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By Maya O’Neill

“Every quilt tells a story. The trick is knowing how to read it.”

- Dolores Fitch, Millhaven Quilt Circle
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The Wedding and the Gift

The reception was exactly the kind of warm, cheerful chaos that Nora Blaine had been warned about when she agreed to marry a man from a small Vermont town.

“Small towns love a wedding,” Marcus had told her, back when they were still technically dating, sitting across from each other at a Burlington café with mud-season slush piling up against the windows. “They really commit to it. It's like a sport.”

He had not been exaggerating.

The Hollow Pine Inn's main hall held, at last count, one hundred and twelve guests, approximately sixty of whom Nora had never met. The remaining fifty-two she had met once, at most twice, under controlled conditions. All one hundred and twelve of them had opinions about the centrepieces, the temperature of the cider, and whether Nora's dress was “that ivory or more of an ecru,” a distinction that apparently carried great social weight in Millhaven, Vermont.

Nora was thirty-four years old. She had a master's degree in archival science, four years of experience cataloguing evidence for the Portland, Oregon district attorney's office, and a personal filing system that her former colleagues described as “genuinely frightening in its precision.” She had survived two blizzards, one flood, and a three-year relationship with a man who alphabetized his spice rack by country of origin. She was, by any reasonable measure, a competent adult.

She was hiding in the coat room.

“Nora.” Marcus's voice came through the door, low and amused. “The coat room doesn't lock. I checked when I was twelve.”

“I'm not hiding. I'm taking inventory.”

“Of the coats.”

“Someone has three coats in here. I'm concerned about them.”

A pause. Then the door opened and Marcus Webb ducked inside, because the doorframe was built for a shorter era and Marcus stood six foot one on a flat surface. He was still in his suit-charcoal grey, because she'd gently redirected him from the forest green he'd initially proposed-and his dark hair was doing the thing it did at the end of long days, which was giving up on being combed and going its own direction. He looked at her with the expression she'd learned meant he was trying not to smile.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

“I'm wonderful. I just got married.”

“You did. I was there. It was excellent.” He leaned against the coat rack, which shifted slightly under his weight. “Helen Bauer has been asking where you went. She wants to tell you about her hip replacement.”

“I know about the hip replacement. She told me at the rehearsal dinner.”

“She has new details.”

Nora looked at him. He was thirty-eight years old and had the kind of face that made you trust him immediately, which was either a wonderful quality or a deeply inconvenient one, depending on what you were trying to resist. She had been in love with him for fourteen months, which was approximately ten months more than she'd intended when they met at a library conference in Burlington. She'd been there for a panel on digital preservation. He'd been there by accident, looking for a parking garage, and had wandered into the conference hall out of curiosity and ended up staying for her talk. Afterward he'd introduced himself by saying, “I restore antique furniture. We might have compatible interests.” It had taken her three weeks to decide he wasn't insufferable.

“Okay,” she said. “Let's go back out.”

“That's the spirit.”

“If Helen Bauer mentions the hip replacement a third time, I'm coming back here and I'm bringing a coat.”

The reception was, despite Nora's mild terror, genuinely lovely. The inn had been decorated in the colours of a Vermont October-deep golds and burnt oranges and that particular shade of red that maple leaves hit right before they let go-and the cider was excellent, and the band played the kind of folk music that made people sway without meaning to. Marcus danced with her twice and stepped on her foot once and apologized so sincerely that she nearly told him about the coat room preemptively, which she had promised herself she wouldn't.

It was during the cake cutting that Dolores Fitch appeared.

Nora had met Dolores three times before tonight. Once at Marcus's for Sunday dinner, when Dolores had arrived uninvited with a casserole and stayed for four hours. Once at the Millhaven Community Center, when Nora had wandered in to look at the space and found seven women arranged around a long table covered in fabric, all of whom turned to look at her simultaneously in a way that had genuinely startled her. And once at the Hollow Pine Inn's planning meeting, when Dolores had suggested the cake flavour without being asked and turned out to be completely right, which Nora found both impressive and mildly threatening.

Dolores Fitch was sixty-eight years old, broadly built, silver-haired, and moved through social spaces like a ship that had decided the other ships should get out of its way. She had been the principal of Millhaven Elementary for twenty-two years. She had five cats. She baked things constantly, and those things were always exceptional, and she deployed them strategically, like a general who had discovered that the best weapon was a snickerdoodle.

She was carrying a large, flat package wrapped in brown paper.

“Nora, dear,” she said, materializing at Nora's elbow with the smooth efficiency of a woman who had been waiting for exactly this moment. “The Quilt Circle has a gift for you.”

Behind her, six women arranged themselves into a loose semicircle. Nora recognized a few of them from the community centre: there was Betty Novak, small and birdlike at seventy-one, who'd nodded hello; Sandra Chu, maybe fifty, who ran the post office; young Petra Walsh, twenty-nine, who worked at the library and had helped Nora find the county records room; and three others whose names Nora hadn't yet committed to memory. They were all watching her with expressions that were warm and pleased and, underneath both of those things, something harder to name.

Attentive. That was the word. They were paying a very specific quality of attention.

“You didn't have to,” Nora said.

“Oh, we know,” said Dolores.

That was not the expected response. Nora waited for more, but Dolores simply smiled and held out the package.

The wrapping came off to reveal a quilt.

It was extraordinary. That was the first and most honest reaction-pure aesthetic appreciation, the kind that bypasses the thinking part of the brain entirely. The quilt was roughly queen-sized, made in a pattern Nora didn't recognize, a complex arrangement of squares and triangles that somehow resolved into a kind of garden when you looked at it from a distance. The colours were autumn colours: deep burgundy, warm gold, sage green, and a soft cream that kept the whole thing from becoming too heavy. Each square was different-different fabrics, different patterns within the pattern-but they fit together as if they'd always meant to.

“It's beautiful,” Nora said, and she meant it.

“It took us a while,” said Betty Novak, and then pressed her lips together as if she'd said more than intended.

“Every bride in Millhaven gets one,” Dolores said, smoothly. “It's a tradition. The Circle has been making bridal quilts for forty-two years.”

“That's a long tradition.”

“We commit to things here.” Dolores smiled. “Sleep under it tonight. The first night under a new quilt always brings good dreams.”

Nora looked at her. Something in how Dolores said it-not quite casual enough-that put a small, precise notch in the back of Nora's mind. The kind of notch that her archival instincts filed away under note for later without bothering to explain why.

“Thank you,” she said. “Really. It's the most beautiful thing anyone has ever given me.”

The women beamed. Betty Novak looked slightly teary. Sandra Chu patted her own hands together once, as if confirming a decision. Young Petra Walsh smiled at Nora with an expression that looked, for just a moment, like relief.

Marcus appeared at Nora's shoulder. He looked at the quilt, and something passed over his face-quickly, there and gone-that Nora couldn't quite read. “The Circle made you a quilt,” he said.

“Every bride gets one,” Dolores told him. There was something in her tone that was not quite a statement and not quite a challenge.

“Right,” said Marcus. “Of course.”

He was smiling by the time he said it. The smile was fine. It was just-a beat late.

Nora filed that too.

Later, when the last guests had gone home full of cider and opinions, and the inn staff were quietly reclaiming their space, Nora and Marcus drove the seven minutes to the house on Birch Street that she had been slowly, carefully moving into over the past four months. The quilt rode in the back seat, still half-wrapped in brown paper, and the drive was quiet in the comfortable way that two people can be quiet when they're tired and happy and there's nothing urgent that needs saying.

She thought about unpacking it in the morning.

Then she thought: it would be cold tonight, first frost of the season, and the house took a while to heat properly, and it was an extraordinarily beautiful quilt.

She spread it on the bed herself, smoothing it down over the comforter already there. Marcus appeared in the doorway in his pyjamas-he wore flannel pyjama pants and old T-shirts to bed, because he was that kind of man-and watched her for a moment.

“Nice,” he said.

“The Circle does beautiful work.”

“They do.” He came and sat on his side of the bed, his back to her, and she heard him exhale-not a sigh, exactly, just a breath that had weight in it. “Good day, Nora.”

“Really good day,” she agreed.

She turned off her bedside lamp. The room went dark except for the thin line of moonlight under the curtains. The quilt was warm almost immediately, the kind of warmth that felt like it came from inside the thing rather than from your own body. She noticed that, dimly, as sleep moved toward her faster than usual.

Her last conscious thought was that the quilt smelled faintly of cedar, and something floral she couldn't identify, and underneath both of those things, something old-not unpleasant, just present, like a room that had held many years of living.

Then she was asleep.

And in the dream, a woman sat at a loom in a yellow-lit room, her red hair falling over one shoulder, her fingers moving through thread with the mechanical fluency of someone who had done this ten thousand times. She was humming. The tune was off-key and familiar in a way Nora couldn't place. The woman didn't look up.

The thread she was working with was burgundy.

Nora watched her for what felt like a long time.

Then she woke up, and it was 6:14 in the morning, and the quilt was warm, and she was a married woman, and outside the window a maple was shedding its leaves in the still October air, and everything was fine.

Everything was absolutely fine.
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