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Hailey Anderson closed her office door and collapsed into her cool leather desk chair. She would have savored a leisurely lunch hour instead of a frenzied rush of errands in the July heat of North Carolina. But lately, that was typical, amidst the pressures of her family’s textile mill. She sat motionless, allowing herself five minutes to close her eyes and relax her shoulders. Cool air poured with a rattle from a vent in the corner of her office and its icy flow chilled her neck, drying the beads of perspiration.

The phone jangled into the quiet. Her eyes flew open and she glanced at the phone. An inside line. “This is Hailey.” 

“Did you see the paper today?” The breathless whisper came from Lenore, her longtime secretary. 

Hailey leaned back in her chair and peered through the space between the vertical blinds to the area where mill administration was corralled. Her eyes met the worried gaze of Lenore, who clutched the phone to her ear.

“Not yet, Lenore. I haven’t had a chance. Bad news, I guess?”

“Another mill is closing. Pristine. It’s one of the oldest in North Carolina. They’re falling like dominos.”

“I knew they were struggling. That’s a shame.” Hailey swallowed and fingered the loose thread dangling from her skirt. Her hands were moist and tension needled her stomach. “But we’re not closing, Lenore. Don’t worry.” 

“Are you sure? Even Cannon, as big as they were. And other mills our size, one right after the other. Why would we be any different?” Panic laced each word.

Hailey bit her lip. How to comfort the woman while her own insides were in similar turmoil? She struggled to think of words that would be reassuring, convincing when, to even her ears, they sounded hollow.

“Just because another mill has closed doesn’t mean that we will. People still need fabrics and clothes, don’t they, now?”

A long pause hung on the line. “I guess so. Still, that doesn’t guarantee . . . I’m sorry, Hailey. I know you and your dad are doing the best you can. I—I just don’t know what I’d do if I lost this job. You know, with Jerry out of work and all . . .”

“I know, it’s hard. But we’re trying to be proactive and creative so we don’t join the statistics. Be assured of that.”

“Thanks.” Lenore’s voice lost its edge, but its usual cheerfulness was still missing. “Sorry to bother you.”

“No, you haven’t bothered me. I’ll take a look at that article. Maybe it’ll give me some ideas.” 

Hailey hung up the phone and stared at the newspaper, perched on the edge of her overfilled desk. It taunted her like a cobra about to strike. If only she could be proactive and creative. Paul Anderson, her father and owner of the mill, was anything but. He seemed to be hunkering down for the final and tragic defeat of Anderson Mill.

If Anderson closed its doors, she’d have to find a new job, like everyone else who worked here. Yet for her, it was more than a job. Even as a child, she’d wandered in and out of the various buildings—the carding department, where the raw wool was cleaned, the spinning room with hundreds of dancing vertical spools, the weaving area with rows of noisy looms—asking dozens of questions about what went on there. Everyone in town knew the Anderson family and their mill. They’d employed hundreds of the residents of Larkspur, North Carolina for four generations. For Hailey, many of those employees had names, faces, histories. And she was part of them, yet felt responsible for them at the same time. Like a good parent.

She pulled the newspaper closer to read the headline and the first few sentences, then shook her head. It had happened again, this time, to a neighboring mill whose owner she’d known for years. She leaned back in her chair and sighed. Her gaze panned the small office, a dingy square closed in by colorless walls. The drawing table, spread with designs and fabric samples, dominated the room. Against the wall her desk grimly shouldered her stacks of unfinished work and her computer, which broadcast bad news almost daily.  

A tall window behind her desk overlooked a swatch of land with tall grasses and a few dumpsters, a dreary scene that matched her current life, except for one detail. During most of the day she could hear the faint rumble of dozens of looms one floor below, churning an endless, comforting heartbeat into the quiet. 

Hailey glanced back at the newspaper, hesitant. Might be worth a try. She rose and took the paper in one hand. After launching a determined glance at Lenore’s frightened one, she strode down the hall toward the presidential office, her mind churning out words and phrases as she went. Maybe she’d luck out and Dad would be receptive.

“Hey, Dad,” she ventured as she crossed the threshold of his office. A pleasant smile might pave the way. 

Her father swung his chair around and motioned to her with one finger, pulling the phone closer to his ear. Fatigue painted his pale blue eyes, which were surrounded by creases she hadn’t noticed before. His gaunt face no longer resembled the ruddy Scotsman he was when she was a child. Every day bad news and criticism rained down on him, yet he only dug deeper into his favorite strategy of “wait and see”. Only she was pretty sure he’d wait until there was nothing left to see.

“Yes, Hailey.” He let out a gut-deep sigh as he set the telephone back on the cradle, his weary eyes on her. 

For a split-second Hailey was more worried about him than frustrated. His withered frame no longer filled the executive chair. She reminded herself why she was there and rallied her arguments. 

“Dad, did you hear about Pristine?” She placed the paper onto his desk, with a twinge of guilt for dumping more bad news on her beleaguered father. Yet, he had to see facts. The headline, an ugly black gash, read “Another Mill Falls in Forsythe County.” She watched his face as he glanced down at the paper. His frown deepened as bushy white eyebrows furrowed, but he didn’t speak. 

“It has me worried. We need to be more proactive.” Despite wanting to stay calm and professional, she added, “Please, let’s do something new before we have to lay people off. I know you don’t want to do that.”

Paul Anderson’s gaze hardened on his youngest daughter. That stare used to freeze her in her tracks when she was a child. She knew what he’d say next.

“Hailey, my drama queen, you always were emotional about the mill. We are taking action, and that’s all you need to know.”

She wouldn’t let him off that easily, patronizing her as if she were still eight years old. “We have to plan a strategy. I’m afraid we’ll shut down if we don’t do something different. We—we lost another order to Pakistan, just this morning. The Owens account.” 

A flash of alarm slid across his face, but he pulled on a mask of calm just as quickly. Hailey schooled her voice, knowing it could easily burst out in staccato notes of panic, just like Lenore’s had. Calm, Hailey. 

“I’m asking you again to leave this to me. You are a designer. That’s your role. It’s not your job to save the mill. That’s my job. I have lots of pressure on me. Now please, I have a meeting in ten minutes.” He turned his chair slightly away as if to dismiss her. She saw only the shiny bald spot amidst wiry red-gray hair as he bowed his head toward his papers. Deflated, Hailey could only leave the office, as her eyes burned. She’d said what she had to say. But as usual, it hadn’t made any impact on the elder Anderson. None.

She lowered her gaze, pretending to scan the newspaper she still clutched in her hands, as she passed Daniel Carlton, the assistant manager. The last thing she needed was for him to see tears in her eyes. He’d find some way to use it, sooner or later. Besides, she wasn’t in the mood for greetings, especially his. All she wanted to do was wail. As she passed Lenore’s desk she just shook her head then closed her office behind her. 

Six years. She’d tried to make a difference at Anderson Mill for the past six years, tried to reverse the fast leak, and had failed. Whatever she said to her father about any subject—especially the mill—was like talking to the wind. An indifferent, chilly wind. It had always been that way, and it had always stung. An acute and all-too-familiar pain, yet it paled against the threat nearly engulfing her family’s business. For some crazy reason she had deep roots in this factory, whose employees were closer to a surrogate family for her than her own family. It wasn’t merely a job. If only she could make a difference. If only she weren’t fated to watch it slowly grind down and go the way so many other mills had gone in the last decade.

Growing up in a textile town, Hailey had always taken for granted the fact that these factories would always be part of her landscape. Textiles had once been the largest industry in North Carolina, but during the eighties and nineties, they rapidly lost their place. Hundreds of jobs vanished and would never return, having been replaced by foreign contracts and automation. The new millennium had shown improvements, but the mills weren’t out of danger, even now in 2004. Hailey had watched the trend with interest, then mild panic, as she understood that it could happen to them, too. Especially with the current style of leadership. In response, she’d tried to court new clients on the side, bring suggestions to the presidential office. Nothing made a scratch.  

When the long work day ended, Hailey wearily drove toward her townhouse a few miles from the mill. Her languid gaze painted across the familiar buildings . . . the town hall, the park in front of it where the city held an art festival in summer and placed a tall evergreen at Christmas, colorfully lit, towering in the center, gathering townspeople for caroling or New Year’s Eve festivities.

On the diagonal corner sat The Scoop, a local ice cream parlor where she and her sister, Hope, went as children, escaping from their preoccupied parents on Saturday afternoons. They’d share secrets while enjoying one of twelve homemade flavors. 

How she’d love to be able to sit down with Hope right then, pouring out her fears and anguish, since Hope had always been the one she’d turned to for family warmth. But Hope had never shared Hailey’s attachment to Anderson Mill. She’d moved away to Colorado without a twinge for the family business, while Hailey was still anchored and rusting in place.

She could always talk to her best friend, Nina, whose calm manner usually put Hailey’s frustrations into perspective. But Nina had recently gotten engaged to Justin. Hailey wouldn’t dampen her friend’s joy with her own struggles.

Hailey passed the post office, Hank’s Auto Repair, the Ace Hardware store. So many memories from a lifetime in a small town that now hemmed her in, narrowing her possibilities, suffocating her.

Tears moistened her lashes and blurred her vision. It was bad enough that things didn’t look good for Anderson Mill, in danger of joining all the bleak statistics of textile manufacturing in the previous decade. So many of Anderson’s employees were like grandmothers and grandfathers to her. She’d known their children and their grandchildren, had watched them grow up. She saw the dread on their faces as they spoke to her of their fears. It squeezed her gut to see them tied in knots by day and likely losing sleep, as they wondered when they, too, would hear that their jobs were gone. For some, it was the only work they and their children had ever known.  She could only guess what they would do.  

Hailey pulled into the numbered space at her condominium complex and, with a deep sigh, left the air-conditioned sanctuary of her car. The sweet fragrance of fresh-cut grass wafted toward her. Up the street, her neighbor, Alex, was shoving something bulky into the dumpster. When the mass finally disappeared into the opening, he stepped back and turned in her direction. Seeing her, he lifted an arm in a static wave then sauntered away toward his condo. 

Her hand raised in a weak response as she watched him, for too long. She hadn’t seen Alex since the homeowners’ meeting a couple of months earlier. That evening they’d had a minor debate, as she objected to the landscaping fees. She’d probably come across as stubborn and hot-tempered. She’d considered dropping by his house to apologize, not for her opinion, but for her tone. That gesture might have smoothed things out instead of reminding him to avoid her. 

Hailey let out another long breath from a deep well inside as she locked the car. Friday afternoon. What would her weekend hold? Trying to stay cool and push away dark dread until Monday, when she’d have to face it all over again. She’d forgotten what it was like to feel any other way.  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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A glance at her watch told Hailey she was only barely on schedule. It wouldn’t do to set a bad example just because she was the boss’ daughter. However, as she approached the dumpster near her condo, she struggled to keep three plastic bags in her grasp, slowing her pace so she could arrive at the same time as Alex.

“Hey, neighbor,” she said with a friendly smile when he reached the dumpster. 

His dark eyes met hers and an electric current bolted through her. 

“Hi, Hailey.” His glance fell to her three plastic bags. A half-smile quirked his lips. “You’ve got quite a trash collection there. It’s not all that far to the dumpster, you know.”

Now would be a perfect time to say something clever, but with her mind completely scrubbed of wit and reason, that was unlikely. So, she smiled and shrugged, and smoothed an unruly bunch of auburn curls over one shoulder. Standing next to him, she guessed his height topped hers by six inches or so. His raven-black hair curled slightly under his ears and crept a couple of inches down his neck. She’d known him casually for two years, and his presence always made her slightly breathless. And occasionally speechless.

“Thought you’d like to know the association did hire a new landscape company this month,” he said without looking at her, while he pitched the bag overhead like a basketball into the yawning mouth of the dumpster.

“Oh, really? I didn’t know. I guess that’s good.” Hailey sighed. Too bad he brought up that subject.

“Looks like your heated protests paid off.” He smirked and looked down at her as he stepped back. She couldn’t interpret his expression, which seemed an odd blend of ridicule and kindness. He turned away.

“Alex,” she said. He stopped and shifted back to her, expectant. “I, um, I came across impatient at the meeting that day, but wanted you to know I’m not always like that.” She shrugged one shoulder and added, “I almost stopped by to apologize.” An olive branch of humility, despite her wordy babble.

He looked at her for a moment, as if considering what to say. “You should have.” Then he grinned. “Have a good day.”

She watched his broad back as he sauntered away. A wave of shame frothed up inside. What did he mean by that? She ought to have come by to apologize because she’d been obnoxious? Or, he would have enjoyed seeing her if she’d come by? Oh, why hadn’t she acted on her good impulse? It could have helped their strained relationship. At the least, he’d know she regretted her fiery response at the meeting. At best, he might have invited her in to talk, and they could have gotten to know each other better. He’d have seen that she wasn’t a hot-headed shrew, but a kind, fun-loving, sensitive—

Hailey frowned and trudged glumly back toward her car. No other way to see it. She’d blown it with him. 

Nothing new on that count. Her success with men was the same as everything else in her life, in need of emergency resuscitation. Three years earlier her last boyfriend, Joel, moved to Boston for a new job, yanking away a love she’d thought would last forever. He’d said he loved her, wanted a future with her. But within a few months his promises and commitments frayed like a worn blanket then finally disappeared. Turns out she’d been easy to leave, easy to forget.

Since then, no one else had come close to igniting her emotions or interest. Until Alex. But Alex was still miles away, a stranger, even if he only lived on the next block. With him, there was nothing to hope for. She simply irritated and frustrated him.

Once back in her office the day’s pressures flooded in and shoved out every other thought. At two in the afternoon she turned to her computer to see what some of the competition was doing. From one site to the next, she scanned services and offers. Some textile companies were sending yarn to Pakistan or India, then bringing woven fabric back for finishing. If they were doing that, it must be less expensive, even with transport and customs. Could be worth a try, if turnaround time wasn’t too long. 

Other companies were exploring high-tech fabrics, which heat and cool with body temperature. They were also experimenting with other industrial fibers, usually chemically based. Still others had specialized in Jacquard weaving, a highly-prized weave of French origin which required programmable heads for the designs. She’d love to bring Jacquard designs into Anderson Mill, but the equipment was prohibitively expensive, and would require specially-trained personnel. She’d have to think of something less pricey and more practical. Even with a bargain, her dad would probably balk and find reasons to refuse. Though some of their equipment had been modernized in the previous decade, daily methods of production remained the same.

What was he waiting for?  Maybe Dad was planning to ride the wave until it dissolved into foam, then quietly retire and forget about Anderson Mill. 

Hailey caught the pathway of her thoughts as guilt stabbed at her. The mill wasn’t dying yet. And of course, her father wouldn’t deliberately neglect measures that might save it simply because he was scheduled to retire soon. In fact, she’d never heard him speak of retirement and wondered if he even planned on it. He’d hang on until he was eighty or more. What else did he have? He’d been married to the business all those years, and was alienated, more or less, from his two daughters. 

Hailey glanced at a framed photo of Hope and her daughter, Devon. Snow-covered peaks rose in the background of their smiling faces, flushed above colorful ski vests. Unlike Hailey, who had always been compliant and tried to please their father, Hope had gotten pregnant in high school. When her daughter, Devon, was three, Hope took a job in Denver, where she’d been ever since. It had left Hailey feeling orphaned. Two years later, their mother moved west as well.

Suddenly an intense longing to be there in Colorado with her sister and niece—or anyplace far away from the continual pressures of Anderson Mill—assailed her. As Hope had recently told her, she was long overdue for a visit. 

She drew her eyes away from the photo and rocked gently in her chair. For now, she’d have to be solution-oriented and drag her thoughts back to the crisis at hand. She must make a difference at Anderson. Her eyes returned to the computer screen. Maybe she could research the projected costs of sending yarn to Pakistan and having it woven and sent back, or even buying the yarn itself there. If the numbers were convincing enough, perhaps her father would agree to a trial run. And if that worked, he might accept some of her other ideas. 

What was she thinking? Had he ever been open to her ideas? Had she ever been able to make a real difference at Anderson Mill, and in her father’s eyes? Yet she hadn’t brought that one up yet. Might be worth a try. 

She was out of her chair before she registered a small voice inside, urging her to have the figures in hand first. It was impulsive to approach him with vague ideas but no data to back it up, especially after their last conversation.

Hailey arrived at her father’s office then hesitated in the hallway. What am I thinking? The words rang again in her skull, but she shook her head. His door was ajar. When she saw Daniel Carlton already in conversation with him, she hovered in the hall. Daniel glanced up at her, deadpan mask on his face, and continued pouring over the document with her father. Her father was scowling. Might not be a good time. Maybe she should come back later.

As she turned to leave, she noticed a photo on his credenza, the same framed photo of Hope and Devon on the ski slope. She’d never noticed it before, and it surprised her that he had it so centrally placed in his office. A melancholy ripple coursed through her for a moment, both for her dad and for herself. She swallowed it down.

Daniel stood up, took a file from the desk, and left the office. He brushed by her and murmured, “Next in line.” 

She frowned and glared after him. She didn’t desire special treatment as the boss’ daughter, but she wasn’t one of the factory workers, either. She and Daniel were both managers. He’d been there five years, and she’d been there six. He’d always seemed coolly disdainful to her, and overly eager toward her father.

She peered into the office then stepped gingerly inside. “How is your day going, Dad?” 

He looked up and a shadow of warmth flickered across his face. 

She took heart.

“About the same as usual, I’m afraid,” he said wearily. “I know you don’t think I see what’s going on around here, but I do. Keeps me up at night.”

Hailey’s eyes widened at his admission. She lowered herself into the chair beside his massive desk, still watching him. “I know you have a lot on you. I hope you know I just want to help. I’m not being critical. I’d like to help you brainstorm new ideas. We can offer new products, improve our website, making it more modern. Things like that. Just one thing at a time.” She kept her voice soothing and low, unwilling to break the spell of the moment of vulnerability.

Her father’s brow furrowed. “More modern? We don’t actually need a website, but you insisted, so we got one. Lot of good it’s done.”

Hailey chafed at his comment but continued to speak calmly. “We do need a website, but not just a placeholder on the web. It should command respect, let people know that we’re serious and have a good product. A bad-looking website is worse than none at all, in today’s world. Ours is outdated-looking.” She hadn’t wanted to say anything oppositional at this point, but the website? Everything about it was tacky. “You should look at competitors’ websites. Customers care about these things.”

Paul Anderson sat back in his chair. The icebergs had returned to his eyes. “Serious customers won’t care about it. Quality service and products are what they care about, and we give them that.”

Hailey leaned forward. “What about people who aren’t customers yet? We have to give them some impression before they take the first step, don’t we? That’s why companies invest in their sites, to make that good first impression. Even some of the Pakistani sites are pretty good.”

“Oh, don’t talk to me about Pakistanis. They’re stealing our livelihood. They’d take it all if they could.”

Hailey frowned. Her idea about sending raw yarn to Pakistan wasn’t going to be well-received. “I’m just using that as an example, Dad. If the Pakistanis have good websites and they’re our competition, shouldn’t we outdo them? That’s only one idea. We can offer higher end fabrics, or offer products in home fashion, for example. Upholstery, linens. Make them available in a catalog or maybe online for ordering. Online has been the growing trend for years now. We could try selling finished products desired by the general public.”

“So, you think we should just jump on the bandwagon and become a retail store?”

A small sinking began inside Hailey, piercing the small balloon of optimism. She rallied her flagging boldness. “Yes, why not? We should see what our competitors are doing, and do as much or more. We could do that much, don’t you think?”

But her father was already shaking his head, his mouth a frozen grimace. “Let’s just go run out and do what everyone is doing. We’ve had a reliable product and service all these years. A reputation.”

“But the market changes, Dad. Our reliability and products can be there until Doomsday, but if the public wants something else, we’re done. We have to move with the market. That’s what businesses do to stay alive. And better, they have to anticipate changes before they come, because when they come, it’s often too late.”

He lifted his head and met her eyes. “Do you think it’s too late for us?” 

She paused and shifted in her chair. “I—hope not. No, I don’t think it’s too late, but if we don’t take action soon, maybe reorganize a little bit—”

“Are you talking layoffs?”

“No, not necessarily. If we can implement some changes that will utilize the current work force, no layoffs at all, unless they become necessary.”

“Implement changes? You’re talking about taking risks, Hailey. Huge, expensive risks, and we’re running on thin ice as it is.”

“Yes, I know. Or at least I have suspected as much. That’s because it’s late. It would have been good to try some changes sooner. But I don’t think it’s too late.”

He stopped and eyed her in silence. Finally, he said, “Seems you don’t approve of the way things have been run. Have you got some good ideas to give me, since you know so much?”

Her throat went dry. She’d expected passive dismissal, not bald opposition. Yet amidst sarcasm, he was asking for ideas. And some of her best ones now escaped her. She swallowed. “Well, like the ones I’ve mentioned. Improving the website. Offering products online. That’ll take some organization, but it could pay off in the long run. Some companies are even working with the Pakistanis or Chinese, sending products there for some of the middle stage labor, then back here for finishing.”

“What?” A mottled blotch of red appeared on his cheeks. “You propose working with them? They’re taking our clients, will take our whole industry! I can’t believe what I’m hearing.” 

“That’s just an idea, Dad. Some companies are saving money that way. Here’s another idea, we could cut some stages like spinning, and just do weaving, for instance. Or experiment with industrial fabrics.”

“That’ll take more chemists, who we can’t afford to hire. But Pakistanis? Why don’t we just move the mill to Karachi? Or bring them here?”

“Dad.” She laid her hand on his forearm. “It’s just one idea. I didn’t mean to upset you. My point was that there are many things we can try. A lot of it can be outsourced. You don’t have to hire anyone.”

“I should let you try to run this mill. You’d understand. You make it sound like all you have to do is try a little of this, a little of that, like it’s some kind of cake recipe. This mill has been in our family for generations, and all you want to do is sell out to the latest trend. We don’t have to abase ourselves just to survive.”

“It isn’t abasing ourselves to use common sense business principles that everyone uses. Everyone but us.” Hailey bit her lip. She hadn’t meant to say it.

He eyed her again. “I have work to do. Go back to the design room. How many times do I have to tell you to stay in your department and manage your projects? Let me do my job. I hope we don’t have this conversation again. I’m warning you, Hailey.”

A chill ran through her. He hadn’t talked to her like that since she was a teenager. And the warning had always worked like a charm. She’d been too frightened of Paul Anderson to find out what came after it.

Yet suddenly she wasn’t frightened—of him or of the fate of the mill. “Don’t worry, Dad,” she said evenly as she stood up, though her heart pounded against her rib cage. “I won’t bother you again about this, I promise. I don’t want to stand by, paralyzed, while everything falls down around us. That would be too hard. So, I’m giving you my notice.”

She turned to leave, but not before having the satisfaction of seeing his mouth drop open. The sharp, staccato sound of her father calling her name followed her down the carpeted hallway, but she didn’t turn. She held a stiff smile on her lips even as tears cascaded down her cheeks.
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Chapter Three
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Hailey stood back from the small rented truck and stared at the last of her boxes neatly tucked inside.  The lump in her throat throbbed up into her neck until even her jaws ached. She was leaving Larkspur, North Carolina. Where she’d been her entire life. Moving across the country. 

She wouldn’t cry. This change was the right thing to do. Six years at the mill, four of them in this neighborhood. Hailey shook her head. She simply had to move on.

“I think that should about do it.” Hal, one of several of her church friends, wiped perspiration from his brow with one wrist while Steve swigged cold water from a bottle. For the previous two hours, Hailey’s condo was emptied of life. Now it was only a shell ready for the next occupant, bearing no sign of the years she’d lived there, struggling to make a difference, and finally conceding defeat. 

Of course, her father hadn’t believed she would really quit. He’d thought she’d been piqued and would reconsider once she’d cooled down. He hadn’t even tried to persuade her to stay, and that had only hardened her resolve to leave. For too many years, he’d taken her for granted, not heard her heart, not given her credit for having wisdom about anything. For too long she’d made no headway, no impact, though she’d certainly tried. It was time to turn to a new chapter, time to rebuild her confidence apart from the mill. Apart from Paul Anderson. Some things just weren’t meant to be.

The previous month had sped by in a whirlwind, as Hailey sold and gave things away—furniture, clothing, even her car—said goodbyes, and made phone calls in preparation for her arrival at her new destination. Hope had been wild with joy at Hailey’s decision to go west. She called and emailed frequently to tell Hailey about an apartment or a job possibility she thought might be suitable. Her mother, Tessa, was more reserved, but had also expressed gladness at having her younger daughter living close by for the first time in years. Finally, Hailey would have a real family. Finally, she’d matter to someone.

“Who is renting your condo?” Steve asked her. 

“A young single mom. She’ll be here soon to get the key, then I’m on my way.”

“Denver, Colorado. That’s quite a hike. You could stop along the way if you see anything interesting.” Steve blocked the sun from his eyes with one hand.

Hailey swallowed against the rising emotion inside. Probably not. She’d be too eager to slam the door on her old life and begin the new one. Seeing Hope’s face would sponge away any clingy regrets, all lingering misgivings. 

Nothing would change at Anderson Mill. She was powerless to stop the inevitable, though it might take years. The mill employees she’d known all her life had hugged her fiercely and watched in sad bewilderment on her final day. Lenore had sniffled and clung to Hailey as she said goodbye. Hailey had closed her office door, sagging cardboard box cradled in her arms, and walked out of Anderson Mill for the last time.

“We’ll miss you, Hailey,” said Justin, Nina’s fiancé, his blue eyes lacking their usual cheerfulness.

“I’ll miss you guys, too. Thanks so much for your help today.” Hailey stepped forward to give each of them a tight hug. Her eyes misted as she pulled back. When she came to Nina, she held down a sob, though Nina wept without embarrassment. Her dark hair wisped around reddened eyes. Hailey fiercely whispered, “You’ll always be my best friend, nothing will change that. I’m going to miss you so much.” She held Nina in a tight grasp for several seconds then pulled away. “I’ll visit at some point, not sure when. For the wedding, for sure. As soon as you set the date, let me know.”

Nina nodded, her cheeks wet with tears, her ruddy complexion a darker pink. “I really am happy for you,” she mumbled, then laughed. “I know it doesn’t look like it.”

Hailey smiled as her tears also trickled from her eyes. After another tight, prolonged squeeze and a promise to call, she stood and watched while Justin and Nina drove away, along with the others. Several moments later, she paid and thanked her teenage helpers, who’d cleaned the condo after the boxes and furniture were carried out. Then they too drove away.

She stood alone in the grassy common area of the complex that had been her home for the last four years, breathing in the sudden calm. Not many of the residents were outside that day. Scattered gatherings of tall pines, maples and crape myrtles, leaning and whispering in the breeze, would be the only witnesses of her departure. 

Hailey glanced around the grounds. No sign of Alex. She hadn’t seen much of him in the last two weeks, though during a final encounter at the dumpster, she’d told him she was leaving. She thought he looked disappointed, but she’d never been good at reading his expressions. He had only wished her well and bestowed a killer smile before turning away. For the last time.

She shook her head and grimaced. No sense thinking about that. She was leaving for good, moving across the country to Colorado. There would have been no point for him to say anything else. Not that he was even thinking that way. Not that he’d ever tempt her to stay. No, it wasn’t like that. If it were, maybe she wouldn’t be leaving in a half-hour.

A wave of melancholy engulfed her otherwise confirmed sense of well-being. Then the crunch of tires on gravel yanked her from her reverie. She looked up. A yellow Mustang parked a few feet from where she stood and her new renter, Maggy, stepped out. “Hey, Hailey. Got here as soon as I could.” 

“Everything’s ready for you.” Hailey walked along the landscaped sidewalk to the condo with her new renter. “I’ll just do the walk-through with you, and then it’s all yours.” 

In a numbed state, Hailey walked the woman through each room of her former home. Every phrase she spoke echoed, and the scent of freshly scrubbed surfaces reminded her it wasn’t hers anymore. Finally, she handed the keys to Maggy and gave her a sheet of paper. “Here’s the information for the management company, should you have any repair needs or anything. I hope you enjoy living here.”

Hailey trudged back to the truck, fished a different set of keys from her jeans pocket, and took a slow, departing look at her neighborhood.

# # #
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SO, THIS IS WHAT IT felt like to cross through seven states in a truck. Hailey blinked drowsy eyes and shifted to take pressure off of her rear-end, almost numb after several hours, her second day on the road. She only drove across corners of some states, while others seemed an endless stretch of land. Hope would have liked West Virginia, with its mountain passes and green leafy curtains everywhere. But she’d found her own slice of paradise there in Colorado, one Hailey would soon share, with sunshine most of the year, though no searing temperatures in summer, as she’d had in Larkspur.

Her phone rang and she reached for it on the passenger seat. “Hi, Hope.”

“Just called for a status report. Where are you now?” Hope’s cheerful voice filled the phone.

“Just passed Saint Louis.” Hailey glanced around at the flat terrain and the ribbon of highway before her, which seemed to stretch to the edge of the earth.

“I can’t talk long, but wanted to touch base. How does it feel to be away from the prison?”

Hailey laughed. “Great at this point, though it’s still sinking in. I’ll still worry about Anderson Mill. Nothing I can do now, though.”

“As a general rule, I couldn’t care less about the mill. It’s no wonder Mom finally left Dad to come out here. The mill was always his mistress, and the three of us didn’t matter much. We should all hate the mill.”

Hailey winced at Hope’s harsh words. “I don’t hate it. It’s always been such a part of me. But I just can’t give it anything else. I’ve run dry.”

“You gave it your life blood, practically. Now come out here and start living!” Hope broke into a giggle. “Remember the pact we made when we were young? That we’d always stay near each other?”

“You mean the pact you broke twelve years ago when you moved away?” Hailey kept her voice light, though Hope’s decision to move had devastated her at the time. Hope had always been Hailey’s anchor during those years when their parents’ preoccupation had left them both feeling like islands floating alone in the Anderson ocean. 

“I left for the same reason you’re leaving now, to escape it all. Now you can actually have a life. And keep our pact. I’m so glad you came to your senses, dear Sis.” 

Hailey couldn’t suppress a smile. “Me too. I can’t wait to see you all.”

She hung up the phone and visualized wrapping her arms around Hope, knowing it wasn’t a temporary visit, but a permanent move. For the first time in years Hailey would be a part of Hope’s life. Holiday gatherings, shopping trips, vacations, sisterly talks over coffee—in person. She hadn’t seen her niece grow up, but could gladly slip into Devon’s teenage years before they were gone. Hailey treasured the chance to draw closer to her mother too, or at least try. 

As an added benefit, Hailey would finally have the chance to try her design skills on her own, to test herself in the marketplace without the protection or the limitations of the mill around her. She could even one day work for herself as a freelance designer. She was free, finally free. Never before had her life been so exciting, so unpredictable. 

In a sense, leaving Anderson Mill was like divorcing her past and the vast web of relationships she’d always taken for granted. For a fleeting moment she braced against a ripple of alarm. Who would she be in Colorado, without the lifelong identity of Anderson Mill? Was she escaping, taking the cowardly way out? She swallowed and pressed her lips together for a long moment. Then aloud she huffed, “What’s wrong with escaping a hopeless situation? It’s time for something new.”  

Now she could develop her own goals and lifestyle, instead of living in the shadow of the mill. She should have made this move sooner, instead of doggedly following a misguided dream of pleasing her father, or contributing to a factory. She knew that her motives were mixed. A legitimate desire to save the family business inextricably woven with her quest to rise above the sense of invisibility she’d felt all her life. It all seemed so pointless now. Well, better late than never.

Four days later, as Hailey and her rented truck crossed the state line into Colorado, she let out a whoop of celebration. On the last stretch of her journey she passed a blur of small towns as she bore down on her final destination. At last she saw them, appearing as a filmy smudge against the horizon. The Rocky Mountains. As she drove, they emerged into focus, distinct, majestic, solid. 

Hailey glanced at the clock on her dashboard. Within two hours she’d arrive at Hope’s home in the western suburbs of Denver. Her mother lived in Boulder, a half-hour’s drive further, but would be there to join the welcome party. Thoughts of Larkspur were left far behind. The future—new opportunities and a true family—lay before her, just beyond the mountains.

When the small brick ranch house came into view, Hailey let out a long sigh. Her shoulders and rear had been aching for hours. She wasn’t sure she’d even be able to stand upright again, let alone walk, after nearly thirty hours in the truck. But she was there.

Before she could descend from the vehicle, Hope bounded out the front door and across the front yard. The sisters embraced tightly, squealing and laughing at the same time. “You’re finally here! We already opened the wine. Hope you don’t mind.”

Hailey grinned. “No problem. It feels so good to finally be here.” She stood back from her sister, who resembled her very little. Hope’s straight dark hair, so unlike Hailey’s unruly auburn ringlets, was pulled into a small ponytail. A modest-sized tattoo adorned one shoulder and an earthy-looking smock dress hung down over leggings. “You look so good, Hope. Fit and healthy. Have you lost weight?”

“I firmed up with so much hiking.” Hope linked her arm through Hailey’s. “We hiked all summer, whenever we had the weather and free time for it.”

“Can’t wait to do that with you guys.” Hailey smiled and pleasure cascaded through her tired body.

They walked together up the brick path toward the house just as her mother, Tessa, emerged, arms outstretched. Her salt-and-pepper hair was pulled up in an elegant chignon and long earrings dangled nearly to her shoulders. “There’s my girl,” she called. Hailey went into her arms for a long hug then turned toward fifteen-year-old Devon, who had appeared beside her.

“Bet you’re tired, Aunt Hailey.” Her voice was muffled against Hailey’s shoulder as they hugged.

“I sure am. Five days behind the wheel. Devon, you’re taller than your mother now.” Hailey was amazed at how her niece had changed since the previous Christmas when they’d all met in New York for the holidays.  Devon grinned, displaying sparkling braces and flipped her straight blond-brown hair over one shoulder.

“How was your trip?” asked her mother after the four of them were settled in the living room with cool drinks.

“Uneventful, but long.” Hailey sipped her iced tea, soothing her parched throat in a cool gush. “I was nervous at first, crossing the whole country by myself, but it was a straight shot.”

“How’s Daddy? Did he break down in tears when you left?” Hope asked, her voice laced with sarcasm.

Hailey squeezed her lips together. “No, he was still angry, I think, but didn’t show it. You know old stoic Daddy.”

“Stubborn stoic Daddy,” supplied Hope with a snort.

“He was surprised until the end. He never thought I’d do it. I guess he thought I was bluffing.”

“Frankly, I never thought you would either,” Tessa murmured and took a sip of Merlot.

“You probably thought I’d chicken out. Well, I didn’t.” At times Hailey herself had wondered if she’d end up weakening. In the end, she knew that going back would solve nothing, and would earn her plenty of ridicule, if not from her father, then from herself.

“I’m very proud of you, dear,” said her mother. “I guess you had your dose.”

“I was overdue for some changes. I had hoped to contribute, but felt powerless—” 

“Big surprise,” muttered Hope. “Just because you’re an Anderson doesn’t mean that you need to sacrifice your happiness and your future on the altar of Anderson Mill. You’re your own person too, you know.”

Hailey nodded, her lips pressed tight. Her own person . . . She’d finally learn who that person was, hundreds of miles away from Anderson Mill. “True. But I still didn’t want to see it flounder, like other mills in our area.”

“Honey, that’s the story all across the South, and for a couple of decades now. Especially in North Carolina.” Tessa shook her head. “You gave it your best shot.” She paused and looked thoughtful. “Anderson has had its ups and downs over the generations. Though I have no more ties to Anderson Mill, it would make me sad to see it go down.”

“Me too,” murmured Devon, who had been quiet since entering the house. A grave silence followed as the women contemplated the fate of the mill. 

Devon pulled herself up from where she’d sat cross-legged on the floor and flopped down next to Hailey on the couch, her arm touching Hailey’s. She looked up at Hailey, hazel eyes shining. “I’m really glad you’re here, Aunt Hailey. We’re a family again.”

To Hailey’s surprise, tears sprang to her eyes. She blinked and slid her arms around Devon, squeezing tightly. “Yes. It’s good to be a part of your lives. Life is too short to not be with the ones we love.” Finally, she’d done it, left her cold, distant father and found the warm welcome of her true family clear across the country.

As she leaned back on the couch, a mental image fluttered unbidden into her mind, mocking her contentment . . . the gates of Anderson Mill chained from the outside, weeds growing up around them. She swallowed, aware of a heavy weight that suddenly formed inside her. But it was no longer her story, no longer her problem. At least that’s what she told herself, as she fought to recapture the current moment.
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Chapter Four
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Hailey’s computer screen glowed a cold stare. The popping sound from a small kitchen near her desk signaled the near completion of freshly-brewed coffee.  Before she could rise to fill her cup, her extension rang.

The clipped and ever-cheerful voice of Patrick, her supervisor, chirped through the phone like a sparrow on caffeine. “Hailey, I need those designs for Faircliff by Tuesday. Can you make it happen?”

Hailey knew he wasn’t pressuring her, but she still felt a ripple of irritation. She wished she could work for herself, at her own pace. Maybe someday soon. “Sure, Patrick. I can bring them by your office later today to see if I’m on track with what the client wants.”  

“Great, great. That works. I’ll be here all afternoon.”

After a month of searching and interviewing, Hailey had been grateful to find a job closely related to her previous experience, designing for a home textile distributor. The designs were done in-house, but all the work was sent overseas then shipped back for distribution. She’d once suggested a similar process to her father. It wasn’t the ideal creative outlet, since she spent her days following the narrow parameters of the company’s vision.

Hailey’s desk was arranged in a large square with those of three other designers. Their phone calls filled the air with an indistinct web of conversation. Sunlight spilled through long windows, and beyond them, the gray outline of the mountain range rose up through white-trunked aspens, nearly bare of yellow leaves. 

When she settled back at her desk with a steaming mug, she glanced at the clock. It would be three in the afternoon in Larkspur. A pang of guilt nudged at her. She hadn’t spoken with her father since her arrival. She hadn’t yet given him her new home number, and he’d never liked calling her on her cell phone. She was still his daughter. She jotted an email note to him and included her home phone number. If he wasn’t still angry, he might call. 

After the work day Hailey opened the door to her unfinished apartment. She flipped on the kitchen radio to give herself some company. A local sale announcement reverberated through the half-empty room. This weekend she’d finish outfitting her place to make it homey before Christmas. Since her arrival, much of her time had been taken searching for a job and housing.

She picked up the phone and quickly dialed Hope’s number. “Hey, Hope, I guess you aren’t home from work yet. Just wanted to see if you were free for lunch this weekend. I haven’t seen you lately.” Hailey squeezed her lips together. Shouldn’t have said that last sentence. She didn’t want to make Hope feel guilty for being too busy to get together. 

Once Hailey had gotten settled and her mother and Hope returned to their jobs, Hailey was alone more than she had expected. Of
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