’ sake. I’ll bring the dress here, and you can pin in the alterations. This will be a piece of cake for you.”

			I wondered what world Megan lives in. I can sew a straight seam and patch a pair of jeans. I used to mend Daniel’s work shirts and hem Owen’s school pants when he hit a growth spurt overnight. But a wedding gown? That’s a whole other galaxy.

			I put my hands on my hips and stared her right in the eyes. “What?”

			“You heard me.” Megan stared right back.

			I dimly heard myself saying, “Bring it over after work today,” and wondered what inner person was taking over my voice. Megan always gets her way. I rarely cross her. “It’s in the car. How ‘bout right now?”

			I sighed. “Look, I have this big ‘curating the quilts’ task. If Hilda’s here, clear it with her.”

			Megan bounced out the door. “Be right back.”

			I kicked the nearest empty box and shook my head. One of these days, I will stand up to that girl. Just not today. 

			I decided I might as well keep on. Maybe Hilda will forbid this misuse of my time. I could hear voices in the front room, and the door tinkled as Megan left. Two minutes later, I heard her come back in, heard the rustling of fabric, and squeals of approval from the girls out front. That’s torn it. Now I am an alterer.

			Five minutes later, I was zipping Megan into her frothy confection of a dress and opening a box of pins. So much for photographing and hanging quilts.

			An hour later, I had the bodice pinned. The hem had already been basted by Julia, the alterations pro who had never, not once in all the years I’d known her, missed a fitting. She was the kind of person who arrived ten minutes early and brought extra pins, in case. Her no-show today was more than odd—it was unsettling.

			The hem was three layers of floof. I wondered if I was expected to sew it. I also wondered if I was supposed to be free labor.

			Hilda had taken me off the clock as she graciously allowed my sister to preempt my workday. Megan has that effect on people. Did I mention she gets what she wants?

			I stood up and rubbed my aching shoulders. “Take it off, Megan. Call your alterations shop and see if anyone is in. If they are, take this over and have them do it. If not, I’ll work on it tonight at home.”

			Megan obediently shimmied out and handed me her dress. I handed it right back. 

			“Make the call. And put that back in a bag before it gets dirty.”

			She sighed as if I was asking too much of her and shoved the dress into the garment bag, grabbing her phone at the same time. I could hear it ringing at the alterations shop. Megan loves speaker phone. It rang and rang, and finally, she hung up.

			“Look, Megan,” I might as well accept my new job now. “My house is open.” I rubbed my shoulders again and the space between my eyes. “Take the dress over and lay it on my bed. I have to get this show unpacked. I promise to work on your dress tonight.”

			“Fine,” Megan flipped her hair over her shoulders and headed out the door without a word of thanks.

			I shook my head as she tinkled out. Now, for those boxes.

			❇

			In another two hours, I had opened every crate, taken a picture of each quilt, and written down the size of each. The hard part would be making a layout on the computer, but after that, the hanging usually went quickly. Maybe the dress hadn’t delayed me too much.

			My stomach growled, reminding me that it was well after lunchtime. I could hear the girls in the break room laughing. We often ate together unless a customer came in. We took turns waiting on the customers, cutting fabric, or answering questions.

			My favorite day at work was Tuesday. We had a quilting group come every Tuesday. Grandmothers and young women. Some are expert quilters, and some are beginners. They called themselves Squares R Us, met in our back room, and were an unending source of amusement to me.

			My two favorite quilters were Edna and Leola, widowed sisters whose stories of their youth kept us chuckling at every meeting.

			Since today was Thursday, I had a few days to clean up this mess of boxes and pull the quilting frames back into place before their next visit. Besides, they were used to shows being unpacked and boxed up again.

			There was a burst of laughter as I entered the break room. Andrea was the first to comment.

			“I see you got an actual sewing job today.” “Ha, ha,” I said.

			“Oh, come on.” She unwrapped her peanut butter sandwich and licked jelly off her long fingers. “You always wanted to go into alterations.”

			“So not!” I smiled at her ribbing. Andrea always helped lessen tension.

			I sat down next to her and pulled out my tuna fish lunch. Hazel smiled at me around her chocolate chip cookie. “Want one?” she held the plate towards me. “Baked ‘em last night.”

			I groaned. “Hazel, I have to fit into my bridesmaid’s dress.” I took a cookie anyway, disregarding my own advice. Hazel was the best baker in the shop. Her cookies were never worth turning down. “Only one, though.”

			“Ok, girls.” I had thought a lot about how to word my request. “As you are aware, I barely sew.”

			Every head nodded. “And now I’m in charge of a wedding dress, at least temporarily.

			“I can do the basics—mending, hemming, fixing seams when Owen rips his hoodie again—but this thing has layers and lace and some kind of boning? Not my strong suit.”

			Will you guys help if I get stuck?”

			Hazel nodded assent. Andrea laughed so hard she choked on her peanut butter. When she was done coughing, she agreed as well.

			“Call,” she said. “Of course, we’ll help, but you might discover a new skill.”

			“Fat chance.” I rummaged through my bag, remembering that my phone had rung on the drive over. That had been Marie. I should probably see who needed me now. I looked at my missed calls. Two from Marie. One from Aunt Clara. These calls were probably related, but I could answer them tonight.

			“Hilda’s not having lunch with us?”

			“She’s opening the sale at 2 pm.” Andrea reminded me.

			I hit my forehead with my hand. “I totally forgot. I should have told Megan ‘No’ and helped get the sale ready.”

			Hazel laughed her jolly laugh again. “Hilda could have said no on your behalf. She told Megan you could help.”

			“See, that’s the problem. My boss should help a girl out of a pinch.” I made a pouty face, and Andrea smiled.

			“She did help a girl. It just so happened it was your sister, not you.”

			I packed my empty containers back in my bag and threw it in my locker. “I’d better get busy. I’m laying out the show, but if you get overwhelmed by shoppers out front, call me.”

			Hazel gave me a thumbs up as she and Andrea made their way to the shop area. I headed the other direction towards the museum’s computer. If only I could block all further interruptions.

			My afternoon zipped past. I was in the flow, posting pictures on virtual walls and switching quilts in and out for the most artistic way to hang the show. This was where I could shine. Not sewing, not measuring yardage, or answering fabric questions, but making each person’s labor of love look gorgeous on a wall for the public to admire and wish they too could quilt.

			I could hear the buzz of customers as the shop filled with eager shoppers, looking for a bargain, but no one interrupted me, needing more help, and I was grateful.

			Finally, I logged off, saving my work, and clocked out. If my evening sewing went well, it would be a nearly perfect day.

		

	
		
			2

			In which Aunt Clara gets mugged, and Owen finds the ginger cookies

			Once in my car, I took a minute to listen to my messages. Aunt Clara rarely left messages, but today’s said, “Maisie, call me. Call me right away,” and the click of the call detaching. Thanks, Aunt Clara. That was a helpful message. Marie left one message—her second call. “I know you are working. Please call when you get home. It’s about Aunt Clara.”

			I don’t make calls when I’m driving. I cannot concentrate on my driving tasks, and I preach against such behavior, so I turned off my ringer and headed home.

			The nice thing about my drive home, besides the scenery, was the time it gave me to unwind. On good work days, I like to make a mental switch from my work life to home life.

			Owen would be expecting some food preparation. Chairman Meow would demand attention. And there was laundry piling up. I could catch up over the weekend, but if Owen ran out of school clothes, I’d never hear the end of it.

			 He knew how to do laundry—I’d taught him last year—but I still didn’t trust him not to shrink something brand new or forget it in the washer for three days until it developed its own ecosystem. He was capable. More than capable, really. Lately, he was stepping into responsibilities like he’d always been waiting for me to let go. I wasn’t sure I was ready. It’s strange, watching your baby grow taller than your shoulders and not needing you for every little thing. Daniel would’ve teased me gently, told me I was hoarding chores to hold onto time. Maybe he’d have been right.

			 At the four-way stop outside town, I turned my phone on voice record and started a list of things to do tonight. By the next stop, I was done and turned it off.

			The rest of the drive was for thinking. Tonight, I was thinking about a wedding, a family reunion, Aunt Clara, and my sister Marie, who was trying to plan a family reunion long distance while I lived right here, where it was happening.

			Before I knew it, my driveway with its long winding lane was on my right, and I turned into it. I drove slowly. The weather was dry, and my lane was gravel. Too fast, and I would raise plumes of dust, which would settle on my car when I stopped. I hated that.

			Spaghetti tonight, I decided as I inched along. It’s quick and easy, and we both liked it. Then I would tackle the dress. I was surprised to see Megan’s car parked by the house, and as I rounded the final curve, I noticed Marie’s car as well. What was going on?

			I swung into my parking spot. My husband had liked things orderly and had made a spot for each of our cars as well as our frequent guests. Marie didn’t live close, though. She lived in Valley View, the next town over. Why was she here? Perhaps I would not be sewing tonight. 

			I grabbed my purse, but before I slammed the car door, Owen was in front of me. “Your sisters are here,” he said, hands on hips and a slight frown on his face. “I’m pretty hungry. Are you guys gonna talk or cook?”

			❇

			“Chill, buddy,” I said, giving him a side hug. “I’m planning to cook first and ask questions later.”

			“Oh good,” he hugged me back in the awkward way of 15-year-olds and ran towards the door. “They’re on the porch swing,” he added as an afterthought.

			I shook my head and smiled as I watched him head indoors, hopefully to do his homework, but more likely a game of Minecraft since he saw clearly that I was going to be occupied. My sisters must have heard the car. They left the porch swing and were headed indoors as I plopped my belongings on the kitchen table.

			“Well, this is a surprise,” I said as I opened the pantry to see if I had enough spaghetti.

			“Well, yeah… hey, don’t cook. We ordered Chinese,” said Marie.

			“Here?” I ran my hands through my hair. “Who delivers takeout in the country?”

			Megan looked at me like I was from the dark ages. “Ever hear of DoorDash? It’s from the China Wok.”

			Oh, my sisters. They know all the things.

			 “Fine with me,” I said. Owen loved Chinese and Daniel, if he were still alive, while not a huge fan, would’ve been happy a meal was here.

			 Some days I got home late, and he always hated waiting for supper. Of course, he could cook, but from a guy with firm ideas of gender roles, perhaps that was stretching it. If I thought for too long, all the arguments we’d had about cooking would rise up inside me, and 

			I would miss him more.

			Marie and Megan made themselves comfortable on the sofa, so I took the glider facing them. “Talk,” I commanded.

			Marie opened her mouth, closed it, and tried again. “Aunt Clara.”

			“So, this is a reunion emergency? Seems a bit dramatic to show up from the next town.”

			“No,” Megan interrupted. “Aunt Clara’s in the hospital.”

			“Oh,” maybe that was an emergency, but still, a phone call… “And that brings you here why?”

			Marie looked at her hands. “We need you,” she said, picking at a hangnail and avoiding my eyes.

			“For…” They weren’t making this easy.

			Before either could answer, I heard the crunching of gravel and the roar of an engine as someone unfamiliar with my driveway raced up the hill. I checked my window (closed—good) because that rate of speed would cause a huge dust cloud.

			DoorDash—had to be. Both my sisters ran for the door. Owen beat them to it. 

			“Chinese,” he cheered. “Do I hafta give a tip?” 

			Marie laughed. “No worries, it’s taken care of.” She ruffled his hair and laughed as he flinched away. Owen hates touchy stuff, except perhaps from me.

			I swept all the clutter from my table into a pile and laid it on a counter. Time for that later. Owen brought out four china plates and my good flatware. “We have company,” he explained to my raised eyebrows.

			I was starving and decided this wasn’t a fight worth having. “This stuff should be eaten while it’s hot.” I was already imagining the taste of General Tsao’s chicken and pork fried rice while Megan neatly dished up the food.

			Fifteen minutes later, Owen excused himself to do homework, and I was full enough to revisit the news of Aunt Clara in the hospital.

			“It’s the strangest thing,” Marie said.

			“She got mugged,” Megan said. “She’s not sick, she’s injured.”

			What? “Who mugs an 85-year-old lady? That’s ridiculous.”

			“She was leaving a yard sale. She bought a quilt and an antique lamp—one of those fragile stained-glass types, probably from the 40s—and was carrying them to her car,” Megan said, shaking her head. “The woman who had the yard sale told the police that a car pulled onto the curb, and a guy wearing a ski mask and a hoodie jumped out and wrestled with Aunt Clara for her purchases. He hit her
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