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            Dedication

         
         
            In celebration of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Elm Creek Quilts series, this novel is dedicated with gratitude and
               affection to the many loyal readers around the world whose enthusiasm and support for my work through the years have made
               this happy occasion possible.
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         The cabdriver chose the scenic bypass from the Elm Creek Valley Regional Airport rather than the more direct route through
            the downtown past the Waterford College campus, adding a few winding miles through rolling countryside to the trip but saving
            at least twenty minutes. Summer’s rural Pennsylvania hometown barely qualified as a small city, with a seasonal population
            topping out at about fifty thousand when the college’s fifteen thousand undergraduates were in residence. Yet even now, in
            mid-June, Waterford’s main streets would be bustling with students, faculty, and staff strolling and biking between campus
            and the quaint shops, sports bars, and trendy restaurants in the downtown district, slowing traffic to a leisurely amble—ideal
            for sightseeing but not for getting anywhere fast.
         

         
         And now that Summer was so close, she didn’t want to delay her homecoming a minute longer than necessary.

         
         She wasn’t looking forward to explaining why she had returned to Elm Creek Manor so unexpectedly, but at least she knew everyone there would be delighted to see her. She would be even happier to see them. As soon as her mom folded her in a warm embrace, the heavy burden of worry and self-doubt that had been weighing her down for months would finally begin to lift. When her longtime friends and colleagues gathered around to welcome her with hugs and fond teasing, she might forget her troubles entirely, at least until one of the Elm Creek Quilters asked her what she was doing there when she was supposed to be back at the University of Chicago, getting a head start on her doctoral studies. 

         
         Then Summer would admit the truth, and her friends’ joy would abruptly vanish, confusion and disappointment clouding their
            faces. She couldn’t bear to imagine it, so she quickly returned her focus to the cabdriver’s conversation. Waterford was not
            such a small town that everyone knew everyone, but degrees of separation invariably ran in the single digits, and they had
            soon established that Summer had attended middle school with the driver’s niece. He updated her on the local news, not that
            there was much of it, aside from the town council’s recent announcement that a generous benefactor had donated fifty acres
            of wetlands to the Waterford College Arboretum. The driver was so caught up in his story that he didn’t slow down as they
            approached Summer’s turnoff, a barely visible curve of brown on the edge of a dense green forest. 
         

         
         Almost too late, she realized he was about to sail past the turn. “It’s here,” she interrupted, gesturing to the solid oak
            Elm Creek Quilts sign marking the T intersection—four feet wide atop sturdy support beams, angled to be clearly visible to
            traffic from both directions, with beautifully carved letters freshly painted every March.
         

         
         “On it,” the driver replied, quickly spinning the wheel.

         
         Summer instinctively clutched her canvas backpack closer to her side as the taxi turned sharply off the highway, swinging
            wide onto the grassy shoulder before swerving back onto the road. Behind her seat, her suitcase slid across the floor of the
            trunk and struck the side with a soft, dull thud. Fortunately, the only valuables she carried were made of paper or fabric.
         

         
         “Sorry ’bout that,” the driver said cheerfully, raising his voice to be heard over the rattle of rusty axles on the rough, gravel road that wound through the leafy wood encircling the Bergstrom estate. “I’ve been taking folks out this way for years—though less often now that they have their own shuttle—but that turnoff always catches me by surprise.” 

         
         “It’s easy to miss the sign,” she said diplomatically, although it wasn’t really, except at night or in a heavy fog, conditions
            that were not currently impairing that clear, warm, sunny day. 
         

         
          “If you say so,” he replied wryly, grinning at her in the rearview mirror before promptly returning his gaze to the road.
            That was fortunate for them both. The road was so narrow that if an oncoming car suddenly appeared, one of them would have
            to swerve off onto the shoulder or into the trees. Occasionally the Elm Creek Quilters debated widening and paving the road
            during the offseason, when traffic to the manor diminished. Summer’s mom always talked the others out of it, citing the expense
            and inconvenience of construction and concluding with a passionate plea not to sacrifice a single precious tree to the idols
            of commerce and fossil fuels.
         

         
         At that moment, the late afternoon sunlight broke through the leafy canopy and illuminated a fork in the road up ahead. “Take
            the left, please,” Summer quickly said as the driver veered right.
         

         
         “Are you sure?” He slowed the cab to give her time to reconsider. “The left fork takes you around back. Most visitors like
            to be dropped off at the front entrance.”
         

         
         Summer knew that to be true. For most guests of Elm Creek Manor, the approach was a significant, almost reverential act, filling
            them with the sense that they had arrived at a unique, separate, sheltered and sheltering place, a haven from the chaos and
            disappointments of ordinary life. As their cars emerged from the dense forest, the gray stone manor would suddenly appear
            in the middle distance, steadfast and welcoming, surrounded by a wildflower meadow. Moments later, the visitors would glimpse
            the tall, white pillars supporting the high roof of the broad verandah that spanned the width of the manor. As they drew closer,
            they would see the twin arcs of the stone staircases descending from the verandah to the driveway, which encircled a fountain
            in the shape of a rearing horse, the symbol of the Bergstrom family. 
         

         
         Through the years, Summer had always enjoyed observing their arriving guests as they took in the scene for the first time, awestruck and thrilled that they would be able to spend a week in such a magnificent setting. She too still experienced that same thrill from time to time, even though Elm Creek Manor had become as familiar to her as her childhood home, only a few miles away. Sometimes the manor felt like her true home, the home of her heart. 

         
         “I’m sure,” Summer assured the driver, smiling. “Please take the back way. I’m not a visitor.”

         
         “You mean you’re one of the quilt ladies?”

         
         Her smile deepened. “You could say that, although that’s not my official job title.”

         
         He shrugged, bemused, and drove on. “You don’t look old enough to be a quilter.”

         
         “Careful,” she teased. “Don’t judge by appearances. Quilters come in all ages, all genders, all shapes and sizes and colors.
            You should know that already, if you bring quilt campers here as often as you claim.”
         

         
         “Fair point,” he said amiably. “No offense intended.”

         
         “None taken.”

         
         “So you’re a real Elm Creek Quilter.” He shook his head, impressed. “And at your age.”

         
         “Not only that,” she said, “I’m a founding member.”

         
         She could understand his surprise. She was still a student at Waterford College in 1997 when the Elm Creek Quilters welcomed
            their first campers to the renovated and refurbished historic manor for a week of quilting, friendship, and celebration of
            their beloved traditional art. Elm Creek Quilts had utterly transformed Summer’s life—and not only hers, but those of her
            colleagues and all the quilters they had hosted through the years.
         

         
         Even now, with Elm Creek Quilt Camp securely established as the most popular and renowned quilter’s retreat in the country,
            Summer marveled to think that if events had not unfolded as serendipitously as they had, Elm Creek Quilts never would have
            existed.
         

         
         Summer was ten years old in 1986, when she and her mother moved to the Elm Creek Valley for Gwen’s new job as an assistant professor of American Studies at Waterford College. By the time Summer started fifth grade that fall, her friends from her new neighborhood had already told her of the mysterious mansion hidden away in the woods on the outskirts of town, falling into ruins around the reclusive elderly widow who lived there, alone, with no family and few visitors. Some people said Elm Creek Manor had become a station on the Underground Railroad soon after German immigrant Hans Bergstrom built it in 1854. Others said the stately old mansion was haunted by the ghosts of its former occupants, too fond of their beloved ancestral estate ever to leave. Summer believed the first rumor but not the second, though she had little evidence to support her conclusions. She had never seen Elm Creek Manor except in old photographs, and she had glimpsed its sole living occupant, Mrs. Claudia Bergstrom Midden, only a handful of times on her rare visits into town. 

         
         One day, Summer and her mother were browsing for fabric at Grandma’s Attic, the cozy, charming quilt shop across the street
            from the campus’s main gate, when the tinkle of the bell on the door announced a new arrival. Glancing up at the sound, Summer
            froze at the sight of the mysterious Mrs. Midden entering, dressed in monochrome grays and whites, support hose, and sturdy
            black low-heeled pumps. A hush fell over the shop as the silver-haired, stooped figure moved slowly through the aisles leaning
            heavily on her black cane, the strap of a worn leather purse over her shoulder, a shopping basket dangling from her elbow.
            Summer was extremely curious but too well brought up to stare, so she merely watched from the corner of her eye as the older
            woman bent to peer closely at one bolt of fabric and then another through horn-rimmed glasses, the lenses so cloudy and scratched
            Summer wondered how she could see much of anything.
         

         
         After thirty minutes of searching, Mrs. Midden bought only a spool of thread and a packet of needles. When she lingered at the cash register to chat with Bonnie, the shop’s friendly, fortysomething owner, Summer was struck by the certainty that Mrs. Midden was profoundly lonely. 

         
         “Maybe we should invite Mrs. Midden to join the Waterford Quilting Guild,” Summer proposed after she and her mother made their
            own purchases and headed home.
         

         
         Gwen threw her a bemused glance. “That’s very kind of you, kiddo,” she said, “but Mrs. Midden has lived in Waterford all her
            life. If she wanted to join the guild, she likely would have done so by now. Some people prefer their solitude.”
         

         
         “Some people choose solitude because they’re afraid they wouldn’t be welcome,” Summer replied, and Gwen conceded the point,
            but the discussion ended there. Without her mother’s wholehearted approval, Summer felt uncomfortable inviting an elderly
            woman she didn’t even know to join them. She was one of only a handful of teenagers in the guild, restricted to provisional
            membership for four more years until she turned eighteen. It wasn’t her place to recruit members, especially reluctant ones.
         

         
         Years passed. Mrs. Midden’s visits into town became even less frequent, not that Summer kept track. Busy with school and her
            friends, and later with graduating from high school and starting college, she all but forgot the reclusive woman. She had
            just begun her junior year at Waterford College while holding down a part-time job at Grandma’s Attic when a customer broke
            the news that Mrs. Midden had passed away.
         

         
         “That poor, lonely old soul.” Bonnie sighed, tucking a strand of dark brown hair behind her ear, her ruddy cheeks creasing
            in a pensive frown. “I hope she’s found some peace at last.”
         

         
         “I wonder who found her,” mused Diane, another part-time employee, a chemistry professor’s wife whose two young sons Summer often babysat. “The gardener?
            The postman?”
         

         
         “Diane!” Bonnie exclaimed. “Honestly! Show some respect.”

         
         “What?” Diane protested. Tall and slender like Summer herself, she wore her curly blond hair in a short bob, which she frequently tossed back from her face to emphasize a point. “I’m just saying what we’re all wondering.” 

         
         “I heard she passed away in the hospital, not at home,” the customer broke in helpfully, handing Summer several bolts of fabric.
            “One yard of each, please, except two of the blue.”
         

         
         “Coming right up.” Summer carried the fabrics to the cutting table, unrolled the first bolt, lined up the long acrylic ruler
            with the grid marks on the mat, and took a rotary cutter in hand. “What will happen to Elm Creek Manor now?” she wondered
            aloud as she deftly made the first cut.
         

         
         No one there knew, but they spent a good twenty minutes speculating. 

         
         Several weeks passed before the staff of Grandma’s Attic learned that Mrs. Midden, whom everyone assumed was the last of the
            proud Bergstrom line, had been survived by her younger sister, Sylvia Bergstrom Compson. The sisters had been estranged for
            fifty years, according to neighbors and customers who had known them both back in the day. Why Sylvia had left Elm Creek Manor
            so suddenly in 1945 was unknown, but she had lost her husband and her younger brother in the war, and the sisters’ relationship
            had been fraught with rivalry since childhood. Rumor had it Sylvia had despised Claudia’s fiancé and she had fled rather than
            witness their wedding, but Summer and Diane agreed there had to be more to it than that. 
         

         
         “She could’ve just arranged to be inconveniently out of town that day,” said Diane as they unpacked a shipment of pattern
            books in the stockroom. “It’s a bit excessive to leave home forever because you dislike your brother-in-law, especially when
            home is a gorgeous mansion.”
         

         
         “Is it gorgeous?” Summer asked, curious, but Diane merely shrugged. She had never seen it either, but she had heard from an older
            quilting friend, Agnes, that it had been absolutely splendid in its day.
         

         
         In late September, Sylvia Bergstrom Compson herself stopped by Grandma’s Attic. Summer had heard her mom’s friends say that Sylvia was a renowned master quilter. Her work was regularly displayed in the American Quilter’s Society museum in Paducah, Kentucky, and one of her masterpieces was in the museum’s permanent collection. 

         
         “I need a pair of very sharp scissors, a packet of needles, and a few other notions,” Sylvia said crisply when Bonnie approached
            with a friendly smile and asked if she could help her. “I thought I’d packed the essentials, but apparently I forgot a few
            things back home in Sewickley.”
         

         
         Summer knew Sewickley was near Pittsburgh, about 150 miles to the west on the Ohio River. The town must have been the inspiration
            for one of Sylvia’s most acclaimed quilts, Sewickley Sunrise. Summer had seen a picture of it in an AQS calendar hanging in
            Bonnie’s office.
         

         
         “Will you be in Waterford long?” Bonnie asked as she led Sylvia to the notions aisle.

         
         “No, not long, I hope.”

         
         Summer felt a mild sting at the implied slight against her hometown, but it left her more curious than insulted. After that, she observed Sylvia surreptitiously whenever she returned to Grandma’s Attic. She looked to be in her mid-seventies, with only a passing resemblance to her late elder sister. They shared the same clear, blue eyes, but Sylvia was thinner and seemed a few inches taller, unless that was simply her imperious bearing and good posture; Claudia had always hunched her shoulders as if she hoped to evade notice. Sylvia wore her silver-gray hair parted on the right in a blunt cut a few inches below her chin, and the only softness to her face was in the gentle sagging of the skin along her jaw and in the feathery lines etched around her eyes and mouth. Summer had never seen Claudia without her thick horn-rimmed glasses firmly in place, but Sylvia’s wire-rimmed glasses usually hung around her neck on a fine silver chain. She slipped them on only when she wanted to inspect something closely, or when it was necessary to prompt an inattentive clerk into action with a pointed look. She was courteous enough whenever Summer waited on her at the cutting table or cash register—a bit stern and abrupt, maybe, but never rude. 

         
         Eventually, after several return visits, Sylvia warmed to friendly, cheerful Bonnie, if none of the other staff or regulars.
            Bonnie arranged for Sylvia to sell some of her quilts on consignment at Grandma’s Attic, and the beautiful displays in the
            large front window drew many an admirer into the shop. Even so, as the weeks passed and what everyone had assumed was a quick
            visit to wrap up her sister’s affairs turned into an indefinite stay, not even Bonnie dared ask Sylvia what her intentions
            were for Elm Creek Manor. Potential buyers were said to be circling, while local history buffs fervently hoped Sylvia would
            open the manor to public tours. But although Sylvia hired a local landscaping firm to tidy up the long-neglected grounds,
            it was impossible to guess whether she intended to call her ancestral estate home once more, or if she meant to sell it and
            return to Sewickley, to the home, friends, and life she had left behind and presumably missed. 
         

         
         Everyone’s curiosity remained unsatisfied throughout the winter and well into spring, when a newcomer to Waterford finally
            drew out the answers. Sarah McClure, a newlywed accountant only a few years older than Summer, had recently moved to the Elm
            Creek Valley so her husband, Matt, could accept a job with the same landscape architecture firm Sylvia had engaged to tame
            the neglected and vastly overgrown grounds of the Bergstrom estate. Apparently the manor’s interior was in equally poor condition,
            for Sylvia hired Sarah to help her clear it out and clean it up, a position Sarah accepted only after Sylvia agreed to supplement
            her wages with quilting lessons.
         

         
         The quest for fabric and supplies brought Sarah into Grandma’s Attic, where Summer, Bonnie, Diane, Gwen, and the other members of their small quilting bee soon befriended her. Through Sarah they at last learned about Sylvia’s plans to sell the manor, a decision that Summer found disappointing and sad, even though she had expected it and it was certainly Sylvia’s right. Sarah confided that one prospective buyer, University Realty, had spoken of turning the manor into an apartment complex for students of Waterford College, and Sylvia was seriously considering his offer. 

         
         “She said that in all the months her estate has been on the market, no one else has suggested anything that puts the estate
            to better use,” said Sarah, shrugging ruefully. “She’s a retired art teacher, and she likes the idea of students ‘enjoying
            comfortable homes amid the peaceful seclusion of the beautiful Pennsylvania countryside,’ as she put it. I see her point,
            but I was actually hoping she’d decide to stay, now that the manor is becoming so lovely again.”
         

         
         “Elm Creek Manor, a student apartment building?” Summer wrinkled her nose, dubious. “That doesn’t make sense. Students like
            to live close to campus so we can walk or bike anywhere we need to go. I’m pretty sure the manor isn’t on a frequent bus route,
            so unless you have a car, it would be hugely inconvenient.” 
         

         
         “Plus, most college students aren’t looking for peace, quiet, and seclusion, except when they’re studying, and they have the
            library for that.” Sarah shook her head, her expression pensive. “Something’s not right with University Realty’s business
            plan.”
         

         
         Summer thought so too. “Let’s hope Mrs. Compson reads the fine print before she signs anything.”

         
         Fortunately, Sarah had not left that to chance. Suspicious of the real estate agent’s intentions, she quietly investigated
            his company, and was shocked to learn that Gregory Krolich intended to raze Elm Creek Manor, put up a few hundred condos in
            its place, and turn over the remaining land to commercial and industrial development. The lovely, historic manor would be
            reduced to rubble, and acres of thriving, lush forest and wildflower meadow would be uprooted and paved over.
         

         
         Sarah broke the news to Sylvia just in time. Horrified, Sylvia immediately ceased negotiations with University Realty—and found herself right back where she had started, the sole heir to a grand estate much too large for one woman alone, and too rich with legacy and history to bestow lightly upon a stranger. Determined not to be taken in by another unscrupulous profiteer, she asked Sarah to help her find a way to bring joy and purpose back to the manor, to restore it to its former glory. 

         
         Sarah’s unlikely and ingenious suggestion was to transform Elm Creek Manor into an artist’s retreat, a place for quilters
            to create, learn, find inspiration, and enjoy the camaraderie of other quilters. Sylvia embraced the idea—and how infinitely
            grateful Summer was that she had, and that Sarah and Sylvia had invited her, her mom, and their friends from Grandma’s Attic
            to become the founding members of the faculty.
         

         
         So much had happened since Sarah had first proposed Elm Creek Quilts that it seemed impossible only eight years had passed.
            The women’s friendships had thrived as their business had prospered, and they had seen one another past milestones and through
            some of life’s greatest challenges—graduations, marriages, childbirth, one painful and contentious divorce, and countless
            reunions and partings, daily failures and small triumphs. Some of their founding members had left to pursue new dreams, allowing
            other teachers and artists to take their places among the circle of quilters. Summer was well aware that her own position
            was unique. She was a founding Elm Creek Quilter who had left to attend graduate school at the University of Chicago, but
            unlike the other former faculty members who had left, she had not made a clean break and started fresh elsewhere. She visited
            Elm Creek Manor often, taught a class or two during breaks between terms, and had absolutely no intention of ever selling
            her share of the business to a newcomer.
         

         
         That didn’t mean she considered Elm Creek Quilts to be her backup plan in case graduate school didn’t work out. Elm Creek
            Quilts meant too much to her to be reduced to that. Anyway, a backup plan was entirely unnecessary because graduate school
            was definitely going to work out—even if she couldn’t quite see how, at the moment.
         

         
         Summer closed her eyes and took a deep, steadying breath. She’d figure it out. She had to. Until then, she would find respite in the company of friends in the halls of Elm Creek Manor, as so many other quilters had before her. 

         
         The car followed the narrow gravel road through the trees and soon emerged before a sunlit apple orchard. Summer glimpsed
            several women strolling amid the trees heavy with ripening fruit, some guests chatting happily in pairs or trios, others alone,
            lost in thought, perhaps pondering a new quilt design or the solution to a difficult assembly problem. Leaving the orchard
            behind, the cab passed a two-story red banked barn, climbed a low hill, and crossed the bridge over Elm Creek. The road widened
            on the opposite side, and all at once the manor came into view—three stories of gray stone and dark wood, its unexpected elegance
            enhanced by the rambling, natural beauty of its surroundings. The shorter of the two wings pointed west, toward the bridge,
            and the other wing stretched to the south. Where the two wings met there were four stone stairs and a gently sloping ramp
            leading to a back door. Campers clad in casual summer clothing passed in and out, enjoying some free time before the Welcome
            Banquet and Candlelight gathering, the official opening ceremonies of each new week of Elm Creek Quilt Camp. 
         

         
         The road led into a parking lot encircling a wide central island where two towering elms grew, spared from the paving contractors at Sylvia’s express command. The lot was half full of campers’ cars and a few vehicles belonging to staff and faculty, so the cabdriver pulled up behind the Elm Creek Quilts minivan, easily identified by the bright, multicolored logo displayed on both sides, a patchwork elm tree on the bank of a flowing creek. The minivan served as a shuttle to the airport, the train station, and downtown, and until Grandma’s Attic had closed nearly two years before, it had carried eager shoppers back and forth twice daily. Bonnie had been heartbroken by the loss of her business, but within the past year she’d rebounded impressively. The previous autumn, she had accepted an old college friend’s invitation to help launch the Aloha Quilt Camp on Maui, and it was off to a fantastic start. Like Summer herself, though, Bonnie would always have a place at Elm Creek Quilts. 

         
         Summer paid the driver and thanked him, grabbed her backpack and suitcase, and carried both up the stairs to the back door,
            a broad grin spreading over her face even as her heart pounded with something like apprehension. 
         

         
         The door swung open just as she reached for the handle. 

         
         “Well, if it isn’t Summer Sullivan!” the petite octogenarian standing in the doorway exclaimed. She wore light cotton capris
            in a lilac print, a short-sleeved lilac-hued blouse, and a plum-colored cap atop her cloud of fluffy white hair. 
         

         
         “Hi, Vinnie,” Summer greeted the camper, surprised. A lively favorite of the faculty, Vinnie attended Elm Creek Quilt Camp
            every August to celebrate her birthday and to reunite with far-flung quilting friends she had met on previous visits. “You’re
            here early this year.”
         

         
         “Oh, yes. One of the other Cross-Country Quilters couldn’t make it during my birthday week, so we adapted.” Vinnie shrugged
            cheerfully. “Are you teaching this week after all? Sarah said you weren’t. Is she holding out on me?”
         

         
         “No, Sarah’s right. I don’t have any classes scheduled this week.” Summer would have, except that in early March, as Sarah
            was preparing to arrange the faculty and course schedule for the upcoming season, Summer had told her that she wouldn’t be
            available. After finishing her master’s in May, she had intended to remain in Chicago for the summer quarter and immediately
            plunge into her Ph.D. studies.
         

         
         Things hadn’t worked out quite the way she had planned.

         
         “I’m glad you’re here all the same,” Vinnie declared, beaming. “I’ve been wanting to tell you that I finally finished the
            Confluence quilt I started in your color theory seminar two years ago. Last month it took a blue ribbon at the Hamilton County
            State Fair!”
         

         
         “That’s wonderful,” said Summer. “Congratulations!”

         
         “I understand congratulations are in order for you too.” Vinnie gave Summer’s forearm an approving pat. “Sarah says you earned your master’s degree in history last month. Well done, my dear! Your mother must be bursting with pride.” 

         
         Summer hesitated. “Well, my mom’s always been proud of me, but actually—”

         
         “Oh, there’s Megan. I have to run. Did you know she married my favorite grandson? That makes her my granddaughter-in-law,
            and I couldn’t be happier.” Throwing Summer one last grin and a cheerful wave, Vinnie hurried down the stairs and away.
         

         
         Summer watched her go, guiltily grateful for the reprieve, knowing it wouldn’t last. She inhaled deeply to steady herself
            before continuing on inside.
         

         
         Entering the rear foyer, she paused to savor the delicious aromas wafting through the kitchen doorway on the left before she
            stowed her suitcase in the butler’s pantry across the hall. She wanted to see her mother first thing, but Anna’s feelings
            might be hurt if she found out later that Summer had strolled right past the kitchen without saying hello.
         

         
         Since Elm Creek Quilts had launched, no other room in the manor had been so thoroughly transformed as the kitchen. For their first few years, the faculty managed to feed dozens of quilt campers three healthy meals a day by adapting to what Sylvia euphemistically called the antique kitchen’s charming quirks, but it was a struggle. When Anna was hired as their first professional chef, she made a total kitchen remodel a condition for accepting the job. The following September, after camp ended for the season, contractors had gutted the space, knocking out a wall and expanding into an adjacent sitting room. In the far half of the room, they installed state-of-the-art appliances, marble counters, efficient workstations, a central island, spacious cabinets, and a walk-in pantry. In the half closer to the door, eight cozy booths lined the walls. A dark walnut refectory table with two long benches on either side, a well-made, much-loved heirloom from the manor’s early days, filled the space between the booths and the cooking area. On the wall above the nearest booth hung a bright, cheerful quilt Sylvia and Anna had sewn from scraps of fabric from Sylvia’s great-aunt Lydia’s collection of feed-sack aprons, an appliquéd still life of fruits and vegetables framed by blocks evocative of the room in which it was displayed: Broken Dishes, Cut Glass Dish, Honeybee, and Corn and Beans. The kitchen had become an ideal workplace for the creation of nourishing, delicious meals, but it was also a cozy, welcoming gathering place for faculty and campers alike to catch up with friends over a cup of tea and a snack any time of day. 

         
         At the moment, it was a buzz of activity as their talented chef and her staff prepared for the evening meal. “Hi, Anna,” Summer
            called to the robust woman with dark, sparkling eyes who stood stirring one of four copper pots on the eight-burner stove.
            Anna wore her long, dark hair in a French braid beneath her white chef’s toque, and although her crisp white apron was spotted
            tomato red, her sleeves were immaculately clean. “Do I smell your famous corn and leek bisque?”
         

         
         “Indeed you do, but you’ll have to wait until the Welcome Banquet for a taste.” Anna glanced up and nearly dropped her spoon,
            eyes widening with astonishment. “Summer! You’re here—and you cut your hair! I love it.”
         

         
         Summer’s hand flew to the wavy locks brushing the nape of her neck. Until a few days ago, her thick, auburn hair had been
            nearly as long as Anna’s, but now it barely skimmed her shoulders. “Thanks. I’m not quite used to it yet.”
         

         
         “It suits you. But what are you doing home? No one told me you were coming or I would have made you something special.”

         
         “No one knew, and everything you make is special.” Inhaling deeply, Summer savored the fragrance of roasting herbs and spices
            mingled with—was it pastry, and something umami, mushrooms and wild rice? “Have you seen my mom recently? I’d assume she’s
            in the foyer registering campers, except it’s a bit late in the day for that.”
         

         
         Anna shook her head. “Registration wrapped up about an hour ago. I think Gretchen might still be out there, though, waiting for a few late arrivals.” 

         
         “Oh, okay.” Summer turned to go, clasping the straps of her backpack to shift its weight. “Maybe Gretchen has seen her pass
            by. I’ll ask.”
         

         
         “If Gretchen doesn’t know, try the library,” Anna called after her. “This morning Sarah mentioned something about meeting
            with your mom and Sylvia before the Welcome Banquet.”
         

         
         Summer thanked her and hurried on her way, down the hall to the front foyer, with its gleaming black marble floor and high
            ceiling open to the third story. To the left, two long marble stairs descended to the tall double doors of the front entrance,
            while on the far wall, an open doorway led into the ballroom. During camp season, movable partitions divided the large, elegant
            chamber into classrooms that hummed with activity throughout the day, the sounds of sewing machines, lectures, conversation,
            and laughter harmonizing into the familiar, charming music of quilt camp. To Summer’s right, another pair of doors led into
            the banquet hall, where campers and faculty savored Anna’s magnificent feasts three times a day. The grand oak staircase in
            the corner climbed gracefully to the second story, which, like the floor above it, was open to the foyer below. Colorful quilts
            of all patterns and styles hung from the high balustrades, offering an enchanting display of heirlooms from the Bergstrom
            family collection alongside project quilts the campers could learn to make during that week’s classes.
         

         
         Every Sunday morning of quilt camp season, from late March through the Saturday before Labor Day, the Elm Creek Quilters gathered in the foyer early to prepare for the arrival of their new guests. They would set up long folding tables on the black marble floor, arrange a few chairs on both sides, and organize various stations for the registration process. By midafternoon, nearly all guests would have arrived and would be settling happily into their rooms, wandering the halls to meet their neighbors, or exploring the beautiful estate. As other tasks summoned most of the Elm Creek Quilters away, registration would diminish to a single table, with the few remaining forms and keys and a single faculty member to mind them. 

         
         So it was when Summer entered the foyer. 

         
         Gretchen Hartley sat alone at a table in the center of the room, perfectly content, smiling as if she expected a camper to
            rush in at any moment. Though she was the newest member of the faculty, Gretchen was one of their most experienced quilters,
            having taken her first quilting lessons from none other than Sylvia herself as a high school student in Ambridge, Pennsylvania.
            She was in her late sixties, with steel-gray hair cut in a pageboy and a thin frame that seemed whittled down by hard times.
            When Gretchen had first come to Elm Creek Manor for her job interview, Summer had been impressed by her quiet, thoughtful
            manner and kindness, through which a core of decency and strength were evident. Her knowledge of and love for traditional
            quilting were equally impressive, but it was her deep understanding of the spirit of Elm Creek Quilts that had won her a place
            on the faculty. 
         

         
         Gretchen spotted Summer the moment she stepped into the foyer. “Summer,” she called out, rising, her smile lighting up with
            surprise. She came around the table to welcome her with a hug, looking casually professional, as befit the first day of camp,
            in a tan poplin skirt, white blouse, and a lightweight blue cardigan tied over her shoulders. “What an unexpected pleasure!
            Your mother didn’t mention that you were coming home.”
         

         
         “She doesn’t know,” Summer said, realizing, too late, that she probably should have called ahead. “Have you seen her around?”

         
         Gretchen gestured toward the staircase. “She hurried by on her way to the library not ten minutes ago. She’ll be so pleased
            to see you.”
         

         
         Summer managed a smile, though she knew her mother wasn’t likely to stay pleased once she knew why Summer hadn’t stayed at
            school.
         

         
         A few campers greeted Summer in passing as she crossed the foyer and ascended the stairs, the carved banister so familiar beneath her hand, worn smooth from the touch of four generations of Bergstroms who had inhabited the manor and the great many friends and guests who had visited since Sylvia’s return. At the top of the stairs, Summer turned left and passed two guest suites on her right, and the balcony open to the foyer below on her left. Just past the staircase to the third floor, she paused for a moment where the hall ended at a pair of French doors. Steeling herself, she grasped the handles, eased them open, and stepped cautiously inside, unsure whom she would find there and what important discussion she might interrupt. 

         
         All of Elm Creek Quilts’ business operations were conducted from the office in the manor’s stately library, which spanned
            the entire width of the manor’s south wing. Light spilled in through tall diamond-paned windows on the east and west walls,
            and between the windows stood tall bookcases, shelves bowing slightly under the weight of hundreds of volumes. Gentle cross
            breezes cooled the room on that summer afternoon, but in winter, a fire burning in the large stone fireplace on the south
            wall kept the library warm and snug. On the wall beside the fireplace hung a most unusual Winding Ways quilt, comprised of
            nine panels, nine blocks each, hung side by side so closely that they appeared to be a single, unified whole—or they would
            have, except that several sections were absent, with only slender brushed-nickel rods and brackets to indicate where they
            belonged. Two armchairs and footstools sat invitingly before the fireplace, while more chairs and sofas were arranged in a
            square in the center of the room, where Elm Creek Quilters often lingered to discuss camp business or to relax during breaks
            from the busy classrooms downstairs.
         

         
         Three familiar figures sat there now, so engrossed in conversation that they did not notice Summer as she entered and softly closed the French doors behind her. Summer had expected to find Sarah seated in the tall leather chair behind the large oak desk that had once belonged to Sylvia’s father, her long, reddish-brown hair tucked behind her ears as she scrutinized paperwork or entered important information into a spreadsheet. Instead she was in an armchair in the center of the room, facing the French doors, a pen in one hand, a clipboard resting on her lap. Even from behind, Summer immediately recognized the two women seated on the sofa across from her—Sylvia and Gwen. 

         
         “Matt anticipates an excellent crop this season, so if we can manage even a small advertising budget to get the word out,
            we should see a profit this fall,” Sarah was saying, as Gwen nodded thoughtfully. “But you’ve seen the numbers, and we can’t
            ignore the facts. Generating more income from the orchards will help, but we’ll have to find other new sources of revenue
            to sustain us over the long term.”
         

         
         “Why do we need new sources of revenue?” Summer broke in, without thinking. “Is enrollment down? What’s going on?”

         
         Startled, Sarah glanced up, and when her eyes met Summer’s, they widened in astonishment. “Summer!”

         
         As Gwen and Sylvia started and glanced over their shoulders, Summer drew closer and let her backpack slide to the floor beside
            the desk. “Hey, everybody,” she said, her smile faltering. “Surprise.”
         

         
         “Indeed it is,” said Sylvia, turning around in her seat and smiling up at her fondly. “The very best kind. What a becoming
            hairdo, my dear. Very stylish.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Sylvia.” Summer touched her hair self-consciously. “Hi, Mom.”

         
         Gwen was already on her feet, her beaded necklaces clicking faintly as she hurried over in a swirl of her long batik skirt
            and tunic, her gray-streaked auburn hair rippling in thick waves down her back. “Kiddo,” she exclaimed in wonder, kissing
            Summer on both cheeks before pulling her in for a warm, solid hug so strong it almost took Summer’s breath away. “What on
            earth are you doing here?”
         

         
         “Do I need a reason?” Summer said, her voice muffled against her mother’s shoulder. 

         
         “Never.” Gwen loosened her embrace, but only enough to hold Summer out at arm’s length, her hands clasping her daughter’s shoulders as she peered intently into her eyes. “What’s wrong?” 

         
         “You tell me. Is Elm Creek Quilts in financial trouble or something?”

         
         “No, no, of course not,” said Sarah, too quickly. “Well, to be perfectly honest, we’re breaking even, but our operating expenses
            rise every year, and the manor could use some repairs. If the alternatives are to raise tuition or cut corners—”
         

         
         “No and no,” said Sylvia firmly. “A week at Elm Creek Quilt Camp must remain within the budget of an average quilter, and
            we’ve worked too hard to establish our excellent reputation to lower our standards now.”
         

         
         “Which means,” said Sarah wryly, “we need additional sources of revenue. But getting back to the more important question,
            why have you come home? What’s wrong?”
         

         
         “Why does something have to be wrong? I just got homesick, that’s all.” Summer tossed off a shrug and forced a smile. “Also,
            I missed Anna’s cooking and playing with the twins.”
         

         
         Gwen’s eyes narrowed as they searched her daughter’s face for clues. “That much is true, but what else?”

         
         “I needed a change of scene.” Summer wriggled from her mother’s grasp and knelt beside her backpack. “I’ll fill you in soon,
            but first things first.” Drawing back the flap, she withdrew a small, soft bundle wrapped in clean muslin. Unwrapping the
            protective cloth as she crossed the room to the Winding Ways quilt, she hung her own nine-block panel in its designated spot—second
            row, first block on the left, just below her mother’s and above Diane’s, with Gretchen’s to the right. Then she stepped back
            to admire the effect, tranquility settling over her, the reassurance that came from restoring something to its true and proper
            place.
         

         
         Sylvia had made the unique Winding Ways quilt two years before, as Judy and Summer prepared to leave Elm Creek Quilts, Judy for her dream job in Philadelphia, Summer for the University of Chicago. The pieced mosaic of overlapping circles and intertwining curves, the careful balance of dark and light hues, and the unexpected harmony of the disparate fabrics and colors evoked the sense of many winding paths meeting, intersecting, parting, creating the illusion that the separate sections formed a single quilt. Sarah would always remember the words Sylvia had spoken that August day as she had presented the panels to the original Elm Creek Quilters. “The Winding Ways quilt will remind us of friends who have left our circle to journey far away,” Sylvia had explained. “When one of our circle must leave us, she’ll take her section of the quilt with her as a reminder of the loving friends awaiting her return. The empty places on the wall will remind those of us left behind that the beauty of our friendship endures, even if great distances separate us. When the absent friend returns to Elm Creek Manor, she will hang her quilt in its proper space, and the loveliness of the whole will be restored.” 

         
         As there were eight founding Elm Creek Quilters and nine panels, Sylvia had dedicated the one in the center to all the Elm
            Creek Quilters yet to come, which now included Gretchen and Maggie. That section would always remain on the library wall,
            despite the comings and goings of the people it represented. With Summer’s panel restored, only two empty places remained:
            Judy’s in the lower left corner, and Bonnie’s in the lower right. Summer wondered when all nine panels would once again complete
            the whole.
         

         
         Taking a steadying breath, she turned around and smiled brightly, only to find Sylvia studying her over the rims of her glasses.
            “Does this mean you intend to stay awhile?” she inquired, gesturing to Summer’s Winding Ways panel. “That would be lovely
            indeed.”
         

         
         “Yay! I’ll have a room made up for you,” said Sarah. “It’ll be like old times.”

         
         “I’d love that,” said Summer, hesitantly, “unless I’d be taking a room that could go to a paying customer?”

         
         Sarah waved that off. “Not at this late date. Don’t you remember? Registration closes the Thursday before the camp week begins. Any room that’s free now is yours for the taking.” 

         
         Summer did remember, but now that she was aware Elm Creek Quilts was just breaking even—an unsettling revelation—she’d wanted
            to make sure. 
         

         
         “You could always come home instead,” said Gwen. “Your bedroom is exactly as you left it. Maybe not exactly. I’ve requisitioned your closet for auxiliary fabric storage, and there’s a considerable pile of unfinished quilts on the
            bed, but we can move all of that back into the sewing room easily enough.”
         

         
         “Thanks, but just leave it,” said Summer. “I’m not staying long enough to justify the effort. You’d just have to shift everything
            back at the end of August.”
         

         
         At that moment, Diane burst into the library, her blond curls bouncing. Agnes, the second eldest Elm Creek Quilter and Sylvia’s
            erstwhile sister-in-law, hurried along close behind. “Anna told us Summer is home,” said Diane, incredulous, sweeping the
            room with her gaze until it landed on Summer. “And there she is. Love the hair. What’s going on? You never show up unannounced.”
         

         
         “Welcome home, dear,” added Agnes, her blue eyes affectionate behind her pink-tinted glasses.

         
         “Since when does Summer have to warn us she’s coming home?” Gwen asked Diane, a trifle defensively.

         
         “So you didn’t know either. Interesting.” Diane turned back to Summer and planted a hand on her hip. “Spill it. What’s wrong?”

         
         Summer looked around the room, stalling. “Isn’t anyone with the quilt campers right now?”

         
         “Maggie and Gretchen,” Diane and Sarah said in unison. 

         
         “We don’t have any scheduled activities until the Welcome Banquet,” Agnes pointed out helpfully. “It would be perfectly fine
            if indeed we were all here to greet you.”
         

         
         “Or as some would have it, to interrogate her,” said Gwen, folding her arms and frowning.
         

         
         “Now, Gwen. No one is doing any such thing.” Sylvia regarded Summer sympathetically. “Travel can be exhausting. Why don’t
            we let Summer settle into her room and join us later for the banquet? After a good meal and some rest, she can explain why
            she’s delighted us with this wonderful surprise visit. Or not, as she wishes.”
         

         
         “She has to explain,” Diane protested. She held up a hand and began ticking off points. “She wouldn’t let us attend her graduation
            ceremony even though we were all eager for a road trip. She refused to come home during her summer break even though it’s
            the height of camp season and we need her to teach. Then suddenly she appears, sneaking in the back door—”
         

         
         “Sneaking?” Summer protested, forcing a laugh. “I always come in the back door. So do you.”

         
         “Cool it, Diane,” Gwen warned. 

         
         Summer’s heart plummeted as Diane fired back a retort, her mother responded in kind—and all at once, her other friends were
            chiming in to admonish one or the other, an overwhelming chorus.
         

         
         “Ladies, please,” said Sylvia, holding up her hands and raising her voice, to no avail. “Let’s all calm down and—”

         
         “I didn’t graduate.”

         
         Silence descended. Everyone turned to Summer as she stood before them, heart pounding, feeling light-headed and faintly queasy.

         
         She swallowed hard and spoke again, softly. “I didn’t graduate.”

         
         A stunned silence filled the library as she sank into an armchair and buried her face in her hands.
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         Summer sat with her eyes closed, wishing there was an “undo” feature for spoken words. Eventually Diane broke the silence.
            “That’s impossible. You’re the valedictorian of everything.”
         

         
         Summer heaved a sigh, let her hands fall to her lap, and sat back heavily in the chair. “Not of the master’s program in history
            at the University of Chicago, as it turns out.”
         

         
         “There must be some mistake,” said Gwen, brow furrowing.

         
         Summer laughed wanly. “Oh, there are plenty of mistakes involved. All of them mine.”

         
         Her friends exchanged glances, their worry and bewilderment evident. She realized then that she would have to tell them everything,
            before they imagined even worse scenarios than what had actually happened.
         

         
         And maybe—she thought, a thin whisper of hope—maybe together they would come up with a brilliant solution, one that she had overlooked in her distress. The Elm Creek Quilters were marvelous collaborators, each one wise in her own unique way. Although Summer’s roommates had urged her to stay in Chicago, within walking distance of the university’s excellent libraries and her adviser’s office, her impulse to take sanctuary at Elm Creek Manor suddenly made perfect sense. Where better to find insight, compassion, and creative solutions than here? 

         
         “Summer?” her mother prompted gently. “Why didn’t you graduate?”

         
         “And why didn’t you tell us sooner?” Frowning, Diane dropped into the armchair opposite Summer’s, leaned against one armrest,
            and crossed her legs, every crisp movement an expression of her displeasure. “We should have known something was up when you
            ordered us not to attend your graduation ceremony. And to think we believed you when you said it was because you didn’t want
            us to cancel a week of camp and spend hours on the road.”
         

         
         “That part was true,” said Summer. “I’d never expect you to close everything down in the middle of camp season and disappoint
            all those quilters just to watch me walk across a stage. I made that decision weeks before everything went wrong.”
         

         
         “‘Everything went wrong?’” Sylvia echoed, eyebrows rising. “Summer, dear, would you please tell us precisely what you mean
            by ‘everything’?” 
         

         
         “Maybe not everything went wrong,” Summer amended. “I passed all my classes—”
         

         
         “With straight A’s, I have no doubt,” said Agnes, glancing around for a vacant chair before coming over to sit on the sofa
            near the armchair Sarah was sitting in.
         

         
         “Well, yes,” Summer admitted. “My classes weren’t the problem.”

         
         “Because the problem was?” Gwen prompted, turning her wrist as if to unspool the thread of the story.

         
         “I didn’t finish my thesis.”

         
         Gwen sat back, perplexed, as the others murmured disbelief—perfectly rational responses. The thesis, a graduation requirement for all master’s degree students in the history department, was a fifty-page work of original historical scholarship intended to demonstrate a student’s expertise, knowledge, and ability to carry on independent research. It often became the foundation of the student’s doctoral studies and, eventually, their dissertation. Ideally, the Ph.D. candidate would develop their dissertation into a book manuscript, which would be accepted at a top scholarly press just as they were entering the very competitive job market. 

         
         With so much at stake, the master’s thesis was a challenging project, but the Elm Creek Quilters knew Summer was more than
            capable. No wonder they were eyeing her as if they were sure she must be joking. 
         

         
         “But you’re such an excellent writer,” said Sarah. “And when you first told us about the thesis last summer, you were so enthusiastic
            about the topic.”
         

         
         “That part hasn’t changed,” said Summer. “I still believe it’s an important subject of academic study.”

         
         So had other scholars, for better and for worse. 

         
         Her thesis adviser, Dr. Alvarez, had wholeheartedly approved her proposal to investigate the 1913 Woman Suffrage Procession
            in Washington, D.C., which at the time was the largest civil rights demonstration in the nation’s history. Summer had paid
            particular attention to the work of Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Jane Addams, and other Chicago-area women who had participated in
            the extraordinary march down Pennsylvania Avenue the day before President-elect Woodrow Wilson’s inauguration. For more than
            a year, Summer had researched and studied and organized her notes, and she’d practically eaten, slept, and breathed every
            primary source and scholarly article she’d painstakingly uncovered. All along, Dr. Alvarez had praised Summer’s diligent research,
            her deft analysis, and her lucid, graceful, compelling writing, certain that she would produce an excellent thesis and earn
            her degree with distinction.
         

         
         It pained Summer now to remember her adviser’s encouragement, so sincerely intended, so willingly believed, so tragically
            misplaced.
         

         
         “If you still believe your subject is important, why didn’t you—or couldn’t you—finish the paper?” asked Gwen. “When you came home for Anna and Jeremy’s wedding, you said you’d made so much progress since winter break that you thought you might finish early. What changed in the past three months?” 

         
         Summer hesitated, remembering that cheerful, breezy conversation at the reception all too well, only a few days before everything
            went disastrously awry.
         

         
         “Did you lose the file?” Sarah asked, wincing. “I know how devastating that can be, but maybe we can help you reconstruct
            the document. In my senior year, Matt accidentally deleted my ten-page English Lit paper the day before it was due, but I
            had printed out some rough drafts, and I had some handwritten notes. It took all night, but with both of us typing furiously—”
         

         
         “That can’t be it,” said Gwen, shaking her head. “Summer always backs up her files, and sometimes she backs up the backups.”

         
         “I suspect we’re dealing with an acute case of writer’s block,” mused Diane, studying Summer intently. “Summer is too ridiculously
            competent for the problem to be anything within her own control.” Before Summer could speak, Diane held up a hand to cut her
            off. “Don’t deny it. It’s true. You’re almost annoyingly perfect. I can totally relate.” 
         

         
         “Diane, this isn’t helping,” said Sarah.

         
         “Let me finish. Logically, therefore, the problem must be something entirely out of her control. Ipso facto, writer’s block.”
         

         
         Gwen rolled her eyes. “There are so many flaws in that syllogism, I hardly know where to begin.”

         
         “And yet,” Summer said tentatively, “she’s not exactly wrong.”

         
         Diane flung open her arms in a flourish and threw Gwen a triumphant look. “I called it. ‘Not exactly wrong’ is mostly right,
            as far as I’m concerned.”
         

         
         But Gwen’s gaze was fixed on her daughter. “Why would you be blocked?” she asked, no less puzzled by the explanation than
            by the original question. “You say you’re still interested in the subject. You have pages and pages of notes and an extensive,
            detailed outline. You were more than halfway through with the first draft.”
         

         
         “Three-quarters by the time I stopped,” Summer said wanly.

         
         “Then what went wrong?” said Sarah, turning to a blank page on her clipboard and uncapping her pen. Was she really going to take notes? “We’re here to help, whatever it is, whatever we can do.” 

         
         As the others chimed in agreement, Summer nodded, inhaled deeply, and traced the thread of the problem back to the tight knot
            that held it firmly in place. “My mom’s right,” she said forlornly. “Everything was progressing beautifully until three months
            ago. And then—”
         

         
         Her friends drew closer to listen intently as she explained, their faces full of concern and sympathy.

         
         A few days after Anna and Jeremy’s wedding at Elm Creek Manor, Summer had set off on another trip, this time traveling to
            Boston for the annual Conference on American History sponsored by the Organization of American Historians, one of the most
            important professional societies in her field. Several professors from the University of Chicago Department of History attended,
            including Dr. Alvarez. They had invited along several of their most promising graduate students, including Summer, her two
            closest friends in the program, and several doctoral candidates.
         

         
         The conference began well enough. Summer and her companions attended fascinating lectures and lively panel discussions with
            some of the world’s most prominent historians. They spent hours exploring the exhibit hall, where academic book publishers,
            professional journals, libraries, and dozens of vendors offered a tantalizing array of products and professional opportunities.
            Social events allowed them to network with potential collaborators. More important to Summer, she could simply enjoy the company
            of other scholars who shared her passion for history.
         

         
         But it was at one of those events where the conference took an unsettling turn. On the second night, at a cocktail reception in the main ballroom, Summer and her friends discovered that the primary topic of conversation among the new Ph.D.s and all-but-dissertation students was the scarcity of tenure-track job offers. In hushed, anxious voices, accomplished young scholars confessed that they were scrambling to secure postdoc research fellowships instead of the assistant professorships they had aspired to, while others gloomily admitted to settling for adjunct teaching positions, and still more had received no offers at all. 

         
         Summer and her friends left the reception feeling stunned and anxious.

         
         “Maybe it’s just a routine dip in the employment cycle,” said Summer as they made their way back to their hotel rooms. “Maybe
            by the time we graduate, universities will be hiring again.”
         

         
         Her friends agreed that it was possible, but none of them felt very hopeful.

         
         Then, on the third day of the conference, Summer and her friends met up at the main lecture hall for presentations of advanced
            doctoral students’ original research in a session titled “Emerging Scholars on Notable Women of the Twentieth Century.” A
            fascinating lecture about Julia Ward Howe and her women’s peace movement was followed by another about Elizabeth Van Lew,
            a Virginian who had spied for the Union in the Confederate capital of Richmond during the Civil War. All was well until the
            third presenter was introduced, her topic announced—
         

         
         Jane Addams, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, and the 1913 Woman Suffrage Procession.

         
         “Summer,” the friend on her right murmured uneasily, as her other friend seized her left arm. Summer could only watch in dismay
            as the speaker—a young woman around her own age, impeccably attired in a navy pantsuit, cream blouse, pearls, and sensible
            heels, a doctoral candidate from an Ivy League university, confident, articulate, with a subtle sense of humor—delivered an
            insightful, engrossing lecture on the exact same subject as Summer’s master’s thesis. Even the basic structure was the same,
            as were the significant points of analysis, the primary sources, and the most relevant conclusions.
         

         
         There were, of course, striking differences between their two projects. First, the Ivy League doctoral student had already finished writing her dissertation, and all that remained was to defend it and earn her degree. Second, she was a descendant of Jane Addams’s sister, with access to private family papers that had been authenticated but never published, and had remained virtually unknown to scholars for more than sixty years. 

         
         Summer could scarcely breathe as she listened to the lecture, fascinated but heartsick. No amount of selfless admiration for
            the other student’s discoveries could disguise the fact that all of her own research, hard work, and painstakingly composed
            pages had become suddenly and thoroughly redundant. She had nothing new to contribute to the topic that the other student
            had not already unveiled. She definitely lacked a private family archive overflowing with fascinating documents full of revelations
            unavailable to other scholars.
         

         
         And then, the conclusion: Summer muffled a gasp and clutched the armrests of her seat when the doctoral candidate modestly
            announced that her dissertation would be published by Oxford University Press the following year, by which time she would
            be working as an assistant professor at Columbia.
         

         
         Light-headed from shock, Summer belatedly joined in the well-deserved applause. Now her master’s thesis would
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