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(BOOK ONE)

Prologue

The private jet had been descending for several minutes. Bella shuffled the papers she’d been holding and slipped them back into her briefcase. Trying to study the reports had been a waste of time... a futile attempt to divert her thoughts. She looked across the low table and into the eyes of the man who had been her partner for the past fifteen years. Sometimes it angered her that he could read her so well whereas she rarely knew what he was thinking. Those dark eyes studied her now, and she thought she caught a hint of sadness behind the sweeping black lashes.

The cabin attendant paused beside their seats. “The captain has asked me to inform you that we’ll be landing in ten minutes.”

Bella glanced up at the young woman. “Thank you, Laura. Would you ask the captain if he could circle Willow Bend before we land? I’d like to see it from the air.” The flight would land at a nearby airport, the Willow Bend facility having been closed long since.

“Certainly, Miss Thompson.” The attendant nodded and went forward.

Bella looked out the window. “I’ve never seen Willow Bend from the air,” she murmured. “I wonder if I’ll be able to see any changes since the last time I was here.”

Rafael watched her closely but he remained silent; she hadn’t really expected him to answer.

The aircraft made a slight change of course, then dropped one wing and commenced a slow circle around the town. Sun glinted off the river and an invisible hand tightened around Bella’s heart. There were times when it seemed like yesterday that she’d confronted Jeffrey beside that river. She forced herself to continue looking and spotted the high school with its adjoining football field and bleachers. A few blocks beyond that was the section of town where she’d grown up but she couldn’t spot her parents’ home among the jumble of roofs. On the gentle rise across the river the homes were statelier; here and there swimming pools flashed brilliant blue in the late afternoon sun.

And there it was. The old Lambert textile mill. Silent these past ten years. She didn’t know what she’d expected to feel when she saw it. After all, her father had worked there most of his life and when it closed had lost his job along with hundreds of others in the town. She edged forward on her seat to get a closer look. The heavy wire fence that had once encircled the mill was gone. In its place, strategically placed trees and shrubs lifted their leaves to the sunshine. A few cars and several pickup trucks were parked between the bright yellow lines in the newly paved lot. For the first time since leaving California earlier today, Bella experienced a surge of excitement. Excitement mixed with apprehension.

She tore her gaze away and looked at her partner. “You’re sure we’re doing the right thing?” she asked, uncharacteristically nervous. “It’s such a big step, opening a new production facility.”

“Bella.” She loved the way he said her name. “We’ve been over this many times.” His gaze softened for a moment. “What you’re doing is a wonderful thing. You’re giving this town a chance to get back on its feet.” He didn’t need to look down at the mill; he’d been here half a dozen times already. “Besides, it’s too late now.”

Chapter One

Twenty years earlier.

It was overcast the day Bella found out she was pregnant. Madonna was singing Papa Don’t Preach on her bedside radio and she gave a strangled laugh as the words filtered into her consciousness. She held the stick in her hand, backed up unsteadily and sat down on the edge of her bed.

The test confirmed what she already knew. The signs had been there for weeks now, but she’d clung to hope the way a man clings to a life raft in stormy seas. And her life was about to get stormy; she knew that for a fact. With one hand on her stomach, she rocked back and forth, slowly accepting the reality of her situation.

She wondered what Jeffrey was doing right now. They didn’t see each other every day, but today was Friday, and they usually grabbed cold drinks and went to “their place” by the river; a quiet, sheltered spot carpeted with pine needles. They jokingly referred to it as their love nest, but it was in fact a place where they dared to dream of a future together. It wouldn’t be easy; they knew that. Bella’s mother was a skilled dressmaker who worked out of their home, and her father worked at Lambert Textiles, whereas Jeffrey was the son of Edward and Judith Lambert, owners of Lambert Textiles and Willow Bend’s largest employer.

She and Jeffrey had been together since the spring, when he’d broken up with Angela Sterling. At first she couldn’t believe that someone like Jeffrey was interested in her; she didn’t consider herself beautiful like many of the other girls, or sophisticated, like Angela. She smiled to herself, recalling how she’d been so nervous around him at first. But as the days got warmer and she began to know him better, she relaxed and accepted the fact that he was interested in her... in what she thought and had to say. The sex had been a natural extension of their growing affection for one another. Bella thought of it as “making love” even though Jeffrey had never actually used the same term. She glanced at her watch. He’d be getting out of school and wondering where she was. She’d never lied to him before, but this afternoon she’d made an excuse for missing school, saying she had a Doctor’s appointment. He’d forgive her when she told him the news.

Another nervous spasm gripped her stomach; a clear indication that it was time to find him and get it over with. The longer she waited, the harder it would be. She had no idea what she was going to say, or how he would respond. They often finished each other’s sentences, as though they’d been together forever, but today was different. She didn’t have the faintest idea what to expect from him when she made the big announcement.

She shoved all evidence of the pregnancy kit in her bag, checked her appearance in the mirror and crept downstairs. A murmur of voices reached her from the dining room... or it used to be the dining room before her mother converted it to her workshop and consultation room. When Mom had mentioned a bridal fitting this afternoon, Bella had sighed with relief. It had given her the perfect opportunity to sneak in the back door, go upstairs, and do the test.

The back door closed quietly after her and she went through the gate at the back of the yard and down the lane that ran along the back of the properties. Clouds scudded across the sky and she shivered, even though it was the warmest part of the day. Within minutes she was approaching the river, and her steps quickened.

Jeffrey’s car was parked in the usual spot, partly hidden behind some bushes a quarter of a mile from where they usually met. Her pulse quickened as she pictured him there, sitting on the blanket he always brought, waiting for her.

He wasn’t there, and the blanket wasn’t spread out under the pines. She opened her mouth to call, and then spotted a flash of color down by the river. He’d worn her favorite shirt to school this morning; pale blue denim. She took a few more silent steps on the pine needles and paused for a moment to drink in the sight of him. Dark brown hair curled at the back of his neck, and what she could see of his skin was bronzed with an early summer tan.

He bent and picked up a handful of stones, sorted through them and started to skip them on the tranquil waters of the slowly-moving river. Watching him she frowned; his movements were jerky and un-coordinated. Something was bothering him. Maybe his father had been on his case again; asserting himself was a constant battle for Jeffrey. His father expected him to take over the business, but Jeffrey had no interest in the textile mill. He loved animals, and wanted to be a veterinarian. Bella had a feeling his father would win that battle.

She took a few steps closer and he seemed to sense her presence. He turned slowly and she could see at once that he was troubled. Dark smudges of color under his eyes gave him a haunted look and as his gaze met hers the ground shifted beneath her feet. Did he know? Her fingers unconsciously clutched at her bag.

“Jeffrey?” she said tentatively. “Are you okay?”

He looked at her for a long moment, and then shook his head. “No,” he replied, his voice little more than a whisper. He closed the gap between them and took her hand. “Come on, let’s go sit on those big rocks,” he said, drawing her along the bank of the river. “We have to talk.”

She followed him, heart pounding in her chest. This wasn’t the way this conversation was supposed to go. She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. He was definitely stressed. As a matter of fact, he didn’t look anything like the Jeffrey she knew.

He settled her on a flat rock and sat down across from her. When he finally raised his eyes he looked at her as though he was trying to memorize her face. Prickles of apprehension crept up Bella’s spine.

The silence lengthened until she could no longer stand it. “What is it?” she asked, knowing instinctively that the answer would change her life. Even more than it had already been changed today.

“There’s no easy way to tell you this, Bella.” His gaze met hers for an instant, and then shifted away. “I’m getting married.”

Bella must have heard wrong, because she thought he’d said he was getting married. “I’m sorry, what did you say?” Her voice was surprisingly calm, but her heart was thundering in her chest.

His eyes closed for a moment. “I’m going to get married. To Angela.”

Bella couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Angela Sterling?”

“Yes.”

“But why?” She could hear the plaintive tone in her voice, but she didn’t care. It was a fair question, and she deserved an answer.

He lowered his head into both hands. “She’s pregnant,” he mumbled. “I found out last night when she came over to the house with her parents.”

This wasn’t happening! Bella leafed through a calendar in her mind. “But how can that be?” she cried. “You broke up with her months ago. How come you’re just finding out now?”

He raised his head, his gaze darting around before landing on her face. “She asked me to drive her home after football practice one day last month and we... I... ” The words started to tumble out. “She wanted to get back together; she was begging me and I was saying no, but she...” He blushed. “She got me at a weak moment, and we had sex.”

The silence was broken only by the sound of a bumblebee and the river lapping against the shore. “Let me get this straight,” said Bella slowly, fighting for composure. “You had sex. While you were supposed to be with me. And now she’s pregnant.”

He nodded.

“And you’re going to marry her.” It pained her to say the words, but she had to make sure she wasn’t dreaming.

She stared at him and it was as if she were looking at a stranger. Had she ever known him? How could he do this to her? Strangely enough, she could picture him marrying Angela. “And how does Angela feel about all this?”

“I don’t know.” He raked his fingers though his hair. “No, that’s not true. Actually, she seems quite happy about it.”

Bella could imagine the triumphant look on Angela’s face.  

“I’m sorry, Bella.”

“I’ll just bet you are.” Where had that come from? Within the space of a few moments she’d found a backbone she didn’t know she had. She stood up and grabbed the bag that held the confirmation of the life growing within her. “You know something, Jeffrey Lambert?” She stuck her face inches away from his. “You’re not only a cheat but you’re a spineless asshole.” She climbed the bank until she stood looking down at him. “You may think you’re sorry now, but that’s nothing compared to how you’re going to feel when I get through with you.”

“What do you mean?” He looked genuinely concerned.

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to tell anyone about our little love nest. But some day I’m going to make you pay for this. I don’t know how or when, but trust me, you’ll pay.”

He looked at her as though she’d grown horns. And maybe she had. She gave him one last look then turned and walked away. It wasn’t until she got closer to home that she started to shake. How could she have gone from loving him to hating him in the space of seconds? It had been surprisingly easy, and she had the feeling that she’d need every ounce of anger she could dredge up to help her though the next few weeks.

​​Chapter Two

“You told him you’re going to make him pay?” Her friend Carla made a face. “What kind of stupid threat is that?”

“Oh, I don’t know, Carla. I was just so disgusted by his admission that he’d had sex with Angela.” Bella had changed her mind about going home and was sitting with her best friend in Carla’s back yard.

“What did you expect? He’s a guy. A woman offers, they take.”

“What about you and Ethan? You wouldn’t say that about him.”

“That’s different.” Carla paused. “We’re different. I mean, who’d ever think an Italian American and an Irish American could get along for this long without any major battles?”

“It’s been known to happen. Besides, we live in a small town in the south. Things are supposed to be different here. Family values and all that.”

“Speaking of which, Ethan wants to go to New York.” Carla picked up her lemonade and studied the condensation rolling down the sides of the glass.

Bella was glad of the momentary change of subject. “Whatever for?” She couldn’t imagine living anywhere other than Georgia.

“Two reasons.” Carla put down the glass and looked steadily at her friend. “First one is that he’s got the acting bug and he knows he has to go to New York if he’s going to pursue acting seriously. The second is that he doesn’t have confidence in the future of the mill.”

“Really?” Bella frowned as she considered her friend’s words. Without the mill, the town of Willow Bend wouldn’t exist. “What makes him think that?”

“He works in shipping, remember? He sees how much raw material comes in and how much finished product is being shipped out.” She paused, watching her friend carefully. “He says they’re only producing about half what they were when he started three years ago.” She took a sip of her drink. “He doesn’t think the mill has more than a few years left. This town is going to be hit hard when it finally closes.”

Bella spoke her thoughts. “My Dad’s always said that having only one major industry in a town is a dangerous thing.” She glanced at her friend. “It’s like that study we did in Economics this year, isn’t it?”

“Exactly. This town of a perfect example of what can happen when you have all your eggs in one basket.  Our family bakery will be affected, but it will survive; people still need to buy bread. It’s families like yours that will really suffer. Your dad works for the Lamberts and your mom’s business depends on people with money.” Carla took a large swallow of lemonade. “Speaking of your mom, does she know about this?” She gestured to Bella’s stomach.

“No, and I don’t know how I’m going to tell her.”

“Ha!” Carla gave a short, disbelieving laugh. “She knows.”

“No she doesn’t.”

“Bella Thompson. Listen to yourself. Your Mom may have had only one child, but she knows what it means when she hears you puking your guts out every morning. Trust me, she knows.”

Bella placed a hand protectively over her stomach. “Do you think so?”

“Oh, yeah,”

“I wonder why she hasn’t said anything.” Bella looked at her friend thoughtfully. “Assuming you’re right, it will make it easier to tell her.”

“Look, kiddo. I know you’ve only had a couple of hours to wrap your head around this, but do you know what you’re going to do?”

Bella had thought about little else. “First of all, I’m going to go to Doc Farnham and get it confirmed.”

“No, no, no.” Carla shook her head emphatically. “Definitely the wrong move.”

“What do you mean?”

Carla scooted forward on her seat. “Listen to me, Bella. We live in a small town in the south. It may be the nineteen nineties, but this is a conservative town where people gossip for a living. Your Dad works for the mill and your Mom takes in sewing. She’s a fantastic seamstress, but she’d lose most of her business if this gets out. That’s just the way it is.” She sat back and waited for her words to sink in. “I agree that you have to go to a doctor for a check-up, but not here. Not in this town.”

Bella looked at her friend. “How do you know all this?”

Carla shrugged. “My cousin Maria.”

“Oh.” Bella vaguely remembered the abrupt departure of her friend’s cousin.

Carla put a gentle hand on her arm. “Go home now, Bella. Tell your mom before your dad gets home. It’ll make you feel a lot better.”

Bella gave her friend a lopsided smile. “When did you get so wise?”

Carla shook her head. “I just wish I could be of more help.” She squeezed Bella’s arm, then let it go. “Call me if you need me, okay?”

* * *
[image: ]


“Bella, could you come in here please?” Her mother called her as soon as she stepped through the back door.

“Hi, Mom.” Bella stood in the open French doors that separated her mother’s workspace from the rest of the downstairs. “How was your day?”

Her mother ignored the question and waved a hand impatiently. “Sit down, dear.” She pushed her chair back from the sewing machine. “Are you pregnant?” Her gaze moved to Bella’s stomach. “I want you to tell me the truth.”

“Yes, I am. How did you know?” It was a stupid thing to say, but she hadn’t expected such a frontal assault and needed time to think.

“I’ve heard you in the mornings.” Her mother looked away, out the window. “Have you confirmed it?”

“I did a pregnancy test today.”

Her mother looked startled. “Where did you buy the test? Not at our CVS, I hope.”

Carla had been right; it was starting already. “No, Mom. I bought it last weekend when I went to the mall near Atlanta with Carla.”

“Does she know?”

“Yes... she’s my best friend. I told her I was going to go to Doc Farnham and she warned me against it.”

“Yes, she would,” her mother said vaguely. “After that business with her cousin Maria.”

“You knew about that?”

“Bella, this is a small town.” Her mother paused, took a deep breath. “A very small town. People talk.” She looked up. “It’s Jeffrey, I suppose.”

Bella nodded. It was evident her mother had been thinking about this.

“Have you told him?” Her mother’s eyes narrowed.

“No.” It was Bella’s turn to look away. She spoke dispassionately. “I went to meet him after I took the test. I’d planned to tell him, but he had some news of his own.”

Her mother waited.

“He’s going to marry Angela.”

“Angela Sterling?” Her mother had made several items for Angela’s mother, wife of the town’s leading attorney. “I got the impression from Mrs. Sterling that they broke that off a while ago.”

Bella continued, dry-eyed. “They did, but according to Jeffrey, they had some sort of an encounter last month and now she’s pregnant.”

“What a mess.” Her mother pressed the fingers of one hand into her forehead. “Don’t these young people have any restraint?”

“Was it so different in your day?” Bella surprised herself, but held her ground.

Anger flared in her mother’s eyes, but soon subsided. “No, I suppose not.”

They sat in silence for a few moments, each lost in her thoughts. Finally her mother spoke. “There’s a church in Atlanta that has a home for unwed mothers. I think you should go there.”

Bella studied her mother. She couldn’t blame her, really. Willow Bend was a small town, and a pregnant daughter reflected badly on any mother. “Is that what you want?”

“It’s what I would prefer, yes.” Her mother spoke with conviction, but couldn’t meet her eyes.

“What happens when I get there?” Bella was fairly sure she wouldn’t like the answer.

“You’ll go there before you start to show, and live there. You’ll get medical care, and have your child in the hospital adjoining the facility.” Her mother twisted a piece of fabric nervously. “And after the child is born, it will be given up for adoption.”

Bella nodded. “And then I come back here, like nothing happened?”

Her mother looked up, startled. She obviously hadn’t thought that far ahead. “Yes, I suppose so.”

“No.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I said no. I’m not giving my child up for adoption.” Her voice started to rise, but she made no effort to lower it. “How could you suggest such a thing?”

“Lower your voice.” Her mother looked nervously out the front window. “People will hear you.”

“That’s what this is all about, isn’t it?” Bella leaned toward her mother, her voice low and steely. “It’s about making sure people don’t find out. What about me?”

Her mother lifted her head. “You lost your rights when you had sex with that boy.” She stood up and walked toward a side window. “Your father and I have talked it over and he’s left all the decisions up to me.” She turned back to Bella. “You either agree to this, or you’re on your own.”

“You told Daddy?”

“Of course. We share everything.”

“And you both agree that I should leave... just like that?” Somewhere in the back of her mind, Bella admired her mother’s determination.

“Yes, Bella. Just like that.” Her mother braced herself against the back of the chair, and Bella noticed that her hand trembled slightly. “There isn’t any other way.”

“All right.”

Her mother took a step forward. “You’ll go to the home?”

“No, I’ll go out on my own.” Bella’s stomach was bunched in knots, but she managed to speak calmly. “But I won’t wait. I’ll go within a couple of weeks.” She held her mother’s gaze. “And no, I won’t change my mind.”

Her mother looked away first, and a moment later, tires crunched on the gravel at the side of the house. “Your father’s home. I’d like to talk to him alone, if you don’t mind. Dinner will be on the table in half an hour.”

* * *
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Carla sat on her bed, legs crossed in the lotus position. “So where are you going to go?” Ethan was in rehearsal for a new play, and Bella had gone to Carla’s place after dinner.

She traced the pattern on the quilt with one finger. “I’m not sure yet, but Mom suggested Florida. She seems to think that I’ll need fewer clothes if I go somewhere warm, which is true when you think about it. But I think the real reason she wants me to go to Florida is so that she can be close by when her grandchild is born.”

“Those are good reasons.”

“Are they? I might be wrong, because why would she want to see her grandchild in Florida but not here? Talk about hypocritical.”

Carla instinctively knew that this wasn’t the time to mollycoddle her friend. “You know why. It’s all about our pretend morals.” She gave a wry smile. “Morals that apply to everyone else, but that’s the way it is.”

Bella shrugged. “You’re right, of course.” She was quiet for a few moments. “I’ve never lived on my own before, but for some reason I’m not afraid. I figure if I leave soon, I can get a job for a few months. You know, get settled.”

“What are you going to do for money?” Carla had a good head for money; she’d been paying the bills and doing the banking for the bakery for the past year.

“Mom’s going to pay my bus fare and give me two thousand dollars.” She looked at her friend. “Is that very much?”

Carla raised both eyebrows. “Not really. You’ll have to pay a month’s rent in advance, and some places want another month as a security deposit. You’ll have to find a job right away.”

Bella nodded. Instead of frightening her, the discussion was strengthening her resolve. “I’ll find something. I’m not worried about that. I’ve even been thinking about getting two jobs, so I can put some aside for when I have the baby.”

Her friend’s eyes were suspiciously bright. “You’ll let me know if you need help, won’t you?”

It was a struggle, but Bella didn’t give in to the burning tears that threatened to spill over. “You know I will.” She checked her watch. “I’d better get going. Ethan will be here any moment to pick you up.”

Carla walked her to the door. “Remember, I’m driving you to the bus station in Atlanta.”

Bella gave her friend a quick hug. “I remember. Thanks for everything.”

​​Chapter Three

“I can’t believe you’re actually leaving. Up until now, it hasn’t seemed real.” Carla looked around the bus terminal. “Look at all these people!” She brought her attention back to her friend. “I want to remember you here, Bella, so I’m not going to walk you out to the bus.”

Bella tried not to show her relief. “I was hoping you’d say that. Let’s say goodbye and get it over with.” She had a tight hold on her ticket, but her stoicism was starting to slip away. “I’ll contact you as soon as I’m settled, I promise. And as for you, I want to know right away if you and Ethan go to New York. Okay?”

Carla nodded, unable to speak. She pulled her friend into a fierce hug and then turned and walked away. At the outside doors she paused and turned. Tears streaked her face, but she smiled, waved a hand and then disappeared into the brilliant sunshine.

Bella gave a sigh of relief. One more hurdle crossed. She looked up at the departures board, even though the ticket seller had told her which bay to look for. Then she looked down at the ticket in her hand. Los Angeles. Not telling Carla where she was going had been difficult, but the change of plan was something she had to do on her own... an act of defiance, perhaps. She’d write to both her mother and Carla as soon as she found somewhere to live.

* * *
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Exhausted from the stress of the past ten days, Bella slept much of the way to Dallas, where she switched buses. Once inside the terminal, she washed up in the restroom, and then ordered breakfast in the restaurant, covertly watching the other passengers. Singles, couples, mothers with children; each had a different story, and she realized that hers was just one among many.

She was surprisingly content to let the hours and the countryside roll by. Lulled by the gentle motion of the bus, she found herself looking back on her earlier years. The thought of striking out on her own had been terrifying at first, but she now realized that she’d been making her own decisions for some time. She would survive, and in time knew that her anger at Jeffrey would fade; she’d be far too busy to hold a grudge.

New Mexico, with its unique landscape was oddly appealing and before she knew it they had crossed into California. Here the names were more familiar, and she sat up straighter, fascinated by the golden light that streamed through the windows of the bus. More passengers started to board, and at Indio her luck ran out; an older woman took the seat beside her. Smelling faintly of lavender, she clutched her purse in her lap with both hands.

“How far are you going, my dear?”

Bella was startled. It was the first time anyone had spoken to her other than food vendors or bus drivers since she left home. “Ah... I’m going to Los Angeles.”

“Terrible place.” The woman gave a small, almost imperceptible shudder.

“Why is that?” Bella didn’t really want to engage the woman in conversation, but she might as well hear what she had to say.

“It’s so spread out. You have to have a car to get anywhere.”

“Oh.” Bella hadn’t considered that when she’d impulsively bought her bus ticket, but it was too late now.

“But there are lots of lovely towns up and down the coast.” The woman fussed with her bag. “I live in Van Nuys. My son is coming to get me.”

“Do you have any suggestions?” Bella turned part way in her seat. “I mean for me... small towns?”

The older woman thought for a moment. “Santa Monica is nice; it’s not too far from Los Angeles if you’re thinking of trying to get into the movie business.”

“Heavens no. Not me.”

The woman tilted her head, gave her an appraising look. “I don’t know why not. You’re quite attractive, you know.”

“I am?” Bella pulled back. No one had ever called her attractive before. “Thank you, but I don’t think that’s for me.”

“Good for you. Got your feet planted firmly on the ground, then.”

“I hope so.”

The woman fell silent and Bella realized she’d nodded off to sleep. As the bus drew closer to Los Angeles, the reality of her situation started to sink in. It would be shortly after noon when she arrived, and she had no place to stay. She made another snap decision. If there was a connecting bus headed for Santa Monica, she’d take it.

* * *
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The Los Angeles terminal was overwhelming, but a helpful ticket seller gave her instructions on how to make the final connection. When she stepped off the bus in Santa Monica, she gave silent thanks to the older woman who’d suggested that she come here. Dizzy with fatigue, she studied the ads in the bus terminal, and checked into an inexpensive motel a few blocks away. She didn’t even shower before falling into bed.

​Chapter Four

Bella slept for twelve hours and awoke feeling rested and confident. A different clerk was manning the front desk of the motel and she approached him with a smile. “If you were looking for a furnished apartment to rent, how would you go about it?” she asked.

He gave her a quick once-over. “I’d probably check the ads in our local newspaper first. Rental agencies can be expensive.” He handed her a map. “Here, you’ll need this.”

Bella sat in a sunny corner of a fast food restaurant and studied the newspaper. Several studios were advertised, but they were too far from the center of town, and she wanted to save every penny she could by walking. She was about to give up when a small ad caught her eye. With trembling hands, she put a coin in the payphone and waited for a response.

Ten minutes later, she stood before a small single story home on a shaded side street. A wide veranda faced toward the street, fronted by flowerbeds blooming with riotous color. She opened the gate and walked tentatively up the steps. Before she could knock, the door was flung open and a small, dark-skinned woman greeted her warmly. She looked to be about five months pregnant.

“You must be Bella,” she said, holding the door open. “I am Sofia. Sofia Alvarez.” Dark eyes looked her over carefully. “You are looking for a rental?”

“Yes, I am.” Bella said, taking in the impeccably clean house. “You said it was over the garage.”

Something moved behind the woman’s eyes. “Yes, it used to be my husband’s hobby room. Come, I show you.”

Sofia led her up a set of outside stairs, opened the door and gestured for Bella to enter.

“This is lovely!” Bella couldn’t believe her eyes as she explored the small space. “Everything looks new.”

“You would be the first tenant,” said Sofia proudly. “The construction was finished last month, and I’ve been furnishing it slowly.”

“And you’re sure you only want four hundred a month?”

Sofia nodded. “It’s a small space, and from the right person, four hundred is enough.”

“Well, I’d love to have it. When could I move in?”

“It’s ready now. Why should you pay for a motel room any longer than necessary? Come, I’ll get your details and give you the key.”

* * *
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The small space had been well thought out. The kitchen opened to a small living area, but it was adequate for her needs. The bedroom was at the rear, and a small balcony overlooked the back yard. Bella couldn’t believe her good fortune. She dragged her suitcases up the stairs and unpacked quickly, eager to take possession.

After unpacking, she explored the kitchen. It contained a set of dishes for four, as well as basic utensils and a new set of pots and pans. She closed the cupboard doors, leaned back against the counter and started a mental shopping list.

“There’s a grocery store three blocks that way,” said Sofia, pointing the way. “You can probably get everything you need there.” She hesitated, hand over her stomach. “You are welcome to join me for dinner tonight. I was going to make quesadillas, and it’s no trouble to make for two.”

Bella wasn’t sure how to respond. “That’s really kind of you, but... ”

“Please come. It’s your first night, and I’d like to welcome you.”

“Okay, then. I’d enjoy that.”

“Good, see you around six.”

* * *
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Bella walked slowly to the grocery store. She would be careful about how much she spent, but she had the added cushion of the money her father had given her before she left home. Thinking of him now, a lump formed in her throat.

“I want you to have this,” he’d said, catching her outside one day. It appeared that he was fighting back tears. Bella was stunned; she’d never seen her father get emotional before. He clutched clumsily at her hand, passing over some folded bills. “Are you sure you’re going to be all right?”

“I’ll be fine, Dad. Really.” She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and tucked the money into her pocket. “And thank you. I’ll come back one day and make you proud.”

He pulled her into an embrace. “I know you will, Girlie. I know you will.” He turned away, headed for his workshop in the garage.

Bella had counted the money later that night. He’d given her twelve hundred dollars. It was a lot of money for a family that didn’t have much to spare, and she vowed silently that one day she would pay him back.

* * *
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“Wow!” That was great.” Bella stood up from the table and began to clear the dishes. “I’ve had quesadillas in restaurants at home, but they were never this good.”

Sofia beamed with pleasure at the compliment. “You don’t have to do that,” she said, struggling to rise. “You’re supposed to be my guest.”

Bella glanced pointedly at the other woman’s stomach. “It’s the least I can do. When are you due?”

“December.” Sofia made it to her feet. “Shall we sit out on the porch and have some iced tea?”

Bella gave her a stern look. “You just tell me where it is, and I’ll bring it out.” The two women had chatted about inconsequential things during dinner, but a bond had been formed, much to Bella’s delight.

“I guess you’re wondering about my husband.” They’d settled at the end of the porch where they were more likely to catch the evening breeze.

“I did wonder, yes.”

Sofia looked up at the rustling palms. “He was a policeman. We came up to Los Angeles from Juarez, where he was on the drug squad.” She paused for a moment, lost in thought. “He was part of a combined task force with the Los Angeles police. They were closing in on one of the big drug importers, but somebody must have tipped them off. There was a shootout, and my husband and two other officers were killed.”

“I’m so sorry.” Bella didn’t know what else to say. “I can’t imagine what that must have been like.”

“No.” Sofia was silent for a moment. “I still look up sometimes, thinking that I hear him in the house. Even now it doesn’t seem real.”

“Do you think about going home?”

The other woman looked startled. “No. I can’t go back there. His cover was that he was transferred to Guadalajara. You know, to protect his family. But I wouldn’t want to go back even if I could.” She looked at Bella and smiled. “This is my home now. I like it here and I have a good widow’s pension. It’s not a lot, but the house is paid for.” She gave a shy smile. “The other officers on the squad took care of hiring the workers to renovate your apartment. They have a special fund that paid for the construction costs.”

Bella shook her head. “And I thought I had it bad.” The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them.

“You are alone, yes?” Bella noticed how Sofia’s language slipped once in a while when she was unsure of herself. It was charming.

“Yup. I came as far as I could without leaving the lower forty-eight.”

Sofia took a drink of iced tea. “Someday you will tell me about yourself. But I think not tonight.”

Bella was grateful for the other woman’s understanding. “Not tonight.”

They sat in the gathering darkness, comfortable with each other.

After a few minutes, Sofia spoke. “I suppose you’ll look for a job.”

Bella gave her a faint smile. “I was just thinking about that. I don’t really have many skills, but I’m confident that I’ll find something.”

And she did. Within a week, she was working full time at a fabric store, with an evening shift at a fast food outlet. Sofia waited up for her every night and they shared a glass of iced tea while Bella told stories about the day’s customers. As the months slipped by, they formed an unbreakable bond of friendship. And then one night she came home to a strange car in the driveway. Every light in the house was on, and she ran up the front steps.

She opened her mouth to ask what was happening but was forestalled when she heard the cry of a baby from the back bedroom. Sofia’s friend Consuela bustled out from the bedroom. “Is a girl,” she announced, a broad smile on her face.

“And Sofia?” asked Bella. “Is she all right?”

“She’s fine. She say for you to come in when you get home.”

Bella paused at the door to the bedroom. Soft light from the bedside lamp fell on her friend. Sofia held her new daughter, eyes luminous with unshed tears. “Come, look,” she said quietly. “She’s beautiful, no?”

“Hello Valeria.” Bella knelt down beside the bed and looked up. Sofia nodded; she’d finally settled on the name just a week ago. She reached out and stroked the tiny hand with its perfect fingernails. “She’s beautiful,” she murmured.

Sofia’s eyes remained focused on her daughter. “She has her father’s nose,” she said softly. Her eyelids started to droop and she shook herself awake. “I’m getting tired,” she said apologetically. “It’s been a long day.”

“How was it?” The women had speculated about what childbirth might be like.

“Not too bad.” Her eyes softened. “You’ll see.”

Bella pulled back. “You know?”

Sofia reached out a hand and stroked Bella’s cheek. “Si, I know. We can talk about it later.”

* * *
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“Our children will grow up together.” The women were sitting on the front porch a few weeks later, the cradle between them. It seemed to Bella that Valeria grew every day while she was away at work. “That is if you stay here.”  The last was said hopefully.

Bella brushed a fly away from the baby. “That’s something I haven’t allowed myself to think about too much,” she said. “I mean, I’ve thought about it, but I guess I’ve been avoiding making any decisions.”

“Do you want to go back to your town in Georgia?”

“No, not really.” Bella picked up her iced tea and pressed the cool glass against her forehead. “How would I explain coming home with a baby? That’s the reason I left in the first place, so nobody would know I’m pregnant.” She placed a hand over her stomach; it was becoming a familiar gesture.

“Does it make you sad to think that you can’t go back?”

“I thought it would, but it doesn’t.” Bella stopped to consider her reply. “My parents love me, but we’re not what you’d call close.” She looked across at her friend. “Do you come from a big family?”

Sofia’s face softened and her gaze became distant. “Si. I have three sisters and two brothers and they all have children. I miss them a lot, but they plan to visit in a couple of months.”

Bella nodded. “That’s the way it should be. I often wondered if things would be different if I’d had a sister or a brother.”

Sofia’s eyebrows rose slightly. “I can’t think of one family in Juarez with only one child. What was it like?”

Bella thought for a moment. “I guess I didn’t really know any different, but looking back, my parents were rather distant. When I was growing up, my mother never told me I looked nice; my Dad was a constant, steady presence, but he didn’t give me hugs or anything like that. I think I miss my friend Carla more than my parents, but she’s moved to New York with her boyfriend. So I guess California is my new home.”

“Have you been to a doctor yet?”

“Yes. I went to the clinic last week. She said I’m disgustingly healthy.” Bella tapped her fingernails against the side of her glass. “I’m a bit concerned about the cost of going into the hospital for the birth, though. What made you decide to do it at home?”

Sofia shrugged. “My mother was what you call a midwife. I never considered any other way, even though I have medical coverage through Eduardo’s pension.”

“Do you think I should try it?”

“You’d have to make up your own mind about that, but Consuela is wonderful, and if she thought anything was wrong, she would call for an ambulance.”

Bella cringed. “That’s not going to happen, is it?”

“No, of course not.”

* * *
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Sofia was right. The birth of Bella’s daughter took only a few hours, surprising even the experienced midwife.

Bella held her daughter to her chest. “I love you,” she said fiercely, kissing the tiny face, hands and feet. “And I will make sure you know that every day of your life.”

Sofia watched her indulgently. “Everyone says we should enjoy them now, before they start to talk.” Her gaze went to Valeria, who was lying on a quilt on the floor.

“Not me.” Bella shook her head. “I can hardly wait to hear what she has to say.”

​​Chapter Five

“Mommy, I don’t want to wear this dress.”

“But Sweetie, your Aunty Carla sent it especially for your birthday.”  Bella gazed in wonder at her daughter. “I can’t believe you’re five years old already.”

Melissa squirmed uncomfortably. “It’s scratchy, Mom.” She stuck a hand down the neck of the dress and rubbed her fingers against the seams around the arm.

Bella checked her watch. “Your friends will be arriving any minute and I don’t really have anything else.” She squatted down in front of her daughter. “Do you think you can manage for this afternoon? I’ll fix it later, I promise, even if I have to rip it apart.” She looked up as a car pulled into the driveway, and one of Melissa’s friends got out. “How about it, birthday girl, can you manage for just a couple of hours?”

“Okay.” The child fidgeted one last time, then ran to meet her friends.

* * *
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Bella and Sofia waved as the last parent drove off. “It’s a good thing our girls have their birthdays a few months apart,” said Sofia with her ever-present smile. “I’m completely worn out; either they’re getting more energetic or I’m getting older.” She eyed the chairs on the porch. “Shall we sit for a moment?”

“Go ahead. I’ll bring us some iced tea.” Bella was as comfortable in her friend’s home as she was in her own little apartment. She couldn’t count the times over the past five years that she’d given silent thanks for the day she found Sofia Alvarez. She poured two glasses of tea, went back to the porch and sank gratefully into one of the chairs. “Where’s Valeria?” she asked, handing a glass to Sofia.

The other woman waved a hand over her shoulder. “She’s at your place with the birthday girl. Melissa couldn’t wait to take that dress off. Too bad, because it’s such a lovely style.”

Bella nodded. “I thought so, too, but she was complaining about it being scratchy, or something.”

Sofia put her feet up on a small hassock and sighed. “You said Carla sent her that dress?”

Bella nodded.

“It would be nice if your friend could come to visit. I feel that I know her by now.”

Bella raised both eyebrows. “Yeah, it would be great. A few years ago she talked about it a few times; I’d get excited, but then nothing would come of it.” She brightened. “Of course Ethan is doing well, and that’s what’s important. Imagine! Being on Broadway already.”
“Maybe he’ll move out here and become a famous movie star.” Sofia chuckled to herself. “We can always dream, no?”
The conversation was interrupted by the sound of two little girls thundering down the outside stairs that led to Bella’s apartment. They were an odd pair; Valeria dark and exotic, still in her party dress, and Melissa, tanned and tawny, hair bleached by the sun, in a tube top and shorts.

They ran up the steps and Melissa stopped indignantly in front of her mother. “See?” she said, raising her arm. “I told you it was scratchy.” She handed her mother the party dress.

The skin under her daughter’s arm was rubbed almost raw. Bella eyed it critically. “We’ll put some ointment on it later, or do you think we should go to the Emergency Room?”

Melissa rolled her eyes. “Oh, Mom, you’re so silly.” She followed Valeria into the house.

“Let’s see what we’ve got here,” Bella said, turning the dress inside out and running her fingers over the seam. “No wonder she said it felt scratchy.” She turned the dress right side out and pointed to a piece of stiff lace that had been inset into the bodice. “This fabric is much too abrasive to be left raw at the seam like that.” She was almost talking to herself. “I said earlier that I’d take it apart if necessary, but I didn’t really think it would come to that.” She handed the garment to Sofia.

“You could put binding on the seam.” Sofia shook out the dress and held it up. “It’s a lovely style, isn’t it?”

Bella eyed it critically. “I know Carla meant well when she chose it, but I’d prefer it in a softer color.” Her eyes narrowed. “When we were young, Carla and I used to watch my mother make patterns from garments she’d taken apart. Of course that was mainly because Carla was interested. She was fascinated by the process. And imagine! Now she’s working in the garment district in New York, training to be a pattern maker.” Sofia set the dress aside and Bella picked it up, examining the seams carefully. “I think I will try to take it apart. You know how stubborn Melissa can be. She isn’t going to want to wear it again.”

“While you’re at it,” said Sofia, “I bought a little sundress for Valeria a month or so ago, but it just doesn’t fit properly. Maybe we should work on them both at the same time.”

Bella thought for a few moments. “It’s been a while since I did any sewing, but I do know how. I don’t know why I haven’t been making Melissa’s clothes.”

“Maybe because you’ve been working two jobs ever since you moved here? Or because patterns cost the earth?”

Bella laughed. “Or because I don’t have a sewing machine.”

“I have a sewing machine.” Sofia spoke slowly. “When I met Eduardo I was making sportswear at a clothing factory just over the border.”

“I didn’t know that about you,” said Bella. “That’s interesting.” She rattled the ice cubes in the bottom of her glass. “Could I borrow the sewing machine?”

“Of course, but you should probably do your sewing here. It’s a heavy machine to haul up those stairs, plus you have so little room in your place.”

“This is going to be fun.” Bella did a mental inventory of the fabric in the store where she still worked. “I think I know precisely which fabric I’m going to choose.”

* * *
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The two women worked companionably, heads bent over the work table as they took the dresses apart. They’d had a “fashion show” earlier; Melissa in her party dress and Valeria in her sundress. The girls hadn’t been shy to point out what they deemed to be deficiencies.

“You know, Mom,” said Melissa in her forthright manner. “What I’d really like is a wrap-around skirt like that one you have, only short.”

“Hmm,” Bella continued working. “What would you wear underneath?”

“You’d make me some matching shorts. It would be so cool.”

She looked up at her daughter. “How old are you? Five going on fifteen?”

Melissa gave her an impatient look. “I know what I like, Mom.”

“Yes, I can see that,” Bella murmured. “That’s what I’m worried about.”

The girls ran outside and Sofia watched them with a smile. “They’re growing up so fast,” she said softly. “I would give anything if Eduardo could see her just once.” She was quiet for several moments.

“Bella.” Bella’s head came up. She knew that tone of voice by now. Sofia was about to say something important. “Melissa will be going to school this fall, no?”

“Yes, she’s really eager to go.” Bella wondered where this conversation was headed.

“Have you thought about what you’re going to say when she starts to ask about her father?” Bella had long since confided in her friend.

Over the past five years Bella had prided herself on facing challenges head on, but this was one area she had been avoiding. “Yes, I’ve thought about it a lot. I can’t believe she hasn’t asked me already.”

Sofia nodded, her dark eyes sombre. “Around here, it’s been two little girls with their mothers. Neither of them grew up with a father, so it must have seemed normal, but when she gets to school, everything will change.” She glanced out to the front yard, where the girls had settled on the grass under a tree. “She’s strong-willed, that one.”

Bella sighed. “Don’t I know it.” Her gaze rested for a moment on the two girls. “I’ve been thinking about telling her that her father is dead.” She looked defiantly at her friend. “After all, he’s as good as dead to me.”

“Because he went with someone else?” Sofia spoke gently. “Is that a reason to deprive him of knowing his daughter?”

“He has his son.” Bella spoke harshly, and then regretted it instantly. “I saw it in the paper.” A subscription to the weekly Willow Bend News had been her one indulgence; the link with her home town had kept it real.

Sofia smiled, but it was a sad smile. “I hate to see you like this.”

Bella’s shoulders fell. “I may sound cold about it now but believe me, I’ve spent literally hours thinking about it... wondering if I’m doing the right thing. It tears me apart some times, but what’s worse? Telling her that her father is dead, or telling her that he’s on the other side of the country, but she can’t go to see him?” She looked at her friend through tortured eyes. “You understand, don’t you?”

Sofia nodded. “Yes, unfortunately, I do.” She held up the pieces of Valeria’s sundress. “We’ll be ready to sew by tomorrow.”

* * *
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“Here, let me do that.” Sofia couldn’t stand watching any longer; she urged Bella up from the seat. “I can have that sewn in no time.”

Bella watched in amazement as Sofia zipped through the pieces, assembling the wrap-around skirt in less than ten minutes. Even though it was a prototype, Bella had used the “real” fabric, eager to see how it moved on Melissa. The girls were outside, already wearing their new shorts. Bella had taken apart a pair of Melissa’s old shorts and drawn patterns to fit each girl. The result was better than anything they could have purchased at the store.

“Let’s see how this looks,” she called through the screen door. “Sofia has finished the wrap-around skirt.”

Melissa loved it. She preened in front of the full length mirror on the back of the door, turning one way and then the other. The skirt swirled around her, revealing tantalizing glimpses of the contrasting lining.

“You don’t think it’s too old for her?” Sofia murmured, watching Melissa.

Bella considered her friend’s words. “I don’t think so, no. Anything to get them in a skirt for a while is good, in my opinion.”

Sofia nodded. “It would be great for the beach. They could go into the water in those shorts.” She seemed to make up her mind. “Let’s make one for Valeria as well.”

* * *
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“Mommy, can I go on the carousel?” Melissa tugged at Bella’s hand. “Please?”

Bella smiled indulgently at her daughter. “You just want to show off your new skirt.”

The child twirled. “I love it, and Val loves hers, too.” “Please, Mommy. Can we go to the carousel?”

“Oh, all right.” The excursion had been planned for several days, and the youngsters were keen to get started. “Let’s go over and collect Valeria and her mom.”

The pier was crowded with weekend visitors. Bella had quickly learned to tell the tourists from the locals, and she and Sofia walked at a leisurely pace behind the girls, people watching.

Suddenly tense, Sofia clutched at Bella’s arm. “Look” she said, “someone’s talking to the girls.”

They quickened their pace, but by the time they caught up to the girls, the woman had moved off. They saw her moving through the crowd, holding the hand of a girl similar in age to Melissa and Valeria.

“What did that lady want?” Bella asked, trying not to alarm the girls.

They both beamed. “She liked our skirts,” said Valeria proudly. “She wanted to know where she could buy one.”

Bella and Sofia exchanged relieved glances. “That’s nice,” said Sofia. “Now, how about that carousel ride?”

As they stood outside the railing watching their girls enjoy the ride, a woman and her husband came to stand beside them.

“There they are,” the woman said to her husband. Bella and Valeria were coming around again. “Don’t they look adorable in their matching skirts?”

Bella’s heart swelled. “Those are our daughters,” she said, indicating herself and Sofia.

“Really?” The woman waved to a young girl seated on a horse with a flying mane, then turned back. “Do you mind telling me where you got those skirts? I’d love to buy some for my daughter and her friend.”

“Sorry, but we made them.”

The woman’s face fell. “Too bad. You just don’t see anything like that in the stores. Thanks anyway.”

During the course of the afternoon, Sofia and Bella noticed several women looking at the girls’ skirts. “You know” said Sofia thoughtfully, “I’ll bet those skirts would sell like hotcakes at the Venice Beach market.”

Bella was startled. “I was just thinking the same thing. But we’d need more than just the one item, don’t you think?”

Sofia nodded. “And several sizes in each item.”

The girls had run ahead to an ice cream vendor. “We could do the sun dress,” murmured Sofia. “They both like that one.” They’d already made it in two strikingly different colors. “But what else would we make?”

Bella watched as the girls paid for their ice cream, and then settled side by side on a low bench. “I’ve got an idea,” she said, nodding her head with growing conviction. “Why don’t we take the girls to a department store and let them tell us what catches their eye. They’ve always had a pretty clear cut idea of what they like.” She started to speak faster, her enthusiasm bubbling over. “Once we see what styles they want, we could take them to the fabric store and let them choose.” She looked to her friend for confirmation. “What do you think?”

Sofia looked doubtful. “They’d get confused, no?”

Bella had considered that. “I’ll pre-select some suitable easy-care fabrics and ask them to choose from the ones we show them. That way they won’t be overwhelmed.”

Sofia’s eyes lit up. “That could work,” she said. “I’m always surprised at how definite they are in their choices.” She looked at the two girls, each with a different flavor of ice cream. “They don’t just follow along with each other’s likes or dislikes, either.”

​Chapter Six

And so it started. True to Sofia’s predictions, the girls knew precisely which styles they liked. When a suitable pattern wasn’t available, Bella would buy the item from a clothing store, carefully cut the garment apart and create a pattern, often improving it with subtle changes as directed by the two girls.

“I’ve been thinking,” Bella said to Sofia after a successful trip to the fabric store. “I’m going to give up my second job at the restaurant.” She’d moved on from the fast food place several years ago, and had been working an evening shift in a family restaurant. “When Melissa starts school in the fall, she’ll need me at home in the evenings.”

“You’re a good mother,” said Sofia with a sideways glance at her friend. “But you’re right; she’ll need you at home, plus you’ve been pushing yourself for a lot of years.”

“It’s hard to imagine that it’s been almost six years since I moved here.” Bella shifted the large bag of fabric to her other hand. “And now we’re starting on something new.” She thought of what lay ahead. “Are you sure you don’t want me to take care of the license and the permit?”

Sofia shook her head. “If I can survive the Immigration process, I can do this. Don’t worry.”

* * *
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They set up a table in their assigned spot three weeks later and by mid-afternoon they were completely sold out, with orders for the following weekend.

“I can’t believe it!” said Bella, collapsing on one of the chairs on the front porch. “Did you see the way they went after our stuff?” She accepted a glass of iced tea from Sofia. “When we left this morning I was telling myself not to be too disappointed if we didn’t sell anything.” She gave her head a shake. “But this... I can’t believe it.” She turned to Sofia, who had just sat down. “Are we charging enough?”

“Si.” Her friend was remarkably calm. “For now, I think our prices are just right, but we do have a problem.”

Bella frowned. “What’s that?”

“We need help.” She gestured back into the house. “We only have one machine, and there are only so many hours in the day. Would you trust me to farm out some pieces? It’s the only way we can make enough for next weekend.” She took a drink of tea, dark eyes thoughtful. “Did you make notes on what people asked for that we didn’t have?”

“Up here.” Bella tapped her head. “Can we add some more styles if I get started on the designs and the patterns?”

“In a few weeks, yes. Right now, we need more fabric.” Sofia grinned. “Lots more fabric.”

By the end of the summer season, five of Sofia’s friends were working full time producing clothing. Instead of slowing down, their sales increased every week. Their success was confirmed when other vendors vied to be near them, to take advantage of the crowds that formed around their display every week. Bella’s dreams of success were beginning to look like more than just dreams.

* * *
[image: ]


“We need to make an investment,” said Sofia, counting their money late one Sunday evening and entering figures into the spiral binder in which she meticulously kept track of their costs, as well as their sales.

“What’s that?” said Bella, her feet up on a stool. She was exhausted after working her regular shift in the fabric store all week, plus a hectic weekend selling clothes. At times like this she wondered if her almost fanatical drive to succeed was healthy. But she only had to look at Melissa and she was rejuvenated. 

“We need some properly printed tags, and a label.”

Bella was quiet for several moments.

Sofia looked up, wondering why her friend was hesitating. “Don’t you agree?”

“I do,” she replied, “but summer will be over in a few weeks, and from what we’ve been told the crowds thin out a lot when the weather cools down.”

“Labels and tags aren’t that expensive. I’ve already looked into it.” Sofia got up, went into the house and came back with a file containing two quotes. “We can always use them next year, if sales slow down.” She handed the file to Bella. “Do you know how much money we’ve made so far this year?” She did a quick calculation in the spiral binder. “Just over fourteen thousand.”

Bella looked up sharply. “Profit?” She knew things had been going well, but not this well.

Sofia nodded. “Net profit, before taxes. Neither of us has taken a salary, but even so, that’s pretty good, no?”

“I wish I had the energy to celebrate. I’d say that’s outstanding for a couple of single moms.”

“So what will we put on the label?”

Bella held her glass of iced tea against her temple. She was getting a headache. “I don’t know. Have you got any ideas?”

“Si. I think we should call it Bella. It’s simple, it describes our product, it fits on the label, and it’s your name.”

“But Sofia. We’re in this together.”

“Of course we are, but you and I know that. That’s all that matters.” She paused. “Bella. In a nice, bold script.” She picked up the file which Bella hadn’t even bothered to open. “Shall I order them, then?”

“Sure.” Bella gave a half-hearted laugh. “I’ve been so busy trying to make a success out of our business that I didn’t give much thought to how much money we were making.” From the beginning of their partnership, the division of work had come naturally. Bella made the final decisions on styles and fabrics while Sofia took care of production. Bella took charge of patterns and cutting while Sofia functioned as the bookkeeper and banker. 

“That reminds me.” Sofia sat down across from her friend. “It’s time we started to buy our fabric by the bolt. Then we could afford to pay a bit more to our seamstresses. I’m already looking around for more help.”

​​Chapter Seven

Rafael Vargas stood on his balcony and looked down on Los Angeles. A light rain had fallen overnight, and the trees shone in the morning sun. He’d only been in California a few weeks, but already he was feeling like a different person. As his gaze drifted over the rooftops below, he looked back on how he’d arrived at this point in his life.

His family had been shocked when he announced his decision to leave Lima. As the eldest son, it was expected that he would eventually take over the family textile business. Both he and his younger brother Miguel had worked in the mill every year since he could remember, learning from the ground up what it took to run the family empire. Now that he had broken free, he could finally admit to himself that he’d never enjoyed the work. Starting at the very bottom hadn’t bothered him; that was tradition, and the workers in his father’s factories respected the family even more for it. What bothered him was that the business was already built, and that his father, entrenched in his ways, was not open to new ideas. The challenge had been met many years ago, when his father had been young. When Rafael eventually took over, he would be little more than a caretaker, and where was the satisfaction in that?

But traditions run deep in the Vargas family, and ever the dutiful son, he’d tamped down his frustrations. That is, until he was presented with the young woman he was expected to marry. Suddenly his life had stretched endlessly out before him; a succession of choices made by others.

Maria’s parents were long time friends of the Vargas family. She was a beauty, there was no denying it, but he scarcely knew her. Much to the delight of both families, he invited her out to dinner which lasted several hours. It was evident to him from the beginning that her affections lay in another direction, and eventually she admitted that she and his brother Miguel had been seeing each other in secret for several months.

What’s more, Rafael’s brother loved the family business. Marketing was his main interest, and he was good at it. With Maria by his side, Rafael had no doubt that the company would be in excellent hands when his father finally retired.

But where to go? He raised his head and looked toward the ocean. California had been the ideal solution. He had a deeply rooted need to be near the ocean, and once here, he’d driven part way up the PCH almost every day. He particularly loved the days when breakers rolled in, hurling fine spray into the air. Sun shining through the mist bathed the coastline in an ethereal, unworldly glow. He didn’t think he’d ever tire of it.

* * *
[image: ]


Following his usual pattern, he drove slowly north, top down in the brilliant morning sunshine. A slow smile curved his lips as he recalled the car salesman’s pitch. The young man had assured him that the car was a ‘chick magnet’, and went on to fill him in on where all the ‘hot’ women could be found. Rafa didn’t have the heart to tell him that he wasn’t interested in the car for that purpose. To him, the convertible represented freedom... a sensation he felt every time he headed out.  This morning was no different, but for some reason the scenery wasn’t doing it for him today. He picked up coffee at a drive-through kiosk and continued, eventually parking in an almost deserted parking lot beside a broad expanse of sand. Later today the beach would be crowded, but this morning it was an ideal spot for reflection.

Okay... he had to admit it... he was getting bored. He sipped the coffee thoughtfully, and for the first time since leaving Peru he wondered if he’d made a mistake to come here without a plan. He had plenty of money thanks to his maternal grandmother. He smiled now at the thought of her. His abuela had been crafty and far ahead of her time, amassing a varied portfolio of stocks that would have impressed any successful Wall Street investor. And when she died, she’d split her estate between Rafa and Miguel.

If only he could talk to her now. It had been to his grandmother that he’d turned when frustrated with his father’s pedantic approach to business. She’d grasped new concepts instantly, particularly his desire to branch out into fashion. But his father wouldn’t listen, claiming that such a move would alienate their current customers, who bought fabric from
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