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I would like to acknowledge author Lisa J. Lickel for all the help she gave me in writing this novel. Without her plot ideas, input, and knowledge of quilting and sewing, I couldn’t have written this.

I dedicate ALICE’S NOTIONS to my grandmother, Goldie Cooper Warden "Nanny", who raised a family in Kimberly, a small coal-mining town in West Virginia, and who inspired my love of reading by reading novels to me when I was young.

Burning Bush is based on Kimberly, West Virginia where my grandmother and grandfather raised their family during the Great Depression and World War Two. They lived there until my grandfather died in 1958. Much of the setting and atmosphere comes from stories told by my mother, uncles, and aunt who grew up there.
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January 1945

Fifty miles outside Berlin

OSS Sergeant Joe Brighton wished he were fighting Nazis in Belgium instead of hiding in the shadows waiting to meet a double agent. He paced the length of the small barn, illuminated by a partially shaded lantern. The man should have been here an hour ago.

An owl hooted, but nothing indicated anyone was around. Soldiers could be hiding in the woods during this cloudy, moonless night; after all, they were in the heart of Germany. Most likely he would hear them coming. Their Russian informant knew how to be invisible until he gave the code word and stepped inside, or he wouldn’t have survived this long. 

The Soviets, of course, were considered allies fighting to defeat the Nazi war machine, but after the intelligence he’d gathered, Joe had a hard time believing they were on the same side. The war in Europe would be over soon, and he couldn’t seem to shake that nudging in his gut they were as much of a threat to the free world as Hitler had been.

"Will you light somewhere?" Bear leaned against the wall with his arms crossed. Joe’s lieutenant hated the nickname, but since he’d growled his first order at the men, it stuck. "What’s got you so jumpy? You know Krysov is on the up and up. He’ll be here."

"I know."

Joe sat on a nearby hay bale and blew in his hands to warm them. The information the Soviet agent had given them made him edgy. It was hard to swallow Burning Bush, the small town in West Virginia where he’d grown up, had been infiltrated by Soviet spies. He had considered dismissing it at first, until his commanding officer reminded him Burning Bush was only an hour’s drive from at least five important military targets.

Colonel Myers had ordered Bear and Joe to find out as much as they could. The colonel had chomped on his cigar, spouting out orders. "Find out who the Soviet agent in Burning Bush is. Who are his associates? What is his target? How does he plan to communicate with his fellow agents? General Command needs answers before they risk relations with the Russians by letting Krysov defect."

If the report checked out, Joe’s orders were to take charge of this operation in Burning Bush. He'd make up some story about being discharged early. His past relationship with the town would alleviate any suspicion about why he was there.

Alice wouldn’t be happy about moving back home. Even though they'd been born and raised in Burning Bush, she’d fallen in love with big city life. They’d moved to New York City after he’d been recruited by COI, Coordinator of Information. He pictured her turning up her nose and giving him that look. His chest tightened. It would be good to see her again. He missed her so much.

"What’s that?" Bear stepped away from the barn wall and tilted his ear toward the door.

Joe started toward the crackling sound.

"Wait for the signal."

The barn door burst open, and three Soviet soldiers surged through with SVT-40 rifles. Two Russian sergeants moved behind to encircle them. Joe took a step toward the door, but the captain stood in front of the opening, rendering it impossible for them to make a run for it.

"Drop your veapons," the soldier to his right said in a thick Russian accent.

Joe set his Colt .38 Army special on the ground, not daring a side glance to see if Bear would try to make them heroes. The Soviet captain lowered his rifle, closed the barn door, and smiled under his big bushy mustache as if Joe had just told him a joke. "Commander Krysov won’t be coming." He said it in Russian, but both Joe and Bear had been trained in Russian, German, and a number of other languages. "We executed the traitor this morning."

Joe swallowed the lump in his throat and tried to remember Russian verb tenses. "Who is this Krysov you speak of? Why do I care what you do with your men?"

"Come now, Sergeant." The captain patted him on the shoulder as if they were best friends. "What did Krysov tell you? Give us what we want to know, and you and your friend can live to fight another day."

Images of Alice and their lives together flashed through his mind. He wouldn’t betray his country no matter how persuasive their techniques, but as he pictured his wife getting a telegram from the war department and considered the future they would never have, a profound sadness came over him.
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Friday, April 26, 1946

Burning Bush, West Virginia

Wrapping her arms around herself and swaying to the music, Alice Brighton remembered her husband singing romantic ballads, rivaling howling dogs, as they danced around their miniscule New York apartment. He would call her his Judy Garland. Her dark hair and brown eyes might have looked something like the movie star’s, but Joe exaggerated the resemblance.

The song ended, and Frank Sinatra’s crooning of “Full Moon, Empty Arms” blared from her new Crosley radio. A gun clicked, fired. She trembled. Joe was gone. Her arms were empty. After a long swipe with a tissue, she tied a blue chiffon scarf around her hair. Enough daydreaming about the life the Germans stole from her. She needed to get to work.

In three days, she’d have the grand opening for her fabric shop, Alice’s Notions. Dozens of boxes waited to be unpacked, threads and fabric had to be sorted, and she still needed to set up the quilting frame near the front.

Alice had designated a corner of the store for quilting and set up shelves with lap hoops, materials, fat big-eyed needles, and threads. From the time she’d been a little girl playing underneath the tent-like quilting frame until she could help tie or stitch, she had quilt block patterns swirling at the edge of her consciousness. 

One thing she loved about the big city was the fabric and quilting shops in every neighborhood. She’d helped many women in New York City learn to piece together victory quilts for the war effort. Opening a fabric store here would help her contribute to the economy of Burning Bush.

She let out a sigh. This wasn’t the life she had wanted, but she would make the best of it. She perused the room determining what still needed to be done. Shelving would go against the back wall, where she could lay out the new rose-patterned cotton and the everyday linens. 

The needles and scissors though could be a problem. How to display them without resorting to an expensive glass case, yet keep them away from curious children? Perhaps someone in town could help her build one. Mr. Toliver was a good carpenter. At church last Sunday, Mrs. Toliver said to call on them if she needed assistance. So many old friends offered help. Alice even arranged a sewing circle at the shop next Friday.

Blinking back a tear, she remembered her Mamie’s quilting bees where women would gather for companionship. Mamie helped her put together patches for a log cabin quilt for her marriage bed, but when Joe got the job in New York City as an interpreter, they’d rushed to get married so she could go with him. A few months later, the war started, and Joe enlisted and shipped out. The quilt remained in Alice’s hope chest, unfinished like their lives together.

"Well Joe, do you think I can make the place ready in time for opening day?" Alice sniffed. He wouldn’t answer. He was buried in Belgium with so many other brave men who died during the Battle of the Bulge. Somehow that didn’t matter. She’d talked to him about everything since they were children, and it didn’t stop after the telegram from the U.S. War Department.

Talking out her problems with her dead husband helped her decide to leave the city where they started their lives together. She had thrived on big city life, every day being an adventure, every city block a new area to explore, and with her job at the Brooklyn Navy Yard, she did her part contributing to the home front.

After Joe died, it wasn’t the same. She wasn’t the same. The final stitch in the quilt came when soldiers were shipped home and they laid her off to provide jobs for the men. The money she’d saved went to open a fabric shop where she could pursue her love of quilting. She ached to come home to Burning Bush, a place where life was predictable and safe.

Grabbing a soft cloth, she hummed along with Perry Como as she dusted the shelves where the material would set. "If only the immigrant girl from Europe would get here. She could help me finish."

After reading an article in The New York Times, Alice had decided to sponsor a displaced refugee from war-torn Europe. As a sponsor, she was only required to provide room and board and a small salary. It was a perfect arrangement since the upstairs apartment had two bedrooms, and she needed the help. The woman was due to arrive any day now.

The song ended, and the radio broadcaster announced Bing Crosby crooning one of his classics. When he started singing “I’ll Be Seeing You,” a lump formed in her throat. She dropped the rag and ran toward the radio determined to turn it off before Bing got through the first line.

Visions of the last night before Joe shipped out.

She tripped over the box of threads and landed on the floor as pain shot through her foot.

They'd danced to that same song as he hummed it in her ear.

A howl erupted from her lips.

She remembered the scent of his Colgate shave as he’d promised he'd see her again. Told her not to worry.

She scooted across the floor toward the counter.

He'd promised.

The cord dangled over the edge. Alice grabbed it, ripped it from the socket, and grasped her ankle. Tears rolled down her face. An unfortunate wooden spool of cotton thread was close at hand, and she threw it, letting frustration get the better of her. It banged against the wall and unraveled as her life had. "I could use some help here, Joe."

Her husband must have heard her request. The bell over the door tinkled and a tall girl walked in. She was a little younger than Alice, maybe early twenties, with long curly blond hair, round blue eyes, and a square chin.

The girl’s cotton dress and wool jacket had the look of being retrieved from a church clothing drive, and her simple wool hat, frayed around the edges, had a bent feather leaning precariously over the brim. She carried an old carpetbag.

"Help, I’m over here," Alice called from where she sprawled on the floor.

The girl ran over to her. "What happened?" Her accent was thick with guttural vowels and swallowed w’s.

"I tripped over a box. Could you help me up?"

The girl helped her to a chair and removed her shoe to inspect the damage. Her whole foot and ankle had already started to swell. "So, are you the refugee who’s come to help at the shop?"

The girl nodded. "My name is Greta Engel. Thank you for your kindness."

"I’m Alice Brighton." She winced as pain shot through her foot. "You speak English very well."

"Ja, I learned in school. Do you have icebox? I could get ice for your foot?"

"Upstairs in the apartment. It’s a Frigidaire. The stairs are in the back."

Greta bounded down the steps a few minutes later with a towel filled with ice. She helped Alice into a chair, propped her foot on the box of thread she had tripped over, then placed the towel on her ankle.

"Thank you," Alice said.

"You are welcome."

"Greta Engel sounds like a German name. Where are you from?"

Greta twisted her mouth. "My family and I lived in a small village eighty-five kilometers outside of Berlin."

Heat rose to the back of Alice’s neck. "Then you're German?"

"Ja, when we escaped Soviet occupation, only I could get a visa to the United States of America."

"A mistake was made." Alice clenched her jaw. "I don’t need your help after all."

"I don’t understand. I brung mein—ach—scissors. It say ‘Singer.’ Aunt Winifred, she was a seamstress." Greta knelt and emptied the pockets of her dress. "Und the tape measure. It’s small, merely three zentimeters, inches. I can carry it in my pockets. Winifred, she taught me mending, hemming, buttonhole making. I will help you. I am ready."

"I’m sorry you’ve come all this way for nothing, but I won’t have a German working in this shop."

"Without work, my visa will be revoked." Greta's voice cracked. "They will send me back. The man at the immigration office, he say it all worked out."

Alice stood, placed weight on her foot, and collapsed to the floor.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three



[image: ]


The cold tile floor matched the clamminess of the sweat on Alice's forehead. She struggled not to clutch her throbbing ankle and moan, vowing not to show this German weakness.

Greta pressed her lips together, then let out a noisy sigh. "I will get you help. Where should I go?"

"Next door," Alice said. "There’s a brick office building. Ask for Rick Morrison."

Greta ran to the door. "I will be back. Do not move." The door slammed behind her.

Don’t move—like she had a choice. "I’m really in a fix now, Joe. How can I open the store in time if my ankle’s broken?"

She removed the ice to look at her foot, now the size of a cantaloupe. Closing her eyes, she took some deep breaths. Maybe it wasn’t broken. Probably just twisted. She’d be fine. She had to be.

Rick Morrison, Alice’s landlord, followed Greta into the store. "What happened?" 

Alice lifted onto her elbows. "I’m all right. I tripped over a box and hurt my ankle. It’ll be fine in a couple of hours."

Rick knelt near her and raised an eyebrow. His wavy brown hair and permanent smirk reminded her of Cary Grant. "Greta, help me get her to my car."

"No!" Alice narrowed her eyes at his usual uniform—single-breasted, black, tailored suit with a white shirt and a narrow black tie. "You shouldn’t ruin your only suit by kneeling on the floor. I’ll be fine." She clenched her jaw as shocking pains thrummed along her whole leg. "I just need to lay here for a couple of minutes."

He swept her up into his arms. "Greta, the door."

"You have no right." Alice pushed against his chest. "Put me down."

Taut lips were the only sign he gave of her pitiful assault. 

Greta grabbed Alice’s purse, stuffed it into her lap, and opened the door. "Would you like me to go to hospital?"

"I can’t leave now!" Alice drew in another breath, glad to lose some of her shock and frustration in a shout. "I have deliveries coming. I’m expecting patterns from Advance and Simplicity, and the Happy Home Company is sending a representative from Beckley with a selection of sewing needles. The store’s nowhere near ready for opening day." She tried to wriggle out of Rick’s firm grasp. "I don’t have time for this."

"I will stay," Greta said as Rick carried Alice through the door. "I will do what I can to help."

Alice let out a sigh and submitted to being stuffed into the front seat of Rick’s light blue Fleetmaster. Despite her woe, she breathed in the scent of new leather. One whiff was all she’d allow herself. She folded her arms and turned her cheek away from the soft, luxurious padding. With the rent she paid, how could he afford a Town Sedan?

Rick headed toward the river. "Who’s the girl? You didn’t tell me about Greta when you rented the building." 

Apparently he expected her to unclench her jaw as they jostled between ruts. "I signed up to give a displaced European immigrant a job and a place to live. They sent her."

He turned left onto Mockingbird Road toward Montgomery and the only hospital for miles. "She sounds German."

"She is, but she’s not staying. I didn’t expect..." She rubbed the palm of her hand on her leg. "It won’t work out."

"Because she’s a Kraut?"

"You got it." She clutched her purse tighter as the automobile started around the curves between the railroad tracks at the base of the mountain and the river.

He checked his rearview mirror. "How are you going to run your little fabric shop without help if your foot’s broken?"

Alice stared out the window and counted to twenty. A deer darted out of the woods onto the road.

Rick swerved and barely missed it. "This is why dames shouldn’t have businesses."

The surge of fury masked her immediate pain of almost being tossed to the floor of the sedan. "It was an accident." Her stomach roiled. She bit back a groan and chewed on the inside of her cheek, trying not to draw blood. "Even men have accidents."

"If you hadn’t set a box in the middle of the floor, you wouldn’t have taken a tumble over it." He swerved around the bend following along the Kanawha River. "I’m just saying you should watch it."

The brakes squealed as Rick drove around a sharp curve. The unsafe speed made her hold her breath. Since her parents’ old Model T had barreled down the side of the mountain only one month after she’d received word about Joe, she’d been leery enough to give up driving, though she’d kept his car. At least Montgomery Hospital was in the opposite direction from the mountain where it happened.

"You don’t have to work like some war widows do." He increased his speed. "Your brother would take you in. From what I understand, his city wife could use your help."

She grasped the handle on her door. "Why would you think that?"

"Folks around town are saying she can’t even plant a garden, and Pete had to show her how to feed the chickens and milk a cow. The typical Burning Bush housewife, she ain’t."

"You're not being fair. Lois grew up in the city. She's never done farm work before. She’ll catch on. Besides, since she lost the baby, she has to take it easy. Doc Brenner said so."

"Maybe, but it would help if you’d live with them, and it would free up my building for a man to start a business and support his family. There are a lot of vets who need jobs right now."

"I’ve already been freed of my job at the navy yard for a returning vet. You can’t tell me a big strong marine wants to run a fabric shop?"

"No, but Burning Bush needs practical businesses and factories. Housewives have been buying their fabric and threads and whatnot from the department store in Montgomery for years. They don’t need a special shop for it. Now, some GI wanting to open a department store would be a boon for the town."

"I’m not changing my mind," she said through gritted teeth.

"All right, but if you do, I’ll let you out of your lease. You’ve taken on more than you can chew. I’m okay with gals working when they have to, like spinsters and war widows who don’t have families to support them, but like I said, your brother needs you."

"You don’t understand. I used my savings for this business." Alice grimaced at how pathetic she sounded.

Rick’s forehead wrinkled.

She decided to try another tactic. "It will help the housewives in Burning Bush. They won’t have to drive clear to Montgomery every time they need a spool of thread or a skein of yarn.” 

"Yarn doesn’t put food on the table."

"You’re wrong!" Alice sat up and accidentally jostled her leg. Beads of sweat rose in her hairline. "Stop!" Her stomach churned. "Stop the car." She put her hand over her mouth.

"I’m not going to stop just because you don’t like hearing the truth."

She threw up all over his new interior.

Rick stopped the car.

*****
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RICK DIDN’T SAY ANYTHING as he drove home. 

"I’m sorry about the upholstery," Alice said.

"You’ve already apologized five times." The muscle in his jaw throbbed. "It wasn’t your fault."

"You’re right," she muttered. "It was yours."

He took his eyes off the road to direct a hazel glower toward her. "My fault? You threw up all over my new upholstery. How’s that my fault?"

"I told you to stop."

He focused on the road and clutched the steering wheel. "Why did you come back to Burning Bush? If you wanted to be a career girl, I would think there would be plenty of chances in New York."

"This is where I grew up and where I married my husband. I have family here. Why wouldn’t I come back?"

"That’s not a reason."

"It’s the only one I have." No way was she going to admit the truth to him. Without Joe, New York had gotten scary. The crowds walking down the avenue and pushing into the subways startled her. Danger lurked in every corner. She needed to get away. "Besides, the store will do a lot for the economy."

Rick chuckled. "How?"

"The department store in Montgomery doesn’t have a large selection of sewing notions. This store will bring customers in from surrounding towns and villages."

"Give up this malarkey, and go live with your brother. You can’t get the store ready to open with a badly sprained ankle."

Alice twirled her hair around her finger. "At least it’s not broken." Like her heart. The doctor’s diagnosis might force her to stay on crutches for a couple of weeks, maybe more, but not having to wear a heavy cast almost made her want to dance the East Coast Swing. He’d bandaged her ankle and told her to stay off of it as much as she could, but she had too much work to do to follow those instructions.

Rick was right about one thing. She only had three days until the store opened, and there was nobody to help, except Greta. How could she let the enemy work in her store?

Without a job, Greta might be carted back to Germany on the next ship, but she deserved it. They all did. If the Germans hadn’t placed Hitler in power, none of this would have happened. Joe would still be alive.

Alice wiped a tear from her face.

"Don’t snap your cap," Rick said. "I’ll get the upholstery cleaned. The car will be as good as new."

"I wasn’t crying about that."

He handed her a handkerchief. "Then what’s wrong?"

She wiped her eyes and blew her nose. "Nothing."

"Women," he mumbled under his breath.

Deciding to ignore the comment, she leaned her head back to watch the scenery. Purple flowers blossomed from redbud trees, and the white ash started to display their buds. The train tracks curved around the Kanawha River between the mountains where purple and white wildflowers dotted the mountainside. How could anyone not be entranced by this beauty where life was peaceful. Here, she was safe from the turmoil going on in the world.

The automobile raced around a curve.

Alice only had two choices, and she didn’t like either one.

One bend twisted after another as they made their way around the river.

After Joe and her parents died, she wanted to run home to Burning Bush and stay in the house where she’d grown up, never poking her head out or letting herself be wounded again, but she couldn’t do it.

It wasn’t only because the idea of Pete taking care of his widowed sister for the rest of her life made her feel like some kind of pathetic charity case. She needed to take charge so she could start living again.

The vacant rental property in the center of town was the answer to her prayers. She’d make a living for herself doing the things she loved. Being an independent business owner was nerve-wracking, sure, but like the man said, she had options. She owed it to herself and Joe to at least give the store a chance. If it didn’t work out—well, she’d cross that bridge later.

The road turned into one lane as Rick slowed.

She wasn’t crazy about keeping a German girl on until her ankle healed though. Allowing Greta to stay in her apartment made Alice’s head throb as much as her ankle.

Those people killed Joe. Greta may not have fired the gun, but she was a part of it. They all were. Before Alice would welcome a Nazi into her home, she would give up her plan to become a self-sufficient business woman. She’d never admit it to the know-it-all sitting next to her, but it would be better to play it safe, surrender to her fears quietly, and move in with Pete.

*****
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ALICE HOBBLED TO THE door on crutches with the handle of her black clutch purse hanging around her neck. Her landlord tried to help her, but she shooed him away. She’d had enough of Rick Morrison and his sarcasm for one day.

She cautiously placed the crutches on the doorstep, hopped up with one foot, and reached for the handle. It was locked.

"You sure you don’t need some help?"

She glared back at him leaning against his car with his arms crossed and blew a stray hair out of her face. "No thanks. I’ll manage." Reaching for the clasp on her handbag with one hand while balancing on a crutch with the other, she fumbled for her keys.

"What made you think I only have one suit?" Rick asked.

"Suit? What?" She slid the key in the hole. "Oh. It’s just every time I see you, you’re wearing the same thing."

Before she could turn the key, Greta opened the door and wrapped her arm around Alice’s waist. Alice hopped through the doorway.

"Tch," Greta said. "You have much pain. Was it broken?"

Alice glanced back at Rick who waved a sardonic salute and sauntered away. "No." She slid into the chair and gave Greta the crutches. "Only badly sprained, but it looks like I’ll be on crutches for a couple of weeks. I’m going to have to—”

"Tis bad. It is good you have me here to help you. Ja?"

Alice wiped a hand across her forehead. "About that..." She scanned the store.

The boxes stacked against the wall were gone. All the wooden spools of cotton and silk marched on stepped rows near the fabric. Magic Match instant winders made a kaleidoscope of jewels in a basket. Another basket by the checkout contained those little mending kits, Dritz’s.

Shelves of blue and brown gingham bolts stood in side-by-side regiments while the silk, peacock, and rose cloths were posed with the black crepe. They looked like they belonged together. Black meant mourning, and Alice had determined never wear it again, but the display almost changed her mind. 

The floral voile, daisy cotton, and striped linen created a bouquet. Netting and brocade hung provocatively close by, begging to be sewn onto a matching hat or collar.

She grinned. "Did you do all this?"

"Ja." Greta shrugged. "We had deliveries while you were at hospital. I want to help so I started putting things in their place. If you do not like where I put them, I can move. Is all right?"

"Is very all right." Maybe had Alice been too hasty. Since everything was coming together, it would be a shame to give up and send the girl away. "You can stay."

"Thank you. I am so happy."

"Only until I get on my feet again."

Greta nodded. "I will help you get upstairs. I have bratwurst cooking, and I made some knodels. You must be hungry."

"Knodels?"

"Potato dumplings."

"I am hungry and tired. I don’t know how I’m going to get up the stairs. I’m still trying to figure out these crutches."

"My mutter once broke her foot. She scooted up and down the stairs on her... how do you say it? Her bottom."

Alice took the crutches from Greta. "Then let’s go eat." She would let Greta help her for now.

But she hadn’t forgotten Greta was German.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four
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Alice spent the next morning sitting in a chair with her leg propped up on a stool. She felt like she was directing a movie set instead of setting up her own store. "Over there," she pointed. "One in the window."

She had splurged on two Singer Featherweight model 221 sewing machines. One she’d keep and use in the shop. The other... well, maybe someone would buy it. Most folks around here probably wouldn’t bother with the newer model portable electric sewing machines.

Greta handled the precious machines with ease. Despite their name, they weren't at all light. The girl must be stronger than she looked. She held up a handful of candy bars.

"They go in front of the counter," Alice said. "We have Baby Ruth, Hershey’s, Paydays, and Whiz bars, everything the children like."

"Why do you sell to children?" Greta placed boxes of candy behind the sales counter. "I would think the store would be for their mutters."

"Yes, but they come into the store with their mothers. Any child will behave if he or she is promised a candy bar on the way out."

"Ah, I understand." Greta picked up a yardstick from the counter. "Where do you want this?"

"It will go on the table by the fabric bolts. We can cut lengths of fabric there."

"Ja, is good idea."

Someone pounded on the door, and Greta answered.

Pete charged in, still in his overalls and plaid shirt, and dashed to Alice’s side. "Are you all right? Rick Morrison said you were hurt." The fragrance of her brother’s morning chores settled around them.

Greta’s wrinkled her nose.

"Smells like you got the hogs fed early."  Alice didn’t know how Rick had time to run his business, whatever it was, when he was so busy butting into everyone else’s. "It’s just a sprain."

"Oh, Sis, with the grand opening in two days?" Pete rubbed his chin the way Pappy used to. Joe used to call it a sort of Farmer Pete meets John Garfield look. "This is a bad time of year, getting ready for planting season you know, but Lois could maybe come by for a couple of days to help out." He shrugged. "She’s better, after the—” His face took on a bewildered expression. "She’s not much good planting crops anyway."

"I’ll be fine." Alice grabbed the crutches and pulled herself upright to show her brother she could get along without him. "Greta’s helping me."

"Greta?" Pete tilted his head toward the refugee. "Is she the immigrant you sent for?"

"Yes," Alice said.

"I’m surprised you took her in."

Heat bloomed on the back of Alice's neck. With all the excitement and preparation of getting ready for the opening, her accident, and the delicious dinner last night, she’d almost forgotten Greta was a German.

"I’m glad you’re finally put aside your anger,” Pete said. “The war is over."

"She was supposed to be a displaced European. How did I know they’d send me a Nazi?"

Greta’s eyes watered. "I will go so you can talk to your brother." She ran upstairs.

Alice’s face grew warm. "Now see what you made me do."

Pete brushed his hand across her cheek. "Are you sure you know what you’re doing? You’re welcome to come live with Lois and me."

"Did Rick put you up to this?"

"Ah, honey. He’s concerned about you. We all are, but it’s a good idea. Lois would love the help. Especially now."

"I’m doing all right."

"At least let me ask the Tolivers to lend a hand," Pete said. "They seem to always show up when somebody has a need. Mr. Toliver helped me repair the floor on my pig pen, and Mrs. Toliver stops by at least once a week to try to teach Lois how to cook. Besides, Mrs. Toliver quilts. She must know something about what quilters need."

"It might work." Alice bit the inside of her cheek. Her foot throbbed, but she didn't want her brother to know how much. "If you figure they have time."

"Sure they do. Mr. Toliver gets bored since he sold his farm so they could travel together, but they hardly go anywhere except on Sunday drives to Charleston."

"Would you mind asking them to stop by?" A pain shot through her leg, and she winced. Giving up on proving her foot didn’t hurt, she slid into her chair.

He kissed her on the forehead, "I’ll do it right now," and started to the door.

"Pete..."

He paused with his hand on the doorknob.

"If you could spare Lois for a few hours, I would enjoy a visit."

"Will do," Pete said and walked out.

Now she had to figure out a way to smooth things over with Greta. She still didn’t want the girl around, but she needed her, at least for a week or two. Hobbling to the bottom of the steps to the apartment, she shouted. "Greta!"

The girl appeared at the top of the stairs. "Ja."

"Could you come down here?"

"Not yet," Greta said before disappearing back into the apartment.

Alice’s stomach knotted as she hobbled back to the chair. If Greta took a powder, there was no way she could manage even if the Tolivers did agree to lend a hand.

Greta’s footsteps pounded on the stairway. She bounded down like a herd of elephants.

"She’s going to break her neck." Alice let out a sigh. "Or maybe she’ll just sprain her ankle like her sponsor."

If Greta did decide to leave, maybe she could ask the immigration board to send someone else, but this time she’d make sure she knew what country the refugee was from. How did Greta get on the sponsorship list anyway? Germans weren’t supposed to be included.

Greta carried a tray with two plates of sandwiches and two bottles of Coca-Cola. "I made lunch. Are you hungry?"

"I could eat a horse."

A puzzled look crossed Greta’s features. "Why would you want to eat a horse? They are very tough."

Alice placed a hand over her mouth so Greta wouldn’t see her grin. "It’s an expression. It means I’m very hungry."

"Ah." Greta set the tray on a nearby table and handed her a plate. "While we are eating, we can talk, ja?"

"We do need to come to an understanding."

"I am not a Nazi." Greta pressed her lips together. "Not every German supported Herr Hitler. I assure you, I and my family did not."

"I’m sorry for what I called you." Alice took a sip of pop. "You have to understand where I’m coming from. Hitler started this war trying to take over the world, and when the Nazis saw they were going to lose, instead of surrendering, they had to launch one last battle, the Battle of the Bulge, the battle that killed my husband." She took a bite of her sandwich to stuff down her emotions.

"I am so sorry for your husband, but things like this happen in wartime. No?"

"If your countrymen would have laid down their weapons and refused to fight, it wouldn’t have."

"I did not fight in the war. I am not to blame." Greta bit into her sandwich.

"Do you have brothers?"

"Ja," Greta wiped her mouth with a napkin. "Four brothers. They are all dead along with my fadder."

If Alice’s ankle wasn’t sprained, she would have kicked herself.

*****
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THE TOLIVERS ARRIVED later in the afternoon. Mrs. Toliver, a thin elegant lady, always reminded Alice of Joan Crawford.

She and Joe used to make a game of comparing their friends and neighbors to their movie star look-a-likes, and she never broke the habit after he went to war.

Mrs. Toliver bustled to Alice’s side. "You poor dear. Tsk, tsk. I broke my leg once. I was on crutches for months."

Alice tucked her hair behind her ear. "It’s not broken, just sprained. Besides, Greta’s helping."

Mrs. Toliver glared at the girl. "Yes, I heard about your servant."

Greta’s jaw jutted as she darted toward the staircase. "I will make coffee." She tromped up the stairs.

Mr. Toliver moved to his wife’s side and took Alice’s hand. "Do you think it wise allowing a German to stay here?"

Alice bit her lip. "I have no choice at the moment."

"We’ll see," Mrs. Toliver said. "Now, what can we do for you?"

"I hate to bother you, but I need help, and most of the folks around here are getting ready for planting season."

"Nonsense." Mr. Toliver said. "Just tell us what you need, and we’re at your service."

"Oh, thank you." Alice pulled herself up on her crutches and hobbled to the counter where the threads were displayed. "I need a case to hold about ten pairs of scissors and various needles. I want to keep sharp objects out of little hands."

"I’ll get right on it," Mr. Toliver said. "It’ll be ready by opening day."

"You’re a life saver," Alice said. "I really didn’t know what I was going to do, and you swoop in and save the day like... like Spencer Tracy in Northwest Passage."

Mr. Toliver blushed. "I don’t know about that, but I’m happy to help. Your folks were our closest friends. It’s a tragedy what happened to them. They ought to close that road before somebody else gets hurt."

Mrs. Toliver looped her arm around her husband’s. "Your quilting corner is charming, absolutely charming. What can I do?"

"You could help Greta set up the quilting rack. I’ve already got two rows of Goose Tracks started—"

"Greta?" Mrs. Toliver glanced at Mr. Toliver. "I still don’t think it’s a good idea for you to allow her to stay, dear. She might even be one of those war criminals they’re looking for. You never know."

A muscle in Mr. Toliver’s cheek twitched.

Alice slumped her shoulders. "I’m not happy about having a German in the shop either, but what can I do now. She says she didn’t support the Nazis."

"Haven’t you been watching the Nuremberg trials on the news reels?" Mr. Toliver glanced toward the stairs. "That's what they all say."

"Well, we’ll do everything we can to make sure this shop succeeds." Mrs. Toliver’s brow furrowed. "If only there was a way to bring more money into town. With returning vets moving to Powellton to work in the mines or Akron, Ohio to work at the rubber factories, this village is dying. We need something to revitalize Burning Bush or it will end up a ghost town."

Alice leaned against the counter. Propping herself up on her crutches was wearing her out. "I have an idea. If it works, it might get our town back on its feet. Have you ever thought of a barn quilt tour?"

"A barn quilt tour?" Mrs. Toliver nodded. "Hmm."

"What’s that?" Mr. Toliver asked.

"We had one once when I was a little girl in Pennsylvania," Mrs. Toliver said. "Thirty years ago..."

Mr. Toliver rolled his eyes, and Alice stifled a giggle.

"It brought in folks from all over. We painted different quilt block patterns on the barns, and had a festival where tourists could see the pleasures of country life."

Alice picked up the thread of the idea. "The New York lifestyle made me think of tourism. People come from all over just to see the Big Apple. Of course, once they’ve come for the shows and the sights, they stay, they eat, they spend money."

"We don’t have any shows in Burning Bush," Mr. Toliver said. "Unless you count the town meetings."

"The barn quilt tour is like a show."

"I love the idea, dear," Mrs. Toliver said. "Henry, what about the Fourth of July as the opening? Women could sell their quilts and crafts in Alice’s little shop for a fee, and the bakery could display homemade baked goods. The diner could show city slickers what good home cooking really is. Later in the summer, farmers could set up stands to sell their vegetables. It would be a great excuse for outsiders to come here. I mean... it would give them a reason to come to a small village like Burning Bush."

Alice’s mind raced through ideas. "It would sure boost the town's economy." She shook her head just thinking about the amount of work. "It’s only a little over two months away. I could never get it ready in time."

"You don’t have to do it alone, my dear." Mr. Toliver said. "If Gwynnie thinks it’s a good thing then we’ll do our part to convince the right people to join in."

Mrs. Toliver rubbed her hands together. "The whole town will help. It’s our patriotic duty to get the economy moving again, just like back when... uh, after the first..."

Mr. Toliver laughed. "We know what you mean. This is just what we need to save the town. Say, why don’t you put one of your famous committees together and meet here so you could coordinate?”

"Sure!" Mrs. Toliver rubbed her hands together. "We can plan it during the sewing circle next Friday. I know we could make it happen."

"I can be in charge of arranging which pattern is painted on which barn," Alice said as anticipation stirred her stomach. "We can put a map together." She twirled a loose thread from a spool around her finger. "Do you really think people would come from all over to see it?"

"Yes, I do," Mrs. Toliver said.

Alice had hoped her business would boost the economy, but she never dreamed opening a fabric shop in Burning Bush would generate an idea to save the town. "Let’s do it."

"I’ll take care of the advertising." Mr. Toliver raised an eyebrow as a satisfying grin crossed his face. "By the time I spread the word, you’ll be amazed at the people who will come to Burning Bush to see your barn quilts. This will work out perfectly."
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