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Chapter One

 


“No, Dad, I won’t be
coming home and joining your company. I don’t know what I am going
to do next if the army discharges me, but working in that
glass-and-steel fishbowl in Chicago is not even on my bucket
list.”

Gunnery Sergeant Michael Alan Carlyle,
III, known to his friends as Mac, spoke as clearly and bluntly as
he could despite the powerful drugs the nurse had given him just
moments before. The drugs had just taken effect when his father
entered his hospital room in Germany, which was halfway around the
world from his Chicago office, and announced his plans for Mac’s
future.

Mac felt the pain relief slowly
swirling through his body, but fought back the drugs’ sedative
effects. He needed to stay awake long enough to make sure his
father understood him. Only then would he give in to the blackness
that was creeping around the edges of his vision.

As he spoke, Mac channeled Master
Sergeant Benn, the drill sergeant who ten years before had taken
great delight in torturing Mac and his forty-nine other fellow
recruits as he turned them from stupid civilians into highly
trained and deadly soldiers. Benn had been the toughest man Mac had
met up to that point in his life. In the ten years since, he had
met more just like the DI, but Benn had left the biggest
impression.

Mac had come a long way from the young
boy who had graduated from high school just days before leaving for
bootcamp. At that time, all he’d wanted was to get the hell out
from under his family’s control. A decade later, his father’s
appearance made him feel like he was once again that rebellious
teenager.

Michael Alan Carlyle II frowned down
at him, eyes narrowed and mouth pursed like he had just eaten a
lemon. His Brioni suit cost more than the motorcycle Mac had been
planning to buy once he returned from his Afghanistan deployment.
His father was clearly frustrated by both Mac’s stubbornness, which
was a family trait he had inherited from the man himself, and Mac’s
refusal to agree with his plans for the future. No doubt Calvin,
his father’s assistant, was already redecorating an empty office on
the executive floor of the Carlyle Building for him.

Mac refused to be trapped under his
father’s thumb in the corporate world of business. Being under
Uncle Sam’s control for the past ten years had taught him he was
stronger than anyone, including himself, had given him credit for.
Depending on the next few days and weeks of his recovery, Mac would
either return to his squad in Afghanistan or forge a new life for
himself in the civilian world.

No matter what, he would never, ever
join his father’s firm. Though he had taken classes and finished
his business management degree two years earlier, he was not cut
out to be a stuffed shirt, or yes man, with no life outside the
office except what his father dictated for him.

He also had a feeling his father’s
plan included the perfect society bimbo he would be strongarmed
into marrying after an appropriate time. Then the pressure would
come to reproduce and carry on the name so his father would have
another generation of Carlyles to boss around.

Too bad Mac refused to go along with
the old man’s plans.

“If you don’t come home
and take your place in the company, I’ll cut you off. You’ll have
nothing,” his father said, his voice dropping to the threatening
tone that meant he was at the end of his temper. “I’ll write you
out of my will.”

Mac was amazed his father remained
under the misconception that money and power meant something to his
son.

Even though the pain medications were
dragging him under, Mac knew he had to get rid of his father as
soon as possible. With a smile, he played his trump card.
“Grandfather’s inheritance is safely invested where you’ll never be
able to touch it, so I think I’ll be all right, even if the army
medically discharges me tomorrow.”

Mac knew his response was a sharp jab
at the old man’s pride. His grandfather had forced his son to earn
his own way, build his own company without his help. When he died,
Michael the first left his son five hundred dollars, with the bulk
of his estate going to Mac with strict instructions never to allow
his father to touch the money.

After donating the land and buildings
he had inherited to various charitable organizations who worked
with abused children and veterans, Mac placed the fifty million
dollars in cash with a trustworthy investment company. The last
statement they had sent showed his investment had more than doubled
in the last five years.

One last look at the man whose genes
he shared confirmed his slurred words had hit home. His father
looked stunned, but that only lasted a few moments before he turned
three shades of purple. He opened his mouth, but then snapped it
closed again. Without a further word, dear old dad spun on one heel
and stormed out of the room. Mac hoped he kept going until he
reached Chicago and the safety of the office building where he
spent sixteen hours a day.

With a sigh that started at his toes,
Mac closed his eyes. He relaxed into the haze, allowing the drugs
to pull him down, down, down into the blackness. He promised
himself that he would worry about his future once the doctors
patched him up and his next steps were determined, whether they
were with the army or not.

****

After a fifty-two-hundred-mile air
ambulance flight, Mac lay in a hospital bed in north central Texas.
The doctors were hoping that by transferring him back to the United
States he could get more intensive therapies not available in their
transitional hospital. Therapies would save not only his leg, but
also his military career.

The infection he had picked up in
Afghanistan after getting scratched up by diving into a bunch of
bushes to avoid getting run over had not been phased by the massive
amounts of antibiotics he had been given and continued to spread
into the tissues around the deep wound in his lower leg.

He had been back in the States for
three weeks and had three surgeries to clean out the wound and try
to get ahead of the infection. After the third one, which left him
with pain worse than he had ever felt before, his doctors gave him
a choice—sacrifice the limb or die. Mac reluctantly made the
obvious choice, sacrificing his leg below his knee to the doctor’s
saw.

The amputation of his lower left leg
had taken place two days before. On this morning’s predawn visit,
the surgeon assured Mac he was finally on the road to true
recovery. Two hours later, a captain representing the army’s
medical board popped in to inform Mac the army no longer needed his
services. Once he was healed and on his feet again, he would be
medically discharged back to civilian life.

Hours after that, while brooding about
the news, Mac startled when the curtain blocking the doorway swept
back and a woman marched into the room. He silently cursed at the
shaft of pain that shot from the heavily padded lower leg stump up
his leg all the way to his head.

The woman looked regal as a queen even
with the huge white gift box with red and blue ribbons tied around
it in her arms. Her bright pink T-shirt identified her as a member
of the Bluebonnet Quilters.

“The nurses tell me you
haven’t had any visitors,” she said without bothering to introduce
herself. “Sounds like you could use this.”

She carefully laid the box across his
lap while avoiding the bulky bandages covering the stump of his
left leg. “Jordan tasked me with giving this to a Wounded Warrior
who looked like he needed a friend.”

“Thank you?” Mac croaked,
the painkillers leaving him feeling more than a bit lost and
confused.

“No, thank you for your
service,” she said as she stepped up as close to the bed as she
could get. Planting one hand on the mattress by his hip, she leaned
in and brushed a kiss on his cheek.

Mac blinked and nodded. Even after ten
years in uniform, he still had no response to the gratitude he
received from strangers when they learned he was in the
army.

The woman did not seem bothered by his
lack of response. She squeezed his hand as she whispered, “God
bless you.” With that, she swept out of the room as quickly as she
had come in.

Mac looked at the box, but the latest
round of medications the nurse had given him just before the woman
popped in swept through his system and pulled him under their
influence. Shifting to get more comfortable as he lowered the bed a
bit, he pushed the box off his lap before dropping his head back to
the pillow, closing his eyes, and allowing the darkness to carry
him away. The box fell to the floor with a soft sound that Mac
barely heard.

The painkillers worked well at keeping
the pain at bay, but they also dragged him down into a swirling
black hole so that all he did was sleep. According to his doctor,
in another day or two they would cut back on the medication
strength, so he would once again be able to think.

He hoped.

It took another three days for Mac to
remember the box sitting between his bed and the wall. Once his
curiosity grew strong enough, he carefully shifted and rolled so he
could lean over the edge of the bed and pull the box up onto the
mattress with him. After studying the exterior and not finding a
card, Mac untied the ribbons. He coiled them around one fist before
dropping them on top of his half-eaten lunch tray.

Working the lid free from the bottom
half of the box, he dropped it over the side of the bed to get it
out of his way. He carefully pushed back the exposed sheets of
white tissue paper, not sure what he would find
underneath.

“A quilt?” he said. He
carefully lifted the contents from the box before shoving it off
his lap to join the lid on the floor.

He laid the quilt across
his lap and ran his fingers over the fabric as he admired it. Mac
was impressed by the orderly squares of red, blue, and off-white
materials. The designer had taken solid red and blue cloths and
combined them with fabrics of
stars and stripes, making a quilt that had him
smiling as he stroked the soft cotton.

Flipping one corner up to see the
back, Mac smiled. The back was black and covered with small dots in
a rainbow of colors. While the front paid tribute to the military
and patriotism, the back added a whimsy that Mac could use in his
life right now.

Unfolding the quilt further, he
examined every inch. While the corners didn’t always meet up, it
didn’t matter. It was a beautiful creation. He could not believe
the woman from days earlier had just dropped it in his lap and
left.

He frowned when what felt
like paper crinkled inside in one corner of the quilt. Flipping
that corner over, he discovered a large white label sewn there. The
words Made with many thanks for your
service by Jordan Potter were stitched on
the white fabric. Below the message was the date, which told Mac
the quilt had been finished just days before it arrived in his
room.

Curiosity continuing to drive him, Mac
slid a finger around the edges of the label and found an opening.
Exploring further, he found the label was actually a pocket, held
closed with two snaps. Opening them, he reached into the pocket and
withdrew a folded piece of ivory-colored stationary. A handwritten
letter. The precise cursive that covered the page reminded him of
his grandfather’s handwriting.

 


Dear Mr. Wounded
Warrior,

Thank you for serving in
the military, and by doing so, keeping me and my nana safe. This
was the first quilt top I’d ever made a few years ago. I found it
recently and finished it, filling it with prayers for your speedy
and full healing. I hope that it will provide you with warmth and
safety, both during your recovery and beyond.

If you are ever in the
Georgetown, Texas area, please stop by for a glass of sweet tea and
a meal. Nana would love to have someone other than me to cook for,
and we would both be honored to give you a hug and thank you in
person for your service and sacrifice.

Best wishes for a bright
future,

Jordan Potter

 


Mac read the letter a second and then
a third time. Each time he read it, a shiver of what felt like
recognition raced through him. It felt as if Jordan Potter had cut
open his weary heart and settled inside it with a few words and the
gift of a quilt.

“Well, Jordan Potter, I
thank you for the quilt, and the invitation to visit you and your
nana,” Mac said softly as he carefully refolded the letter and
returned it to the pocket in the corner of the quilt. “Too bad I
won’t be able to take you up on the offer anytime soon.”

Before Mac could figure out how to
fold it back up so it would fit in the box, Nurse Barbara stepped
into his room with her ever-present tablet and the basket of
chocolate bars she used as incentive to get her patients to
cooperate when she changed their bandages.

“Oh, how beautiful,” she
said as she approached the bed. “Would you like me to spread it
over you? Or would you rather I fold it up and store it away until
you’re discharged? The ladies of the guild know they’re only
supposed to gift quilts to the men who are about to be discharged
because they sometimes have a way of disappearing when we send them
down to the laundry.”

Mac looked from the blanket to the
bubbly nurse, then around the room.

Lifting it toward her, he said, “Could
you drape it over the recliner so I can see it please? That way I
can admire it without it needing to be washed.”

“Absolutely,” the nurse
said with a bright smile.

It only took a moment for her to
spread the quilt over the chair. Once it was draped to her
satisfaction, she rolled the recliner into a position that Mac
could see easily from his bed.

“Thank you,” Mac said,
once she finished.

Picking up the corner, Nurse Barbara
read the tag. “Jordan Potter does the most amazing work,” she said
as she stroked three fingertips over the quilt where it rested over
the top of the recliner.

Mac wanted to slap her
hand away from his quilt. Problem was, he would have to climb out of bed to
reach her, and that would not happen until the doctor deemed him
healed enough to be out of bed. Even then he would be on crutches
and the nurse would easily be able to outwalk him.

At least he could now see the quilt
from the bed. As he stared at it, his mindset began to shift. He
had been fighting a growing depression since arriving in Texas.
Knowing his medical discharge was inevitable, he had yet to figure
out what he wanted to do next. Giving in to his father’s demands
and returning to Chicago was not even a consideration. He needed a
new direction, a new career, a new interest.

He just didn’t know what that
direction might be.

Maybe visiting Jordan Potter and Nana
was a good direction to look at. Once he was on his feet—or rather
his foot and a prosthetic the doctor had promised him—he would buy
the motorcycle of his dreams and visit them. Maybe along the way he
would figure out what his next life choice would be.

Today, and for the foreseeable future,
he would focus on healing so he could walk out of the hospital.
Once he was free, both from the hospital and the army, he would go
to Georgetown, Texas, track down Jordan Potter, and claim the hug,
a glass of iced tea, and a meal. In the meantime, he would try to
figure out something to do with the rest of his life.

In the meantime, he needed to write a
letter to thank Jordan Potter for offering him a reason to not give
up on life.


Chapter Two

 


“Jordan Potter, if you
don’t stop sewing and get your butt down here, I’m giving your
breakfast to Norman,” Georgia Potter called up the
stairs.

“Just a few minutes more,
Nana. I only have two more seams to finish.” The words drifted down
the stairs. Jordan’s tired, distracted tone told Georgia that she
should put his plate in the oven to keep it warm.

She would follow through on the threat
to dump the plate of pancakes and turkey bacon in Norman’s trough,
but Jordan needed the calories more than the six-hundred-pound pig
who was headed to market as soon as their neighbor, who ran a
butchery on the weekends, had time to come get him.

Filling her coffee cup, Georgia moved
to the kitchen table and sat down with her own breakfast. She
refused to allow her food to get cold while she waited for her
grandson to make his appearance.

Twenty minutes later, she had just
finished washing all the dishes and cleaning the kitchen when she
heard Jordan thunder down the stairs.

“Sorry, Nana. The last
seam wouldn’t lay right, and I had to pull it out and do it again,”
Jordan said as he crossed the kitchen and brushed a kiss on her
cheek.

“And that last seam
couldn’t wait a few minutes while you ate your
breakfast?”

Georgia asked the question though she
already knew the answer. Jordan’s personality would not allow him
to stop that close to
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