
        
            
                
            
        

    


Praise for Stitched

“Eli McCann writes with humor and tenderness about an unlikely collection of people who don’t expect to need one another—and then do. This book will make you laugh and leave you quietly grateful.”

—ANN GARVIN, I Thought You Said This Would Work

“A quirky cast of characters, small-town drama, and plenty of charm, Stitched paints a funny and touching portrait of a Utah quilting club. I’m inspired to pick up a needle and thread.”

—DARCIE LITTLE BADGER, Sheine Lende

“McCann is the single best gay, married, ex-Mormon dad writing a humor column in America today—scratch that, he’s the best humor columnist we’ve got, period. And this, his first novel, is a delight.”

—DAN SAVAGE, Savage Love from A to Z

“One part Schitt’s Creek, one part Golden Girls, and a whole lot of McCann’s signature wit and charm. Stitched is a laugh-out-loud celebration of unlikely friendships—the ones we’re stuck with, the ones we take for granted, and the ones that make us who we are.”

—CAL CROSBY, The King’s English Bookshop

“An authentic, heartfelt story of found family and friendship with relatable characters that pull you into a world of challenges and triumphs.”

—ALISON RUSSELL, Folklore Bookshop

“Snuggle up on the couch with a cup of tea for this warm, funny book full of affection.”

—CATHERINE WELLER, Weller Book Works
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Dedicated to my husband, Skylar, who had the idea to write the book, and to my mother’s quilting group, Common Threads, who inspired me to actually do it.






PART ONE


From: Betty Lou Dearden

To: Lucy Jones, Diane Williams, Leera Smeeth, Candace Braithwaite, Alice Flagstaff

Subject: Western States Simpton Family Quilting Extravaganza

Hello Ogden Quilters Association!

I just received word …

Simpton Family Quilting has announced the details for the 2018 Western States Regional Division Extravaganza! The competition will be held on March 10th and 11th (which gives us less than one year from today), and for the first time in its history it will be held in Utah! Unfortunately, our bid to host in Ogden was not accepted, but we’ll have to extend a warm congratulations to the Smithfield Sewers for their winning Smithfield bid. Marvin, for one, was thrilled that our van won’t be trekking off to Bakersfield again!!!

The theme for the competition is “I Wish I Knew How To Quilt You: Famous Forbidden Relationships.” As we start brainstorming quilt ideas, I think last year’s mishap should serve as a great learning opportunity for the group. We were very liberal with the theme of “Snitches Get Stitches,” and I think the judges didn’t understand the link between stitches meaning laughter and a quilt showcasing our favorite comedians. I believe that’s why we got the score we did. Let’s consider being more deliberate and obvious in our plans this time. (Lucy, I hope you know I personally loved your idea. I just don’t think the judges got it.)

Another exciting change! Simpton Family Quilting has announced an extra prize this year! Each regional champion will win an all-expenses-paid trip to an all-inclusive resort in Tampa Florida! Can you imagine?! Now we’ll have sunny Florida to motivate us!

Not to get ahead of my skis, we will of course take a vote at our next OQA meeting (Wednesday, March 29) to make sure all OQA members are still on board with entering again (even though we haven’t missed an SFQE in nearly 30 years, bylaws are bylaws!)

ALSO, some housekeeping: Since Terry has not been able to attend for some time, and since we still have not filled Mary’s spot since she moved to Minneapolis and joined the Simpton Family Quilting board last year, we are now down two women. I’m concerned we’re going to be stretched thin preparing for the SFQE with only six members. I plead that each of us makes it a priority to think of new recruits. Please search your friends and acquaintances for any available quilters. We might need to get creative here and it would be nice to have someone in the OQA under 60 again.

I look forward to seeing you all on Wednesday! I’ll bring a treat! I’ve got two quarts of peaches left from last year’s canning burning a hole on my food storage shelves and ready to be turned into a peach cobbler for you ladies! Leera confirmed she is still able to host, even so soon after Chuck’s passing, and she received the gift basket we sent her. Leera, you continue to be in our prayers. Chuck will be missed by all.

Love,

Betty Lou
OQA Chair






Chapter One


Betty Lou’s heart raced when she hit send and she let out a polite squeal to herself. This was like firing the pistol to begin a race—one that would occupy quite a lot of time and attention from the OQA for the next twelve months.

Their last several showings at the Simpton Family Quilting Extravaganza, better known as SFQE, had been a major disappointment, and the aging group’s confidence and general mood was reaching an all-time low. It was up to Betty Lou’s leadership skills to direct their efforts in this next competition and prove the OQA’s worth as a prestige group of quilters.

She had led the gals through a handful of these competitions and charity auctions over the years, but never one that excited her quite like this. Sure, the SFQE regional competition, which occurred every other spring, was always well-run, and this particular event would contain its usual fare of highly professional quilts from across the western states, but never in Betty Lou’s nearly thirty years of competitive quilting had this prominent, nationally-renowned organization considered hosting an event so close to Ogden, Utah. It would take place practically in her backyard at the onset of spring, just when her beautiful state would begin showing off with pops of daffodils and tulips climbing through the last dying patches of snow. They’d welcome fellow competitors just as green grasses started painting the bases of the snow-capped mountains which guard the Wasatch Front and make the region feel like a secret place propped up and nestled nearly in the clouds. Betty Lou could hardly contain her preemptive pride and excitement to show off her home, as if she had carved and built the landscape herself.

Homecourt advantage! was Betty Lou’s first thought when she learned the competition would take place in Smithfield, just an hour’s drive away from Ogden. But then her mind turned to the very real and solemn obligation she felt to represent her community well. “The world’s eyes will be on us,” she would explain to groups of women in her Mormon congregation on periodic Sundays over the coming months. “I know you aren’t all quilters, so you might not fully understand just how monumental this is,” she had announced during a Relief Society lesson—a meeting for Latter-day Saint women. The topic of the lesson was missionary efforts, and Betty Lou, by raise of hand, managed to work in her group’s entry to the regional SFQE. She beamed with unintentional faux humility as she told them, “Some are comparing this to winning a bid to host the Olympic Games.”

There were snickers.

“Mom, do you understand the reference?” Betty Lou’s youngest son, Matthew, asked her over family dinner after she had wondered out loud how the OQA would ever honor the SFQE’s theme, “I Wish I Knew How To Quilt You.”

“Reference?”

“It’s from Brokeback Mountain—it’s a movie about gay cowboys and one of them says ‘I wish I knew how to quit you’ to the other at one point.” She could tell Matthew was resisting an urge to laugh, causing her to suspect this theme was meant to be a joke of some kind.

“Oh? Would Dad and I like this film?”

“No,” Matthew answered without alluding to or describing any of the content his parents would have found to be too sexually explicit.

“Darn.” Betty Lou passed Matthew a bowl of mashed potatoes she had overbeaten with a fork. “And is this film … is it important to you and your friends?”

“I don’t know, Mom. Sure.”

Matthew’s coming out five years earlier had turned into a project for Betty Lou and her husband, Marvin. Matthew had explained he had waited until his mid-twenties to tell them because he wasn’t sure how they’d react considering their Mormon faith. They were determined to support their son. The next time he visited his parents, Betty Lou showed him she had cut out of a religious magazine a drawing of Noah’s Ark with a full rainbow spanning the sky above and had taped it to the inside of the living room window, facing outward. She eventually replaced this with an actual Pride flag, which Marvin propped in the flag holder at the front porch dutifully each year on June 1.

After dinner that evening, Betty Lou realized she might have some supplies that would be perfect for this project—supplies she had long ago packed away in her storage room.

The storage room in Betty Lou’s house was in the basement, just as in the rest of the homogeneous row of homes on the Ogden street on which she and Marvin had lived since Matthew was only four. They had built the two-story split-level house nearly thirty years before, with the kind of builder who gave buyers very little design choice and few options. “Bargain builder,” her friend Nadene had called it. “Great for when you need to build a home cheap!”

Nadene hadn’t meant to hurt Betty Lou’s feelings, but she had done so anyway. No one would have known. Betty Lou smiled through it and made sure everyone understood she had picked the color for the main bathroom. “Soft peach,” it was called. “It’s quite popular right now. And the builder told me it wasn’t an option, but I just insisted,” she had told her friends. Betty Lou would cover that soft peach bathroom in coral-themed decorations. The wallpaper was printed with ocean fish, and a tasteful mermaid night-light was plugged into an outlet just next to the light switch by the door.

“It automatically turns on when you shut off the overhead light,” Betty Lou would point out to any guest who agreed to a tour. “Just gives the room a nice feel, you know what I mean? And Matthew loves it. Comes in here just to stare at it about twenty times a day. I think he has a crush on the mermaid.”

The mermaid night-light would burn out some ten years later. Betty Lou would never bother to remove it, sure she’d get around to finding a replacement bulb if she could just remember to bring the old one with her to Haggs’, the local hardware/craft/bedding store. The burned-out night-light was on a long list of things Betty Lou needed to replace in the house—an overwhelming list for a couple with significant financial struggles that had only grown worse since Marvin was forced into early retirement due to severe migraines his doctor could never seem to explain. Betty Lou had taken a day job at a local grocery store to try to make up for the loss in income. In Betty Lou’s house, every penny was accounted for, and too many were double booked.

Betty Lou flipped the light switch at the top of the stairs before remembering that it, like the mermaid night-light, had burned out. The bulb was hard to reach without the precarious placement of a ladder in the middle of the set of stairs leading to the basement. Betty Lou had forbidden Marvin from attempting to switch it out when they first noticed the need two months before.

“You’re not fifty anymore,” she had sniped at Marvin, who was retreating to the garage to replace the ladder he had just brought into the house and started erecting on the staircase. “I’ll call Matthew and have him come and do it.”

Marvin told Betty Lou on several occasions he resented their reliance on their son, the only of their children who still lived in the area, for these kinds of tasks. He complained that it seemed such a waste that by the time he retired and had time for the projects around the house he had neglected for nearly three decades, his body and his spouse started conspiring against him. Still, he didn’t mind having a new excuse to ask Matthew to come to the house for a visit.

Betty Lou pulled out her cellphone to use as a makeshift flashlight and began slowly stepping down the stairs, leading on each with only her right foot due to some recent hip pain that wasn’t dissipating no matter how many giant fish oil capsules she had begun to consume every morning. The fish oil capsules were a recommendation from her favorite national AM daily radio show, “Advice with Dr. Klarkston.” She didn’t approve of Klarkston’s pervasive profanity, but she appreciated that each episode ended with a non-sequitur call for all to accept Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, which Betty Lou figured cancelled out the “damns” and “asses.”

When she stepped off the bottom stair, Betty Lou turned and opened the door to her long storage room. A cord that had been pushed by the opening of the door swung back to her face, where she caught and pulled it to turn on the space’s one dim light.

The room was not large, maybe six feet by ten feet. Three walls were covered with shelving, which Marvin had installed only a month after the family moved into the house. Dusty Ball brand jars full of liquids in muted colors covered every shelf surface. Canned peach slices. Applesauce. Salsa. Prunes, some with sloppy labels that read “2010.” Betty Lou had preserved all this food over the years with every intention of rotating out her food storage supply, consistent with a directive she had received from Mormon church leaders when she began raising her children decades earlier. This was easier to keep up when her children were still small, but once the last had moved away it all seemed so silly to open a quart of strawberry jam just for herself and Marvin. Especially since Marvin was allergic to strawberries.

Betty Lou carefully stepped over a few bulging cardboard boxes labeled “Christmas.” Tousled garlands poked through the tops of them, one catching Betty Lou’s nightgown. “For heaven’s sake” she muttered as she shook her hem free. “This year we are finally going to go through all of this and dejunk,” she swore without conviction, the way she had so many times before.

Betty Lou couldn’t help but notice it was becoming more and more difficult each year to crawl through the storage room to retrieve Christmas decorations or other supplies. She had increased the length of her morning walks through the neighborhood and had been living on rice cakes for months, but that didn’t seem to keep her from going up a size or two.

Betty Lou had always been short and plump. “Big boned,” her mother had called her since a very young age. But once she turned sixty, just five years ago, it was like her metabolism had ground to an absolute halt. She tried to turn her attention onto the parts of her looks she felt she could control, like her hair, which she kept somewhat short and which she dyed dark brown on a regular basis. Betty Lou usually wore lumpy cardigans and sweater vests adorned with kitschy trinkets. She wasn’t known among her family and friends as a fashionista, but these same family and friends would routinely tell Betty Lou they loved her style—the way she presented herself felt cozy to those around her and they wouldn’t have wanted her to change a thing.

Having made her way to the back of the room, Betty Lou began shifting and stacking boxes, until she reached one in the far corner. As she lifted one box, she felt the bottom open and dump two dozen pairs of worn blue jeans onto the concrete floor. Betty Lou had collected these from her extended family members several years back. She had intended to use them to make a jeans quilt—a fad at that time—with her friends.

Betty Lou had overestimated the interest of the Ogden Quilters Association that year, led by Leera Smeeth. “I’d like to think our skill level and standards are higher than … this,” Leera had said, pulling a bejeweled pair of Buckle jeans out of the box and wincing. Betty Lou didn’t sit next to Leera during quilting night for the next three months, even though they were partnered on a particularly challenging flag-themed piecework project at the time.

Betty Lou moved another box and set it on top of the open one that had spilled the jeans, which she decided not to pick up and reorganize. She shuffled one or two more around and then, right there, in the far corner, she found it—the box she had gone to the basement to locate.

This box’s corners were dented. Faded marker across the top read “kitchen,” a callback to their move nearly three decades ago. Her fidgeting hands shimmied the box off the shelf, and she plopped it onto the floor, quickly prying open the folded cardboard pieces on top. Bright, colorful fabric lay folded neatly. Betty Lou had purchased it when her children were young, intending to make each of them puff quilts for their bedrooms.


“I found just the happiest fabric. Should really brighten up their beds!” she had told Marvin, who fumbled through the new purchase, nodding. “Good find,” he said to Betty Lou before gently squeezing her hand. The fabric was placed in a box a year later and then forgotten.

Betty Lou shuffled through the box, her eyes misting as the contents reminded her of a time when her children were being potty trained. She never thought she’d miss having one of her kids crap his pants.

Picking up a piece of folded red fabric, Betty Lou smiled. There she stood amid the mess in her dim storage room with one light bulb in an ever-so-gentle sway near the door. She shivered a bit in her nightgown, drafty, although she never remembered that until she was down in the basement. She breathed in deeply, and ran her fingers over the soft cotton.

“It’s perfect.”






Chapter Two


Byron Grant moved to Salt Lake City when he was just eighteen years old. Barely a high school graduate and in need of some income fast, he responded with urgency to a job listing in the local classifieds for Fab Funky Fabrics, a fabric store located near his new apartment. He had no work history and absolutely no experience in fabric retail or any of its associated crafts. He applied for the job because the store name was fun.

“What is your history with fabrics?” Candace Braithwaite had asked him at the interview, standing among boxes and supplies inside the old space, coated in new soft lilac-colored paint from Twilda’s Paint Supply, a recent update. “Do you sew or quilt at all?”

“Never quilted and I haven’t sewed since I botched a pair of linen pants one summer when I thought I was going to start a new fashion line. Of course, my mom was able to save them, but I sort of lost steam for the whole project, and I swore off sewing for a bit. Not that I wouldn’t be willing to pick it back up.”

Byron took a breath and mindlessly scratched the back of his left hand with his right.

He towered over a shawled forty-nine year-old Candace, who looked up at him over the top of her octagonal-shaped glasses. Byron’s personality could fill most rooms, powered largely by his tendency to launch into monologues that could only be stopped with some concerted effort by his audience. “I’m a knitter, and really we’re all in the same industry—clothing the naked masses.” Byron picked up a box full of spools of thread in various colors and fumbled it around in his hands. “I assume we keep these near the front counter,” he said, walking over to the tall desk Candace’s husband Walter had built in the front room years ago when Candace first opened the store.

Candace never told Byron she was going to hire him. He just sort of acted like she had made him an offer, and began acting like an employee. Candace never objected. In the sixteen years that followed, Byron was never tempted to find another job. Candace eventually promoted him to general manager of Fab Funky Fabrics, and though he’d often visit the other four locations, he preferred to spend most of his time in the Salt Lake City store, located in a century-old neighborhood in the shadows of the imposing Wasatch Mountains. That was home to Byron. Though he was just an employee, he felt nearly as much ownership over Fab Funky Fabrics as Candace did, and they often ran the business like they owned it together. Despite their thirty-year age gap, Byron and Candace had each, for a long time, considered one another their very best friend.

Byron’s proclivity to enter new spaces and half-ass his way through learning a hobby was mostly powered by his interest in meeting and socializing with as many people as possible. Over the years he had become a baker and a very mediocre violinist, and he’d played in a local badminton club until it crumbled after only three people signed up for the most recent season. He even got into speed walking for a while, but he eventually quit because he was quite unpopular at competitions due to his practice of talking to his fellow competitors during races despite race organizers asking him on several occasions to be mindful of others’ attempts to stay focused.

“This isn’t the goddamn Olympics,” he had complained the last time he was scolded for his loquaciousness. “Are you really worried my being friendly is going to stop Dolores from becoming the next Michael Jordan of speed walking?” Dolores, who had just turned eighty, was standing nearby, clad in a yellow headband and boxy shorts, which Byron had already told her weren’t doing her figure any favors. Byron gasped and put one hand to his chest when she flipped him off with both hands over the Michael Jordan remark.

“Do you pick up your great-grandchildren with those fingers?” he yelled.
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“Dammit,” Byron cursed as he peeled dough off his marble rolling pin. It was a Monday night, already dark outside, and an icy early spring storm of slush pelted his foggy kitchen window. A fire raged in the fireplace of Byron’s creaking 1920s bungalow, warming the small space that functioned as his dining and living room, just adjacent to the kitchen where he stood. Byron’s lamp-lit home was as it had been since he bought it—tidy, if not a bit maximalist in its decor, cozy, and pumped full of scents of nutmeg or whatever delicacy he had most recently baked. Byron’s closest male friend, Rob, had come over to hang out for the evening. Byron sprinkled more flour onto the dough he had been trying to flatten for five minutes and began to roll again, willing himself to slow down this time.

“So in walks this lady—she had to be pushing ninety—never seen her before. But she comes right over to the checkout desk where I’m helping Kelly Lewis—Kelly says hi, by the way. She got this cute new bob haircut thing going. Finally cut it. I’ve been telling her for five years that no woman with great-grandchildren should have her hair hanging down to her ass.”

Byron continued to roll the dough, having an easier time on his second attempt. Rob sat across from Byron at his kitchen counter, working on a small watercolor of a field of Dutch tulips surrounding a wooden windmill.

“Anyway, so this old lady comes right over and says she needs green thread. So I tell her I’ll be with her in just a minute because mind you, I’m trying to help Kelly, bless her heart. She can’t see a damn thing anymore. She told me last week she took her dog for a walk and got halfway down the block before she realized she had leashed up the goddamn cat.”


Rob snorted and dipped his paint brush in a murky cup of water to his right.

“That’s a real story. She said she only noticed because she started hearing meowing and thought, ‘Well, either I’ve just taken the cat for a walk or Dexter has learned a new language.’”

“What happened with the old lady?” Rob, now surveying his paint supplies to find a bright shade of red, redirected Byron.

“Right. So, she was not happy that she had to wait—three minutes, mind you,” Byron continued. “I’m thinking ‘Honey, where else do you have to be on a Thursday at ten fifteen in the morning?’ Well, she tells me again she needs green thread so I show her a wide array of green thread near the front counter but she doesn’t like any of them. She tells me none of them are green.” Byron put on his best Margaret Hamilton voice. “‘Why don’t you go check in the back, young man, and see if you have any green thread there’ and she pointed her cane at me like she was about to hit me with it.”

Byron started placing the rolled dough gently into his glass pie dish, then cut the excess around the edges.

“So, I argue with her because this is not a customer-is-always-right kind of situation. This woman is straight up gaslighting me about a color we are both staring into. I said, ‘Honey, I’m sorry. But this here thread is green,’ and I held up the greenest of the bunch.”

He pinched the crust edge into neat uniform peaks that grew sloppier as he lost patience making his way around the pie. He dumped in a jar of apple pie filling he had canned last fall.

Byron harvested hundreds of apples from his two large apple trees in his backyard every year. From September through November, as the leaves turned red and yellow and a white line of snow crept down the Wasatch Mountains just a few miles to the east, he went to work canning applesauce and pie filling and then offloading it onto as many willing recipients as he could find. Byron talked about these trees like they were terrorists and he was on cleanup duty from their latest attack each fall, yet he refused to cut the trees down and changed the subject whenever anyone suggested this as a solution to his annual complaints. Mother Nature would give him a break as she stripped them bare and dusted them with wispy desert snow for a few months. By the time they popped with silky flowers in April, which they would then shed and spread across the neighborhood, he’d be happy to see his old friends again, and he’d begin a subconscious countdown until the next harvest.

“So, she keeps telling me to ‘go check the back,’” Byron continued his story. “I can’t tell you how many people come into the store and ask me to ‘check the back,’ as if we are hiding the best merchandise from them. It’s like, honey, you do know this is a store where we are trying to sell things to people, right? You didn’t just walk into my house and start taking shit I wasn’t smart enough to secure away in my treasure chest. But I can tell this lady isn’t going to be satisfied until I go check in the back, so I humor her and go upstairs to the storage room and I find a spool of green thread that is identical to one of the spools I already showed her downstairs and I walk it down to her and say, ‘This is all I have upstairs, okay?’”

Byron placed the pie, now topped with a simple granola crumble, into the oven, preheated to 375 degrees. He turned back to face Rob, one hand on his hip.

“So, she looks at this spool of thread, and then she looks at me, and she says, ‘Is that really green?’ and I say, ‘Yeah, it’s green alright.’ And she eyes it for a while, turning it over in her hands, and then finally says, ‘Well, I’ll just have to take your word for it. I’m colorblind.’”

Rob laughed as Byron stared at him, straight-faced and satisfied the punchline had landed.

Byron began clearing some dishes into the sink when the doorbell rang. “Probably Lenora,” he said as he walked to the front door to answer. “She’s been having trouble with her landline so she keeps coming over to borrow my phone,” he said. “Poor thing refuses to get a cell because she’s ninety and she heard they cause brain cancer. She printed out an article from a questionable website, typed in all caps, to show me the ‘research.’ I read it and pointed out to her that even if it was true, they said people could develop brain cancer after a few decades of use so unless she’s planning to live to a hundred and thirty—”

Byron abandoned the story as he opened the door. “Oh, hi Candy.”

Candace, wrapped in a cream scarf Byron had knitted for her, invited herself in, telling Byron she was “just driving by” his neighborhood. Candace had recently turned sixty-five, but no one would have guessed it. She looked like a woman in her early forties, and she carried herself with an air of confidence that would have been intimidating to most people if they weren’t simultaneously disarmed by her noticeable lack of pretense.

“Sorry to drop in unannounced,” Candace said, unbuttoning her jacket. “I knew Rob would be here and I needed to chat with him.”

A surprised Rob greeted her with a soft “Hey, Candace.”

“What the hell do you need to see Rob for?” Byron said to Candace, before turning to Rob and adding, curtly, “No offense.”

“It’s about my quilting group,” Candace said. “Rob, you know I’m in a quilting group—the Ogden Quilters Association. Well, we’re looking to add a new member to our ranks. And I was thinking—”

“Wait,” Byron interrupted. “Didn’t you just get kicked out for moving away from Ogden?”

“Oh, shush. I did not get kicked out,” Candace said. “The ladies unanimously voted to remove the geography requirement from the OQA bylaws.”

“How generous of them.” Byron rolled his eyes.

“Now, stay out of this,” Candace added before turning to Rob to explain. “Our chair, Betty Lou, was very upset when I announced I was moving to Salt Lake City since the bylaws technically required all members to live in Ogden. It wasn’t personal. Betty Lou is very formal about these kinds of things.”

Byron rolled his eyes again. “So now you get to drive an hour each way once a week—to Ogden, of all places—to quilt with women who almost kicked you out of their group, and you need more suckers who will do this with you?” he said. “How could it possibly fall to you to find new recruits clear the hell in Salt Lake City? All the old ladies who shop at the store wouldn’t travel farther than a block even if the world was ending.”

Candace waved Byron off and then stepped in front of him to face Rob directly. “I’m not planning to recruit any old ladies from the store. I was thinking, Rob, maybe you would be interested in joining.”

Byron laughed. Rob raised his eyebrows and set his paintbrush down.

“I’m not joking,” Candace said, clasping her hands together in front of her chest.

“Uh …” Byron shook his head. “Rob doesn’t quilt. Neither of us knows how to quilt.”

“I wasn’t asking you. But, also, B, you do manage a fabric store,” Candace reminded him.

“And if I worked at a grocery store would you assume I knew how to make a German chocolate cake?” Byron said.

“You both took the beginner sewing class at the store,” Candace reminded them.

Byron laughed. “That was, like, fifteen years ago. And we quit after two sessions because we weren’t immediately good at it.”

“I don’t even remember that,” Rob mumbled.

“It was right after we met at gay softball league,” Byron said. “Which we also quit.” Byron paused and looked upward and bit his lower lip. “Do we have a quitting problem?”

“Rob.” Candace turned, again attempting to ignore Byron. “I don’t think you’ll struggle to learn to use a sewing machine. You have a knack for the arts. You could sell your paintings if you wanted to.”

Rob blushed and shook his head ever so slightly.

“Why are you all suddenly so desperate for new members?” Rob asked, pushing his watercolor to the side and out of Candace’s view.

“Well,” Candace said, “we lost an OQA member recently—”

Byron shuddered and held both hands up in front of him. “Oh, my God. The needle incident. It’s on the long list of things I wish I had never heard.”

“Anyway,” Candace said, “I don’t think poor Terry is coming back after that. She was actually the second member we’ve lost in the last six months since Mary moved to Minneapolis in the fall. Well, we participate in a competition every other year called the Simpton Family Quilting Extravaganza—SFQE for short. The competition organizers just announced the theme for the regional competition that’s going to be in Smithfield next year in March.”

“Someone at the store today told me it was going to be in Logan,” Byron interrupted. “She was freaking out because she said they’ve never held it in Utah before.”

“Yeah, everyone is really excited,” Candace said. “But, no, it’s happening in Smithfield. I think most people will be staying in Logan, though. I don’t know if Smithfield even has a hotel. Also, you’ll get a kick out of this. Every competition has a theme and each group is supposed to make a quilt that interprets that theme somehow. This year they went with ‘I Wish I Knew How To Quilt You.’”

Byron and Rob snorted.

“I know,” Candace said with a smile. “We’re supposed to make a quilt that is somehow on the theme of ‘forbidden relationships.’ Anyway, the point is we’ve recently lost some members and we desperately need to fill their spots now that the theme has been announced or we’ll have no chance of finishing the quilt in time and I’m the only one left who hasn’t asked everyone she knows.”

“Candy.” Byron looked at Candace. “Maybe you should be searching for a new group instead of trying to grow this one. This seems like the perfect opportunity to find quilters closer to home—women more your speed, not these dusty old ladies.”

Candace began to object but Byron continued, his voice slightly raised. “It seems like they’re holding you back. Besides, you aren’t exactly in need of company—certainly not enough to drive up to Ogden every week just to sit around a bunch of senior citizens.”

“Oh, come on,” Candace said. “I know I complain about these women, but I think I’ve given you the wrong impression about what we do in the OQA. These are some of the longest relationships I’ve had. They have their flaws and sometimes our quilting nights can be exhausting, but they’re my friends. I like quilting with them. I enjoy it.”

Byron walked over to the oven to peek through the glass. “You know, Candy, if it’s just friends you need you could always come to craft night here with me and Rob. God bless him, but it would be nice to have another person whose conversation skills have advanced beyond simple grunting.”

Rob threw a dry paintbrush at Byron.

Candace directed a final pitch at Rob. “Listen, I think you would love this quilting group and the ladies in it. Betty Lou is a deeply kind person. And Leera is funny as hell. She’s the oldest of the group—in her eighties now, and she has just really turned into this unplugged version of her former self in recent years. Half the reason I go is to watch her and Betty Lou passive-aggressively bicker. And Lucy is the sweetest human being I have ever met and she has me constantly laughing—not, well, not usually intentionally. She’s, well … bless her heart. Diane is sharp and very down to earth. And Alice is a bit of an old crank, especially since her hearing is going. Honestly, I think she has dementia but nobody seems to want to talk about it. They’re just all great company and I know you will love their gossip.”

“Do you even allow men to join?” Rob asked. “It sounds like a women’s quilting group.”

Byron gestured toward Rob and nodded at Candace, his eyebrows raised, as if to say “See?” to a point that he hadn’t actually been making.

“Well,” Candace answered, “it’s true that we’ve never had any men in the group to date, but there isn’t a requirement in the bylaws that members have to be a certain gender.”

“You keep mentioning your quilting group has bylaws like this is a normal thing,” Byron said, tapping a finger on the kitchen counter.

“Oh, you guys would have a field day with the reciting of the oath,” Candace muttered with a giggle, one hand on her cheek.

Rob looked puzzled and opened his mouth as if to say something, but then he closed it.

Rob looked at Candace with some confusion. “I’m …” he began. “Why do you want me? I don’t … I’m sure your group would not want me to join.”

“Yeah, by the way,” Byron said, his voice now raised. “Why are you inviting Rob and not me? Not that I would ever agree, but still. Rude.”

“You’re not invited because I knew you would have a bad attitude,” Candace told Byron. “And I don’t think the women would like you and your constant bitching.”

Byron gasped and put one hand to his chest. “Everyone adores me,” he insisted.

“Rob,” Candace continued, “we need someone creative who can help us design a quilt and figure out our colors. You’ll have no problem helping us design something beautiful. The rest of us know how to put the quilt together and we can teach you how to hand quilt well before we get to that point. Hand quilting is not very difficult, as long as you have patience.”

Rob blushed at the compliment. “I mean,” he said, “if you’re sure and you think they wouldn’t mind me showing up, I guess … I guess I could come.”

Byron sighed. “Okay. We will come one time to check it out.”

Candace looked to Byron. “Dear Lord,” she said. “Okay, fine. If you insist, you can come along as well.” Candace looked to Rob with a subtle smirk. Rob looked down and stifled a smile.

“Oh, I’m coming alright,” Byron said. “You aren’t icing me out that easy. But I am not committing to joining any group until I’ve fully vetted it.” Byron looked to Rob and added, “We do not need another gay swim team situation. I’m still getting texts from swinger couples looking for a third.”

“I really don’t think that is likely to be a problem in the OQA,” Candace assured him. “But I’ll be happy to have you both, if we can all agree to be on our best behavior. We’ll be at Leera’s house on Wednesday at seven. It was supposed to be Lucy’s turn to host, but she’s been dealing with a rat problem so Leera offered to fill in. She tends to host most often because ever since she turned eighty and crashed her car into the light pole at Trucky’s Market she all but refuses to leave her house after sunset anymore.”

Rob tilted his head in intrigue at Candace’s casual dumping of the several unexplored details about the group members.

“We’re going to be brainstorming ideas for our competition quilt and working on personal projects on Wednesday,” Candace continued. “You can bring any kind of project you’re working on right now and just come to get to know the ladies. We’ll carpool up to Ogden in my van. Rob, you could maybe meet us at the store just after we close at six?”

Byron agreed on behalf of both him and Rob, but on one condition: “If this doesn’t go well, you need to promise me you’ll consider breaking up with the OQA. Would sure save you on gas mileage, anyway.”

“Promise,” Candace said. “Anyway, Betty Lou is going to be so relieved to finally have new recruits. The poor thing has been stressing about this for months.”

Candace turned to show herself out. “See you soon,” she shouted as she shuffled back out into the storm and slammed the door.

“The nerve of that woman,” Byron muttered. “Not wanting me to join.”

Rob shook his head as he turned back to his watercolor, a smirk on his face.

“Byron,” Rob mumbled.

“Yeah,” Byron responded, walking over to his sink to finish washing the dishes.

“Sometimes you are such an idiot.”






Chapter Three


Candace arose early on Wednesday. It would be a long day at work, followed by what she knew would be an interesting evening ambushing her quilting group with introductions to the two young men. She had called Betty Lou and told her she would be bringing a pair of potential members, but she was careful not to use any pronouns for fear that Betty Lou would object.

Candace’s minivan screamed a high F sharp as it pulled itself up a steep Salt Lake City hill that morning. “Oh shit,” she mumbled, hoping the sound wouldn’t wake anyone. Her husband, Walter, had offered to take it in to have it looked at a week or two ago, knowing Candace wouldn’t have time to take it in herself. Then he threw his back out.

“Oh, I’m sure it’s not an emergency,” Candace had told him when he apologized for not feeling up for it yet. Driving was painful, and Candace had insisted this wasn’t important enough. “Martha still drives just fine. I’m sure she’ll be okay for a few more weeks.”

Walter had suggested that Candace trade Martha in for a new car—they could certainly afford it. And Candace always looked too cool to be driving an old minivan. But she wouldn’t consider getting rid of Martha. She and Walter had practically raised their children in that van—it was they who had named it “Martha” after a great-aunt who annually sent small packages of unwrapped stale candy to them as Christmas presents.

The truth was, Candace did wonder if she’d be better off finding new transportation. In the last two years she had opened two additional stores within an hour’s drive of one another, increasing the count to five, a number she never imagined when opening the flagship in Ogden in 1990. She had struggled to maintain her Ogden presence for three years before she finally started making a profit. Walter was able to quit his own job to be home with the children in 1996 when Candace opened her second store in Salt Lake City.

Candace pulled up to a stoplight where she waited despite the absence of other cars on the road. She adjusted her octagonal glasses, ejected a cassette tape, flipped it over, and reinserted it while she sat at the intersection. The slightly distorted voice of Celine Dion sounded through Martha’s old speakers. The light turned green.

The street was wet from the previous evening’s spring storm, but the sky was now clear, and the almost full moon shined a spotlight on the nearby mountains that appeared to have received a fresh coat of snow—probably a foot or two. Candace had grown up in Vancouver, Washington, where dramatic peaks could sometimes be seen off in the distance on a clear day. She was awed by Utah when she first arrived more than three decades earlier. The Wasatch range seemed to hang over the quiet pioneer-era neighborhoods it guarded in the older parts of the Wasatch Front. She never quite became desensitized to the majesty of it all.

These were Candace’s favorite sorts of mornings in Salt Lake City, when the crisp air had been freshened by a recent cold rain that made the earliest of the spring blooms that lined the old street droop at the weight of the moisture they had gathered.

Candace pulled onto a mixed residential street dotted with old Victorian homes, some which had been converted into businesses— law practices, dentist offices, and in Candace’s case, a boutique fabric store that had become something of an institution in the neighborhood. Well, as much as something can gain institution status within twenty years.

Candace parked Martha in front of the old two-story red-brick building. Perky daffodils lined the straight cobblestone pathway leading up to a large covered front porch, its trimmings recently drenched in a new coat of white paint. “Celestial White,” it was called by Twilda’s Paint Supply, a small store a block down the road. “She needs some fresh makeup,” Candace had told the man at Twilda’s. “Something that will help her really pop.”

Candace referred to all her stores as “she.” These places were living beings to Candace, a part of her the same way anyone in her life was. They were refuges stocked with comfort supplies—life’s necessities to some, mere hobbies to others. Here within the walls of Fab Funky Fabrics, any Fabby (that’s what she called her customers) could cloak their lives in individuality, perhaps for prices that could be beat at larger chains across town. But it was Candace and her special touch that breached the financial gap for anyone who had the luxury to indulge.

Candace stepped onto the porch of the store, lit by one small lantern hanging just above the front door, and propped her purse between herself and a window to use both hands to dig through it to find the key. Candace set onto the windowsill a small packet of mint-flavored gum—she never went anywhere without it—a Prada sunglasses case—it was filled with tissues—and a cheap sparkly ruby wallet Lucy had given her for her birthday last October. Candace assumed Lucy had fished this out of a pile of junk in her house, a known hoarder’s den, and she wasn’t sure how long she’d be expected to use it as a courtesy.

At long last, Candace pulled out a brass key, inserted it into the half-rusted lock at the front door, twisted the doorknob, and heaved her body against the door past its jamming point to force it open. “I really need to get that fixed,” she thought, just as she had so often done for the past two decades.

Inside, a landing area in front of a sweeping staircase led up to another landing that disappeared into a hallway where a couple of old bedrooms now served as storage space for new inventory. A polite note rested on the banister at the bottom of the stairs: “You found a special place. Employees only beyond this sign.” At the top of the note was a depiction of several cherubim struggling to erect a stop sign.

Candace flipped a row of light switches to illuminate the two large rooms at the front of the store. These rooms included a tall checkout desk, rich mahogany shelves stocked with colorful fabrics arranged in meticulous groupings, and two long fabric-cutting tables. Over in one corner an appliquéd quilt hung on display. It was nothing complex, but it had sat in that spot for twenty years. A small sign next to it read, “Dear Fabbies: This is the quilt that started it all. Candace’s first completed project, thanks to her grandmother’s lessons, hangs here to remind us that what we create, we ultimately become.”

Candace climbed the staircase; a tight grip with her right hand secured her to the curving banister as she made her cautious ascent up the old narrow stairs. The dark wooden steps, worn in the middle, creaked under her weight. Arriving at the top, Candace stepped over a few boxes packed with product that hadn’t yet made it to the shelves of Fab Funky Fabrics. The landing had been serving as storage overflow ever since she finally organized the inventory room upstairs and insisted to her employees they would never go back to their old system of tossing new shipments into the great storage abyss where they’d constantly struggle to locate anything.

The storage room sported several rows of labeled boxes, most containing fabrics hand-selected and ordered by Candace. Some had sewing supplies. In one corner, there was a stack of vintage-style Singer sewing machines—the store had only recently started selling these.

Candace reached for a clipboard hanging above a light switch and began pointing at boxes one-by-one and then jotting down notes. This was the last Wednesday of the month: inventory day. Candace had her employees perform the business ritual at the other stores, but since she was now spending most of her time in the Salt Lake location, she decided to handle the task herself here. She used to do this during regular store hours, but it became too complicated with all the interruptions from Fabbies who insisted on seeing Candace and chatting with her about their latest projects. Just as well—Candace was a morning person, and she found it almost therapeutic to be in this space, by herself, fulfilling her reverent duty of numbering these things she loved because they would be turned into something meaningful, becoming a piece of the people who adopted them. That’s how Candace referred to transactions in her store. Fabbies didn’t “buy” things, they “adopted” them. “Oh, that woodland forest print fabric has been looking for a new home,” she might say to someone who just picked it out. “Byron at the front desk will help you with the adoption papers whenever you’re ready.”

“Candy?” Byron shouted up the stairs, breaking Candace’s inventory trance. “I hope that’s you up there!”

Candace called back down to Byron. “Inventory day! I am just finishing up.”

Byron stood at the bottom of the stairs scratching his left hand with his right. “Oh, I forgot. Honey, I’m telling you I was one second away from going back to my car to get my pepper spray. Especially after what happened at Twilda’s Paint Supply last month.”

Candace began descending the staircase. “What happened at Twilda’s?”

“Oh, you didn’t hear?” Byron was walking over to the checkout desk to power up the computer. “Nancy—you know Nancy—well, she was locking up the store when she heard some noise coming from the back room and she said to herself, ‘I don’t think paint is supposed to make that sound.’ Nancy didn’t exactly win the brain cell lottery. Bless her heart—did I tell you I knew some of her family growing up in Delta? Not a tooth among them. Her grandpa lived to be one hundred and five and people in town used to say he was too stupid to figure out how to die.”

Byron opened the curtains that were covering a number of blue and green antique stained-glass windows at the front of the store.

“Nice man though,” he continued. “Actually, he wasn’t. In his nineties he started filling empty glass canning jars with his pee so he could throw them at people who walked in front of his house. He claimed he was just trying to protect the place from burglars, but I swear to Cher no one in that town would have ever tried to rob that house unless they were on the hunt for stacks of Publishers Clearing House mailers and cat feces. Mom was too exhausted by the time I was born to keep me on a very tight leash, but she always had one very strict rule with me, and that was to stay away from Leonard Timpson’s house.”

“So what was the sound Nancy heard?” Candace was used to having to redirect Byron when he started telling a story.

“Nancy?” Byron asked, opening a drawer at the checkout desk to retrieve a pen. “Oh! Nancy! So the poor thing says she heard some sound from the paint supply room and she said it sounded like someone was in there so she goes tiptoeing over and I tell you if it was me I’d’ve brought backup because you never know what might happen, like that vacuum repair shop in Toledo where that cult started breaking in at night and performing animal sacrifices and when the owner stumbled in on it one day they shot her square in the face with an arrow. I don’t know why they had a bow and arrow. I read about it in Reader’s Digest years ago. So Nancy goes and opens the door to the paint supply and you’ll never guess what was in there.”

Candace was now standing in the front room, staring at Byron, captivated.

“Out jumps a raccoon, the size of a grown man, if you believe her account. It apparently attached itself to her leg and just started chewing. And I mean chewing. Like her calf was a turkey leg at the county fair.”

Candace gasped. “That’s terrifying!”

“That’s not even the worst part,” Byron continued. “She didn’t know what else to do so she grabs a can of spray paint sitting in the storage room and starts spraying the raccoon straight in the face. I wonder if she kept having to stop to shake the can. Eventually the raccoon let go and took off, out the door and down the street. Ever since, Animal Control has been on the lookout for a racoon with a fresh Painter’s Touch Warm Yellow makeover.”

Byron and Candace looked at one another for a moment, willing themselves not to laugh, but it was impossible.


“Anyway,” Candace said, changing the subject and stepping into the kitchen to put on a pot of coffee, “are you excited for tonight?”

“Oh, God,” Byron said, having followed Candace. “I don’t know what to expect, but I’m imagining it will feel a lot like being at work.”

“How so?” Candace asked.

“All I do all day is talk to old ladies about fabric,” Byron said. “I wish Mom could have seen me end up having a career in a fabric store. The shock would have killed her faster than the cancer.”

Candace never knew if it was appropriate to laugh when Byron made dark jokes about his mother’s death. She always erred on the side of caution.

“I don’t think this will feel like being at work,” she told him. “It’s a fun social gathering with a handful of the quirkiest people you’ll ever meet in your life. I think you’ll enjoy it. Besides, maybe you’ll finally find love there.”

“These women do seem to be my type,” Byron said.

“Well,” Candace said, “there is also another gay man who will be attending.”

Byron laughed. “Oh yes. After all these years I think Rob and I are finally ready to settle down and start having dozens of babies. Maybe. I don’t actually know if I can get pregnant.”

Candace laughed. “I would empty my bank account to pay to see you live through a pregnancy if that was biologically possible.”






Chapter Four


Moments before closing time, the door announced itself with an uproarious bang as Rob shoved it open and knocked it against the bell up above. The sun, peering over Great Salt Lake to the west and descending toward a sunset, pierced through the antique stained-glass windows at the front of the store, casting colorful beams of light onto the checkout counter where Byron was typing away into an outdated computer.

“Oh, you’re a little early,” Byron said, glancing up at Rob. “Cookies are back there on the workshop table. Go help yourself.”

Rob nodded. Byron baked fresh cookies every Wednesday afternoon in the small, simple kitchen in Fab Funky Fabrics. The kitchen hadn’t really been updated since the seventies except for the oven Candace had bought in the late nineties to replace a prior version that couldn’t keep a consistent temperature. Baked goods and other homemade treats were an important part of Fab Funky Fabrics. In the fall, they’d roast salted pumpkin seeds from their own pumpkin patch just next to the covered porch at the front of the store. During winter, the scent of gingerbread and hot rolls wafted throughout the quaint space. In the spring, banana bread. But year round, every Wednesday, cookies.

Byron would place the treats, whatever they were, on the center of the workshop table in a large room on the main floor of the store. Around the edges of the room, fabrics of various types and colors sat in tight lines on shelves, like a library of cozy delicacies, waiting to be picked out and turned into something that would be cherished and passed through generations. In the center of the room perched the long workshop table, erected to provide a place for any Fabby to sit and labor over small projects and ask employees or other Fabbies at the table for advice and help. On Monday evenings and Saturday mornings, Fabbies could attend sewing and quilting classes in this room, if they were quick enough to sign up for one of the limited seats. The classes were taught by volunteer Fabbies who submitted requests directly to Candace. They weren’t always a success, but most of them were free, so no one complained.

Rob sat down at the workshop table on the end nearest the old brick fireplace in which a small gas-fed fire was burning.

“Oh, hi Rob,” Candace said as she walked into the room carrying a stack of rolled fabrics and began stocking some shelves. “Just closing up. Did you get a cookie?”

Rob had moved to Salt Lake City from Oklahoma when he was twenty—a college transfer. He didn’t know anyone in Utah and was intimidated by the move. An introvert, Rob’s most common feedback from teachers growing up usually included words like “quiet” and “shy.” He always felt he was more broken, socially, than words like that could ever convey. The truth was, Rob didn’t like to speak up because he assumed the more he spoke, the less people would like him. People had routinely misjudged him over the years as stuck-up and inherently unfriendly—they had assumed, considering how attractive Rob was, his antisocial behavior couldn’t possibly come from a place of insecurity.

Rob enjoyed hanging out at Fab Funky Fabrics. This—and Byron’s house—were the two places that felt more like home to him than anywhere else he had ever been. He didn’t need to sit in there and chat with anyone. He didn’t need any attention. Inside that store, he could camp out at the workshop table and engage in his gentle art-making, listening to the soft classical music flowing from the speakers up above. There, he could be kept cozy by the fire, consumed by the smell of baked goods, and comforted by the companionship of warm conversation happening around him by neighbors who shared a common love.

“All finished up,” Byron called to Rob. “Candy, did you talk to Mary Jane a couple hours ago? She was looking for you and I was swamped during that afternoon rush and I lost track of her.”

“Oh yes,” Candace said, shuffling through her purse for her keys. “She was so upset. She thinks Al has been cheating on her again.”

“I don’t know how many times I have to say this—” Byron started.

“I can’t be everyone’s therapist. I know,” Candace interrupted him.

“I don’t think you do know that,” Byron said. “You don’t have the bandwidth for this. No one does. These people think they all know you and they’re your close personal friend. It’s not appropriate for them to come find you at your business to tell you all their problems.”

“Oh, it’s not that bad. And we’ve known Mary Jane for years,” Candace said, defending herself.

“It’s not just Mary Jane,” Byron responded, more to Rob, to give him some context. “Remember last year with the bag lady?”

“We never did learn her real name, did we?” Candace replied.

Byron turned to Rob. “This woman used to come in every day—well almost every day. She always had with her a purse full of plastic bags. All of them empty, as far as we could tell. She’d come in and ask if we had any plastic bags to spare. Then she’d corner Candy and complain for forty-five minutes about her twenty-year-old son who still lived at home and kept breaking into pet shops to steal snakes.”

“Oh, I totally forgot about that part,” Candace interjected.

“Snakes,” Byron continued. “She would come home and find them all over the house and she would just scream at him and make him take them back. He got into a lot of trouble. Well, one day she brought him into the store and they broke out into a nasty fight because she had apparently caught him that morning burning a number of her skirts in a trash can in their backyard.”

Byron began shutting off lights.

“So, she’s just screaming and screaming at him and it’s getting really awkward. So I go over and ask them to take it outside and as I’m trying to intervene, she straight up high kicks him and clocks him right on the side of his face. It was honestly impressive. So the son licks his hand and runs it down bag lady’s arm and it was the weirdest fight I’ve ever seen in my life, between a mother and her adult son, no less, but the two seemed to think this was an equal exchange and they stopped fighting and just left together, all peaceful. We haven’t seen her since but I still follow her YouTube channel.”

“She has a YouTube channel?” Candace asked, surprise in her eyes.

“Oh, I know I’ve shown you this. The poetry readings?” Byron responded as the three walked out the front door, which Candace shut and began to lock.

Candace shook her head. “I would definitely remember seeing a YouTube channel from the bag lady.”

“I have to show you this tomorrow.” Byron looked giddy. “She and her son dress up in period costumes and do poetry readings, but they both deliver their lines almost entirely monotone. It is the most disturbing thing I’ve seen on the internet. Every video has like five hundred views—half of the views are mine—and I can’t decide if that’s far too many, or a fraction of what it should be.”

Byron, Candace, and Rob were sitting in Martha by this point, just pulling away from the store and on their way to Ogden. Byron waved to a limping Nancy, still in recovery from the raccoon attack, as they passed Twilda’s Paint Supply. Nancy looked behind her, saw no one was there, and then waved at the back of Martha, smiling. “Poor thing,” Byron muttered.

“Listen,” Candace said, changing the subject. “I need to fess up and I might as well get it over with now so you two can prepare emotionally before we get to Leera’s. I may have tricked you a little, but I promise you it’s going to be okay.”

Byron turned in his seat to look at Candace who glanced over at him from behind the steering wheel. Candace was wearing large sunglasses.

“Well, go on with it,” Byron said, nudging her.


“Well,” Candace began, “I may have misled you slightly when we spoke the other day. The truth is, the ladies don’t actually know I’m bringing you to OQA tonight. And I think they are likely going to be surprised you’re not women. Particularly Betty Lou.”

“They don’t know I’m coming? I mean, that I’m a man?” Rob asked from the back seat, leaning forward and sticking his head between Candace and Byron, his voice almost imperceptivity shaky. “Why didn’t you warn them?”

“Honestly, I should have,” Candace said, with a slight glance over her shoulder. “Sometimes conversations can get a little scattered, and I think I just didn’t want to have to engage in a debate with everyone about whether men are allowed in the group. And truly, I know they’re going to like you both, and once you’re in the room, they’ll be too polite to even broach the subject. This is really a non-issue. Oh, don’t look at me like that, B. It’s a nonissue.”

“Then why are you warning us about it?” Byron asked.

“Only because I wanted you to be aware, in case anyone initially acts surprised,” Candace said, assuring him. “If they do, it’s only because I didn’t tell them you were men. But I promise they will be so happy to meet you. These women can be a bit old-fashioned, and they’re at an age where most of them don’t really hide how they’re feeling. Besides Betty Lou, I think. Betty Lou can be hard to read sometimes. The rest of them will probably have some things to say when they see who I’ve brought, but they’ll adapt quickly. Trust me.”






Chapter Five


The doorbell rang at Leera’s house. “It’s only 6:50!” she shouted to no one. Leera appreciated punctuality, but this was just rude.

Leera Smeeth was, along with Betty Lou, one of the two remaining founding members of the Ogden Quilters Association. The oldest member by a few years, she was a simple woman in her appearance and lifestyle. Not reclusive, but usually not looking for a party, most of Leera’s social life revolved around the OQA and its members. Leera’s gaunt cheeks and white hair, long for a woman in her mid-eighties, had the effect of making her look stern, which was perhaps not a misrepresentation. Leera had always been thin, and not particularly tall, but in the last decade she couldn’t help but notice she seemed to be shrinking at an exponential rate. Clothes that had been a proper fit in her early seventies now hung from her bony shoulders. She was even having trouble reaching shelves that had never given her a problem before.

Leera quickly pulled a hot pan of brownies from the oven and set them onto the stove. “Just a minute!” she yelled at the door as she untied the back of her apron that said “Too many kooks in the kitchen!” across the front. The apron was a gag gift from Lucy—not something Leera would have ever bought for herself. But Leera was a practical, and frugal, woman. And so, not one to waste what might be put to use, she wore that apron as a pragmatic habit.

“I said just a minute!” she screamed as the doorbell rang for a second time.


Leera opened the door to reveal a mousy-faced sixty-seven-yearold Lucy, standing on the front porch holding an oversized purse up to her chest with both hands, her usual way of carrying it. Lucy’s fresh blonde bob haircut, fully flattened in the back, still carried a whiff of salon chemicals from her Tuesday appointment—a weekly tradition Lucy had regarded as a near-sacred duty for the better part of two decades.

“Oh, hi, dear,” Leera muttered, immediately calming down. How could she be upset with Lucy?

“I’m sorry I’m so late,” Lucy apologized, fumbling her giant hoop keychain into her purse. Leera shook her head as the keys clanked together. The keychain was almost an Ogden institution at this point—around it, nearly forty keys, as if Lucy was a janitor at a hospital. Almost none of these keys had any useful function—at least, Lucy couldn’t remember where she got them and could not have even guessed about their intended purpose. “Well, what if I get to a locked door and one of these is the key to open it? I would be so upset to not have it with me,” she always explained to Leera in response to her periodic suggestion that Lucy downsize her useless collection. The truth was, Leera would have been sad to find out Lucy got rid of the giant key hoop. It made a distinct sound that could be heard from an aisle or two away at Haggs’, and since that sound meant Lucy was nearby, it had the Pavlovian effect of making Leera happy.

“Late?” Leera asked, puzzled.

“Oh dear.” Lucy sounded stressed. “Is it not Wednesday? I thought today was Wednesday. Didn’t I have my hair done yesterday?” Lucy patted the right side of her head in gentle investigation as she whispered this.

“It … no. It is Wednesday. But OQA doesn’t start until seven o’clock. You’re … you’re not late. You’re early, dear.”

“Seven?! When did you change it?”

Leera helped pry Lucy’s blue coat from her shoulders. “Two or three presidential administrations ago,” she muttered.

The two retreated to the kitchen and Lucy took a seat at the table. Just then, the doorbell rang again. Leera sighed and went to greet the next guest.

“Men?!” Leera barked, having just opened the door. “She brought men!” she shouted over her shoulder to Lucy.

“Enough for all of us?” Lucy joked, leaning to the right to try to see past Leera.

Candace’s face was bright red. Byron stood next to her, his eyebrows raised. Rob, uncomfortable, hovered in the background.

“Hi, Leera,” Candace said. “This is Byron.” Candace’s tone and enunciation were pointed, the way they might be for anyone trying to communicate a firm unspoken request for social awareness. “And this is Rob back here. I am so excited to introduce them to the group and they are so grateful for the chance to come and quilt with us.”

“Oh, of course, dear,” Leera said, snapping out of what she now realized was a rude greeting. “Please come on in.”

“Oh, Byron!” Lucy greeted him when she saw the three enter the kitchen.

“You two know each other?” Candace asked.

Byron waved to Lucy with a smile and a quick wiggle of his fingers. “We met at the store,” he explained.

“I stopped by months ago. I hadn’t been in the Salt Lake store in ages,” Lucy said. “You weren’t in that day, Candace. But I told Byron we were old friends and we just gabbed and gabbed.” Lucy looked again at Byron. “How’s your neighbor doing? Her name has slipped my mind.”

“Lenora. Oh, honey. She swears someone keeps breaking in and taking her sugar,” Byron said with a pity headshake. “She walks out onto her front porch and just starts calling my name, which she thinks is Bryon. She’ll just yell it and yell it until I hear her and I go out to my porch and ask her what she needs and she starts rambling on about ‘that man’ who came and took all of her sugar again.”

“What man?” Lucy asked.

“I still don’t know. So I have to go into the house with her and show her that she’s put the sugar in the goddamn fridge again—it’s always in the fridge. That starts a whole conversation about who is moving the sugar into the fridge and she cannot be convinced that it’s her so finally I just admit that I was the one who did it and this seems to calm her down. She’ll yell at me ‘Well, why the hell did you put it in there?’ And then she’ll just laugh and laugh and then ask if she can borrow my phone.”

Candace looked puzzled. “B, I wonder if she thinks you are ‘that man.’ I mean, if you’re constantly admitting to her that you are going into her house and moving her sugar.”

Byron stared off into the distance contemplating this new revelation and looking speechless, a rare occurrence. Just then, the doorbell rang.

“Men?!” Alice shouted after Leera greeted her and Diane at the door.

Towering over Leera, Alice leaned forward on her cane to peer into the house and catch a glimpse of Byron and Rob. Diane, measuring to Alice’s shoulder and holding her elbow out to offer Alice additional stability, peeked around Leera, a pleasant smile on her face. Leera invited the pair in and Alice stomped toward an open chair and collapsed into it with a groan.

“Well, it’s so nice to meet you,” Diane said to Byron and Rob as she found a place next to Rob at the table. “I’m Diane and this is Alice—we live together just a few blocks away.”

“Nice to meet you,” Rob said to Alice.

“Huh?” Alice yelled.

“You’ll have to speak up. Alice’s hearing isn’t great,” Diane explained.

“Nice to meet you,” Rob said again, much more loudly.

“Why are you yelling?” Alice shouted back at him.

Just then Betty Lou pushed the front door open carrying a cardboard box with the word “kitchen” scribbled across the top. “Yoohoo!” Her high-pitched and shouted greeting was a signature trait. Betty Lou’s children would routinely answer the phone to one another this way in respectful mockery of their mother.


“We’re in here,” Leera called out to Betty Lou. The others had gathered around the dining table in the kitchen and begun setting up their sewing machines and retrieving brownies. Leera directed Betty Lou to the pan. “They may still be too hot, but help yourself.” Betty Lou furrowed her brow as she looked at the brownies and then back to Leera.

“I … honey, you know I made a peach cobbler for this, right?” Her tone implied that she was trying very hard not to consider Leera’s act of confectionary ambush an intentional sabotage. “I have it out in the car. I mentioned it in my email—didn’t you see my email?” Betty Lou asked as she set the box on the dining table.

“Dear, I always make a treat when I’m hosting—you know that.” Leera’s tone was tired and disgruntled. She had never been very good at hiding her true feelings.

Betty Lou turned to greet the others, and that’s when she saw Byron and Rob.

“Oh …” Her voice was high-pitched. “I … who … who do we have here?”

Candace stood up from the table. “I am just so excited to introduce you to my very dear friends Byron and Rob.” She pointed at them as she said their names. “These are exceptionally talented men I thought would be tremendous additions to the OQA. I’ve known them both for over fifteen years. Byron is Fab’s general manager and he is extremely creative. And wait until you see Rob’s artwork. It will blow you away.”

“And they’re quilters?” Alice barked.

“No,” Candace said. “Not yet. But they are ready and eager to learn.”

“Well!” Betty Lou’s voice had now reached a new octave. “It is so lovely to meet you gentlemen!”

The other women were now fishing out supplies from their work bags and not making eye contact with anyone else.

“I wonder,” Betty Lou said, summoning the most friendly and polite voice she could conjure. “I wonder if you young men would excuse us for just a moment while we conduct some really boring OQA business. We just … it’s so silly … our bylaws state that we have to conduct official business only in the presence of official OQA members.”

“Oh, Betty Lou,” Candace began to object.

“It’s not a problem at all,” Byron interrupted, cutting through a substantial fog of awkwardness. “Is there another room we could slide into?”

Leera showed a smirking Byron and a red-faced Rob into the living room, just next to the kitchen and hardly separate from the space where the women were gathered.

“I don’t want to be rude,” Betty Lou whispered across the table to the OQA members as Leera returned and took her seat at the head, opposite of Betty Lou. “But … do we allow men into the OQA?”

“I don’t think there’s a rule around this,” Diane said. “It’s just something we’ve never thought to do before.”

“Why are we whispering?!” Alice yelled. “I can’t hear a damn thing!”

She was shushed. Byron and Rob heard that. They could also hear every word of the whispering.

“I don’t see a problem with letting them stay,” Lucy said. “I met Byron last year. He’s really lovely. I was at the store and I couldn’t find my keychain when I left and I went back in and he spent an hour helping me look for it.” Lucy looked around the table, nodding. “It was in my purse the entire time.”

“We all know we’ve been struggling to find new group members,” Candace said. “I’ve known these men for so long and they will be a great addition to the group. It’s honestly a privilege to have them here. Byron is as clever of a person as I’ve ever met and Rob’s ability to design—well, he could make our quilt a true showstopper at the SFQE.”

“I don’t know how I feel about this,” Leera said. She wasn’t really whispering. “Part of the whole point of the OQA is it’s a place where we can talk openly. How am I supposed to talk about, oh, menopause with a couple of men sitting at the table?”


“What do you have left to say about menopause?” Alice yelled.

Leera flicked Alice’s arm. “Oh! You all know what I mean.”

Betty Lou agreed with her unlikely ally. “I’m not sure I’m comfortable with this either,” she said.

“I promise you Byron can out-scandal any conversation we might have,” Candace responded. “Trust me. He’s one of my closest friends. I can tell him anything. I think you’ll discover these guys are the most pleasant and easy company you could find. They’re not here to ruin our fun. They’re here to quilt and make friends, just like the rest of us.”

“Honestly, I don’t know if I’ll be able to concentrate on anything if we do let Byron’s friend join,” Lucy said. “That is the most gorgeous man I have ever seen in my life. He looks like he just stepped out of a Dior ad.”

“I didn’t know eyes could even be that blue,” Diane added, shaking her head in amazement.

“Do the bylaws prohibit group members from dating each other?” Lucy joked.

“Gay,” Candace responded. “Both of them.”

“This is silly,” Diane said, also no longer whispering. “This group could use a couple of flamboyant gay men. It might bring us a little fresh color we really need.”

“Are we supposed to pretend we can’t hear you?” Byron shouted from the other room to the women, who ignored him.

“We’ve needed to diversify our group for years,” Diane continued. “It will be good for us to have people join who aren’t old gossiping ladies.”

“Just to be clear, we’re young gossiping men,” Byron called out.

“Young?” Candace yelled.

“Lady, I’m not sure this is a good time for you to stop being an ally,” Byron shouted back at Candace. “I’m about three seconds away from slashing Martha’s tires.”

The women laughed.

“Oh, maybe I’m being silly,” Betty Lou said, relenting. “There’s no rule that says we have to shun men in the OQA. I suppose … well, we can welcome them to quilt with us if everyone else is comfortable with it.”

“Candace has obviously vetted them,” Diane said. “If she thinks we can teach them fast enough, it sounds good to me. It’s not like we have any other options right now. I think we should just vote on it and get it over with. If the chair will entertain a motion, I’ll move to do that right now.”

“Second,” Lucy said, sitting up straight.

“Dear,” Leera said, “do you know what motion you’ve seconded this time?”

“Sorry,” Lucy said. “I don’t. I just get so excited to second motions. It always gives me a rush.”

“I moved to vote those men into the OQA,” Diane said.

“Oh.” Lucy nodded. “Then, yes. I do second that.”

“I’ll entertain that motion if everyone is done discussing,” Betty Lou said. “All in favor?”

All the women besides Alice and Leera raised their hands. Leera, looking around the room, rolled her eyes and then put her own hand into the air.

“What are we voting on?” Alice shouted, looking around.

“NEW MEMBERS,” Diane shouted back.

“What timbers?!” Alice yelled.

“Members! Members!” Diane said again.

“I don’t have any!” Alice shouted.

Diane sighed, gripped Alice’s arm, and forced her hand into the air. Alice shrugged.

“The motion passes,” Betty Lou declared. The women clapped. For the first time in more than twenty years, the OQA had grown.

In the next room, listening to the clapping of the women, Byron whispered to Rob, “Does … does it not matter that we never actually agreed to be in the group?”

Rob quietly chuckled. “We would have been outvoted, even if we were eligible to weigh in.”






Chapter Six


As Byron and Rob came back in, Byron thought for a moment about explaining to the women that he wasn’t sure he wanted to join the OQA. But when he and Rob saw several smiling faces around Leera’s dining table, he didn’t have the heart. Instead, he and Rob took their seats between Candace and Lucy.

“Shall we get started with the oath?” Betty Lou asked.

The women stood up around the edges of the table facing Betty Lou at the head. Candace squeezed an entire monologue into Byron’s shoulder in that moment. The message started with, “You are about to see a very weird thing happen,” then included a command that he was under no circumstances allowed to laugh at, make fun of, or comment on any of it.

Betty Lou held her hand up, waited until everyone was ready, and then tapped her finger to prompt the women to begin a unison recitation. Byron and Rob sat wide-eyed as they proceeded.

“We are the sisters of the Ogden Quilters Association,” they began. Betty Lou gave a concerned glance to Byron and Rob after they said the word “sisters.” Byron dug his left elbow into Rob’s ribs as the women continued the chant.

“We vow each day to create beautifully, quilt mindfully, and warm the arms, legs, and hearts of all we meet. Our values are charity, clarity, diligence, and creativity. We promise together and to one another to respect ideas and cherish souls, but never at the expense of courage!”


Byron gave a polite nod to no one in particular as they finished the last line, which the women had said more loudly than the rest. It was honestly a miracle he behaved himself.

“I’m so sorry,” Betty Lou apologized. “Candace had called me and said she was bringing new potential members, and I should have remembered to print out a copy of the oath for you. I can email it to you later to memorize.”

Betty Lou leaned back into her seat, “And I guess our first item of business today is … well, we’re obviously going to need to make some adjustments to the oath.”

“Oh here we go.” Leera sounded annoyed. “Already changing things.”

“Well,” Betty Lou continued, “we can’t keep saying we’re ‘sisters’ of the OQA if we have men in the group now.”

“Why don’t we call ourselves ‘siblings’ instead of sisters?” Lucy offered, digging through her purse to retrieve a tattered magazine to mindlessly flip through.

“Siblings sounds sort of incestuous to me,” Betty Lou replied.

“And we did just talk about inner-group dating,” Diane joked.

Candace shook her head. “I agree with Betty Lou. Siblings sounds very odd.”

“What about ‘members’?” Diane offered.

Leera began shuffling through a bag of sewing supplies to retrieve and set on the table in front of her. “Too cold. Sort of sucks the life out of things,” she said.

Byron held up his hand. “I honestly don’t mind just leaving it as sisters. It doesn’t bother us.” Rob nodded in agreement.

“Friends,” Candace said, ignoring Byron’s gesture. “That’s what we are, aren’t we?”

“‘We are the friends of the Ogden Quilters Association’ sounds like we are outside of the group supporting them,” Betty Lou responded.

Candace adjusted it: “We are the Ogden Quilters Association.” The group was quiet for a moment as they thought about this. “I like it,” Diane said.


“I think I do, too,” Betty Lou agreed. “Any objections to this change?”

Hearing none, Betty Lou said she would circulate a new copy of the oath. Byron quickly shook his head, realizing how sudden his acceptance of the oath and appreciation for this simple act of inclusion had gone from a joke to sort of mattering to him. His own mother had been involved in a small quilting group in his hometown while he was growing up. Other women would periodically request to join but his mom said it was a closed group and they weren’t looking to expand. From Byron’s perspective, groups of elderly competitive quilters were harder to get into than the Illuminati. It was not lost on him in this moment how uncommon it might have been for a group of rigid geriatrics, steeped in tradition and routine, to welcome in someone they just met.

“Now, before we talk about the SFQE, we have a few more items to discuss,” Betty Lou said, looking down at the handwritten notes in front of her.

“First, a sad announcement: Terry has been absent from OQA meetings for a while now. I spoke with Ron a few days ago to get an update on how she is doing in the care facility. I know we weren’t expecting her to return, but it pains me to report that unfortunately after nearly thirty wonderful years of membership, Terry needs to officially resign from the OQA. Her health has posed some challenges in recent years and especially after the needle incident—”

Lucy winced and let out an audible shudder.

“After the needle incident,” Betty Lou repeated in a raised voice, “she has not felt her vision and dexterity can allow her to participate in this great work. We will all miss Terry and her courage and she and Ron will be in our hearts and prayers.”

Betty Lou paused for a moment and looked around the table at her expressionless group. Leera looked downward, fighting back some emotion. Alice sat, slumped in her chair to the left of Leera. She seemed not to be listening. Betty Lou cleared her throat, then continued.

“I would encourage you, if you can, to try to visit Terry. Ron told me it would be best to call him first—as we all know, Terry has good days and bad, and sometimes she gets confused. It has been very difficult for all of us to see what she is going through, and I’m afraid we can expect this to become sadder with time. This isn’t the first time we’ve lost a group member due to age and health. We need to brace ourselves for … well, let’s move on to other items of business.”

Betty Lou shifted in her seat as she scanned her agenda once more. “I keep forgetting to bring a pillow to sit on with these chairs,” she mumbled. Leera rolled her eyes.

“Thank goodness we have filled Terry’s spot already,” Betty Lou continued. “And I know you two aren’t quilters yet, but at least it’s nice to have some younger people join us. In the early days of the OQA, half of us were in our thirties. We’ve become a very old group and some fresh energy should do us all some good.”

“I guess I’m just glad we didn’t have to resort to bringing on Barbara. That would have been the real bottom of the barrel,” Leera called out, adjusting an LED reading light to illuminate a small bag onto which she was now sewing a few buttons.

“I thought Barbara died?” Alice shouted.

“Barbara died?!” gasped Lucy. “Who is Barbara?”

“No,” Diane interrupted. “Her husband, Kent, died.”

“He was the one with the drinking problem, wasn’t he?” Leera asked.

Diane shook her head. She was now feeding black thread through a sewing needle. “No, he didn’t drink. He was Mormon. Barbara just said he had a drinking problem because they went on a cruise years ago and someone accidentally served him a rum and Coke and then he embarrassed her on the karaoke stage singing ‘You Make Me Feel Like a Natural Woman.’ She made him go to AA meetings for a year after that.”

“Well, the man could sing. No denying that.” Leera said. “I always believe in giving credit where credit is due.”

Several of the women nodded without looking up from the various projects with which they had each begun tinkering.


“I didn’t like that about Barbara,” Alice shouted, shaking her head. “She never had a nice thing to say about her husband.”

“Before we both retired, Alice and I used to hear awful things from some of the other teachers at school about their husbands,” Diane said. “The teacher union meetings were a verbal bloodbath.”

“Amen to that,” Alice responded.

Byron’s and Rob’s heads turned in rapid succession as they tried to follow this conversation, looking very much like spectators at a tennis match.

“I always wanted to say, ‘How would they feel if they heard you talking about them like this?’” Diane continued. “I had plenty of bad things I could have said about my ex-husband, but instead I just kept it to myself and divorced him.”

“This is why I never married,” Leera chimed in. “I didn’t want a man to complain about. It always seemed exhausting.”

“To be fair to Barbara, though,” Alice shouted, “Kent was no walk in the park.”

“Oh that’s true,” Diane agreed. “That lid found its pot.”

“I don’t think I know this Barbara person,” Betty Lou said.

“Me neither,” Candace added.

“She used to live near you two, didn’t she?” Leera asked Diane and Alice.

“A couple blocks away,” Diane responded. “But that’s not how we knew her. I don’t remember how we met her now that I think about it.”

“Bowling league,” Alice shouted.

“No,” Diane disagreed. “Barbara didn’t join the bowling league. We invited her but she said she hated bowling. She seemed to hate most things.”

“Didn’t she run for school board?” Leera said, shaking out her right hand.

“That’s it.” Diane slapped her hand against her knee. “We met her at a school board meeting and then we started inviting her to water aerobics at the Y.”

“Oh, now I remember her! Water aerobics! She stopped coming after that hair-pulling incident,” Lucy told Betty Lou, Candace, Byron, and Rob as though they would understand what she was talking about. “Too bad she died.”

“No, dear, she’s not dead. It’s Kent who died,” Leera reminded her.

“What did Kent lie about?” Alice shouted over the group.

“DIED,” Diane yelled into Alice’s ear.

“What about it?” Alice responded.

“We’re still talking about Barbara and Kent,” Diane replied.

Alice shouted again, “Kent is dead!” Then she looked at Leera and shouted one more time, “He died!”

“Yes,” Diane responded. “That’s what we just said. Anyway, Barbara moved in with her daughter in Phoenix after Kent died. So she’s not even around anymore.”

“Oh, who would want to live in Phoenix?” Betty Lou mumbled, shaking her head.

“Who would want to live in Ogden?” Leera responded. “Everywhere is kind of shit if you think about it.”

“Oh, Leera,” Betty Lou, an ardent Ogden defender, scolded.

Rob leaned over to Byron and whispered, “I am so lost.”

“Me too,” Byron whispered back. “Lost, and yet still somehow so invested.”

“Anyway, back to our items of business for the evening,” Betty Lou said. “We need to figure out what we’re doing for our SFQE quilt. We simply don’t have time to delay, because the SFQE—which will be hosted in our very own backyard—is just around the corner!”

The women set down their projects and clapped.

“Yes, yes. I know we are all excited that Smithfield has been selected as the location of the SFQE this year. I just honestly can’t believe how overdue this is considering how many local groups have bid to host the SFQE over the years. And considering the strong quilting culture that has persisted in Utah since the pioneer days.”

“It’s about damn time!” Leera shouted.

“We’ll need to figure out logistics,” Betty Lou continued, not acknowledging Leera’s profanity. “Smithfield is only an hour away, but it may still be worth booking a couple of hotel rooms to avoid having to make the drive three days in a row. We’ll need a war room for assembly and rest anyway during the show. We’ll want to try to book the accommodations soon as I’m not sure Smithfield has any hotels and I can imagine all of the hotels down the road in Logan will be filling up quickly.”

“I’m still surprised they selected Smithfield,” Candace said.

“Why did they pick Smithfield?” Byron asked. “Is there a strong quilting community there?”

The women began talking over one another, detailing the rumors they had already heard about the reasons behind the decision. Normally, the SFQE took place in moderately sized cities, like Ogden, that had the infrastructure and population to support the event and bring in a good number of paying spectators. Additionally, it was well known that the Logan Quilters Society (abbreviated to “LQS”), reigning regional champions and just down the road from Smithfield, had routinely submitted bids for the much-larger Logan City to host the event since at least the late nineties.

Diane said she had just that morning read on a Utah quilting internet forum that Patricia Davies, the LQS president who had been known for years for her proficiency in long-arm quilting, had sent a stern letter addressed to the Simpton Family Quilting board at their Minneapolis headquarters questioning the fairness and propriety of the Smithfield decision. Patricia apparently even strayed from her customary complimentary closing of “warm regards” and instead opted for a much colder “respectfully.” Several of the women gasped when Diane revealed this.

The forum also included unverified rumors that Smithfield City council members had been misleading the Simpton Family Quilting board of directors in describing the city’s capacity to accommodate a weekend influx of nearly two thousand visitors. Diane said she assumed these rumors had been circulated by LQS members. The other women nodded. According to the forum, Smithfield mayor Samuel Woodruff dismissed the controversy in an op-ed submitted to The Cache Valley Chronicle, arguing that Logan residents should be elated that Smithfield was successful in its bid, which would necessarily give a boost to neighboring Logan’s hospitality industry. Yet, peace talks failed to lift off the ground when Woodruff was asked via letter by Logan mayor Tami Valdez whether Smithfield would consider petitioning Simpton Family Quilting to advertise the event as a joint venture between the two towns.

“Anyway,” Diane said. “I don’t know how much of that is true and how much is just rumor, but it does sound very plausible to me.”

“Fascinating,” Byron said. “Someone needs to pitch all of this to Bravo. I’d watch ten seasons.”

Byron knew Candace attended quilting night every week, but he never realized it was so full of drama. He made a mental note to scold her later for doing a poor job of reporting her OQA nights, which he’d always thought sounded a bit boring.

Betty Lou called the group’s attention back to her so she could continue to talk through her agenda items.

“As I mentioned in my email, the SFQE is coming with quite an exciting prize this year.”

The women’s faces lit up when Betty Lou mentioned this.

“Tampa!” Lucy whooped.

Betty Lou smiled. “I’m just so excited about this,” she said. “I can’t stop thinking about it. I think … well, I think a trip would be really good for us.”

“Tampa?” Byron asked.

“Oh, yes!” Lucy shouted. “This year they decided to award each regional winner with a trip to Tampa! Isn’t that wonderful?”

“So,” Byron stammered, “if we win … uh … we all have to go to Tampa? Together?”

Before anyone could respond, Lucy pounded her fist on the table. “I can’t decide what I want more,” she said. “To win the trip or to see the Logan Quilters Society lose.”

“Oh,” Diane added, shaking her head in disgust. “I don’t think I can bear to see Patricia Davies and the rest of those condescending women win that prize. Especially after what Patricia said last year at the end of the competition.”

“It makes my blood boil when I think about it!” Leera hissed.

The women were referring to an incident in which Patricia, having just led the Logan Quilters Society to yet another victory, told Diane she thought the OQA quilt was “endearing,” adding, “I love to see quilts from amateur groups like yours who don’t care about the competition but just enter these things for fun.”

Diane finished filling the men in and Byron gasped. “How did you respond?”

“Well,” Diane said, folding her arms. “I guess I was too polite to tell Patricia what I really thought. Maybe too intimidated, too. Patricia is a terrifying person. So I just stood there nodding like an idiot. But as soon as Patricia turned to talk to someone else, my eyes filled with tears. After all the work we had put into our quilt!”

“We are going to kick her ass this time,” Leera said. “I don’t care what it takes.”

“Ladies!” Betty Lou shouted. “We keep getting distracted. It’s not your fault,” she said to Byron and Rob in an accusatory tone. “We need to talk quilt ideas.”

“Well, are you going to tell us what’s in the box you brought?” Leera said, leaning to her right and pointing to the box on the floor next to Betty Lou. “Not more denim, I hope.”

Several of the women shifted in their chairs as Betty Lou ignored Leera’s jab.

“Years ago I found some fabric during my summer studying with the Amish,” Betty Lou began.

Leera rolled her eyes again.

“You studied with the Amish?” Rob asked.

“Yes,” Leera responded for Betty Lou. “During her ten-day Mormon history bus tour in 1995 with her church group when they stopped by an Amish farm for one afternoon.”

“Anyway,” Betty Lou snapped. “I picked up some fabric there and it’s been in a box in my food-storage room ever since, and when I saw the theme for this year’s SFQE I could almost hear this box calling my name.”

Betty Lou leaned to her left to open the box and fish out samples as she began describing her idea. “This year’s theme is ‘I Wish I Knew How To Quilt You.’ And in the brief description, the SFQ says they want our quilt to be representative or in the spirit of forbidden relationships throughout the ages. Picture this: appliquéd squares, each a different color pallet, depicting scenes from Romeo and Juliet.”

Betty Lou explained that the varied color pallet was supposed to amount to a disassembled rainbow, broken down to its basic components as an homage to the explicit verbiage of the designated theme’s play on Brokeback Mountain.

Byron resisted the urge to laugh when Brokeback Mountain was referenced by Betty Lou, who didn’t even crack a smile.

“Isn’t that a bit obvious?” Leera objected to Betty Lou’s Romeo and Juliet idea with a quick glance around the room at the others. Almost no one responded; Lucy’s polite and oblivious nod was not exactly telling, as it seemed like she wasn’t really listening in the first place. The poker faces from the remainder of the group conveyed a unified sense of neutrality.

“Obvious?” Betty Lou set down the fabric and folded her arms.

“Romeo and Juliet, dear,” Leera continued. “The fabric is lovely and it looks like it has a nice hand to it. But surely we can be a bit more creative than what is certainly the most obvious forbidden relationship in history or culture.”

“What about Cleopatra and Marc Antony?” Diane said.

“Marilyn and JFK?” This suggestion came from Candace.

“How would that work as a storyboard?” Betty Lou asked, pursing her lips.

“Why do we need a storyboard?” Alice interjected; her voice was louder than the others.

The women shouted, almost over one another, like a carefully orchestrated symphony decades in the making.

“Adam and Eve?” Lucy offered.


Betty Lou furrowed her brow. “That wasn’t really forbidden, was it?”

“God forbade it,” Lucy responded.

“God commanded it. He forbade them from eating the fruit,” Diane said.

“I thought that was the serpent,” Lucy argued.

“The serpent tempted them to eat the fruit,” Diane said.

“What are we eating?” Alice’s shaky hand went to her right ear as she leaned forward, straining to keep up with the conversation.

Diane waved her arms to pull in the attention of the group that was now conversationally scattered. “Could it be abstract? Or something nonspecific? Maybe birds and bees with a broad honeycomb theme?”

“Oh! Yes! Since Utah is The Beehive State!” This was the most excited Leera had sounded since this conversation began.

“That might alienate the out-of-state judges,” Betty Lou argued. “And I don’t understand how that falls within the ‘forbidden’ category.”

“Sex, dear,” Leera said.

“Steve Martin and Martin Short?” Lucy tried again. “Steve’s last name is the same as Martin’s first name.” She seemed to think this would be a helpful clarification. “And they’re just so funny!” Lucy giggled out a hardly discernible, “Oh, I get such a kick out of those hoots!”

“That’s not a romantic relationship.” Betty Lou’s voice began to sound more tense at this point.

“And it’s not forbidden,” said Diane.

“Why does it need to be romantic?” Candace asked.

“Joseph and Mary?” Lucy suggested.

“Again with the Bible,” mumbled Leera as she picked at the brownie in front of her.

Betty Lou shouted over the chattering crowd, “Ladies, it has to be forbidden!”

Byron and Rob continued to watch in fascination, trying to figure out every detail of what appeared to be a very complex set of social dynamics at play.


“I like the Joseph and Mary idea if we went with a Nativity theme,” Diane said as she looked at Lucy’s now-slumped shoulders. “We could include the shepherds and wise men and chickens—”

“I don’t remember there being chickens,” Leera cut Diane off.

“And I don’t remember you being there, lady,” Diane responded. Leera chuckled.

“I still don’t understand why this has to be a storyboard,” Alice yelled over the group, before suggesting that perhaps they should take a moment to consider whether they were operating under a number of unnecessary assumptions.

“Alright!” Betty Lou called over the now distracted crowd who had broken away into a handful of side conversations about what constituted a relationship and whether they’d really need to make a busy rainbow-themed quilt. “We obviously have some opinions. I want to make sure we choose something we’re all happy with. Why don’t we take a few days and submit ideas to vote on next week?”

“I second the motion,” Diane said, breaking off a small piece of her brownie from her plate.

“That wasn’t a motion,” Betty Lou clarified. “I don’t think this needs to be voted—”

“Aye!” Lucy called out.

Betty Lou sighed. “Well, that’s settled for now. I know everyone brought a personal project to work on for the evening since we are between group projects at the moment, so I guess we can go ahead and work on those for the remainder of our time. Oh! And I almost forgot! I’ve got some peach cobbler to fetch from the car. It should still be warm.”

Betty Lou stood and walked to the door as the others began talking about things other than quilts. Some of the women began to stand up and stretch. Leera went to a cupboard to retrieve more plates.

“That’s such a nice framed photo of Chuck,” Diane said, followed by a soft “thank you” from Leera.

“Did anyone see that Haggs’ has a sale on their Easter decorations right now? Twenty-five percent off all this week,” Lucy said.


There was scattered conversation about holiday plans, which Betty Lou joined when she reentered the room with her cobbler.

Byron stood in the kitchen, towering over these senior citizens who mostly seemed happy to have him there. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Rob sitting at the kitchen table by himself, now engaged in the watercolor project he had brought. Byron smiled at his introverted friend and then turned back to his new gang.

His first night attending the OQA had already far exceeded Byron’s expectations. The dysfunctional scattered conversation and gossip; the passive-aggressive sniping between Betty Lou and Leera. Hell, there was apparently even a villain in Patricia Davies and the Logan Quilters Society. He still wasn’t sure he was all that interested in being a part of a quilting group. But at least this was already turning out to be entertaining.






Chapter Seven


Diane heard Alice yelling—these days Alice always seemed to be yelling. “Diane! Are you in this house?” Diane walked into the room just as she heard Alice shout into their phone, “Guess she’s not home. I thought she was here.”

“I am here,” Diane said.

“Oh, well, why didn’t you respond? I’ve been hollering for you for five damn minutes.”

Alice and Diane argued for a moment. Diane said she had been responding, loudly, even. She suggested Alice get her ears checked again. Alice said she heard exactly as much of “other people’s bullshit” as she wanted to hear.

“Yoo-hoo!” Betty Lou yelled through the phone to get the attention of the other ladies. “I’m still on the line!”

Alice beckoned Diane to come closer to the phone tethered to the wall in their small kitchen. Alice bent down to Diane’s level so they could listen to the phone call together. They both had cell phones but no one ever bothered trying to call them that way, since neither ever seemed to be able to remember to charge the devices. There were exactly two telephones in the house through which Alice and Diane could answer their landline: this one in the kitchen, and one in Diane’s room. Alice had thrown out the one next to her own bed years ago in irritation over being woken up “at all hours of the night!” by calls from Diane’s friends. Diane’s friends never called past 9:00 p.m.


“Betty Lou wants to talk to us both,” Alice told Diane.

“Listen, ladies,” Betty Lou began. “I’m very concerned about something—Marvin!” she suddenly shouted. “Sorry, ladies. Marvin just woke up from his nap.”

Diane and Alice listened as Betty Lou scolded Marvin for not going through the tax documents that had been sitting on the kitchen table for two weeks.

“And don’t give me that ‘I’ll do it tonight’ business again. We need to get this submitted and off my table. I need that space back for OQA on Wednesday,” Diane heard Betty Lou say as she saw Alice start to zone off, the way she often did when she was having trouble hearing or keeping up with a conversation.

“Bess,” Marvin objected. “I told you I would get to it before your quilt group gets here. I haven’t forgotten, I’ve just not felt up for it.”

“Marv, you have forgotten. You’ve forgotten every day for weeks,” Betty Lou responded, sounding frustrated, if not despondent. “It will take you ten minutes. You could sit down and do it right now. I could even sit with you and help you look through them.”

Marvin told Betty Lou he didn’t have it in him just then, an assertion that went unchallenged. “Listen, if I haven’t cleared those papers from your table by Wednesday, you can divorce me and keep the kids,” he promised her.

“Oh, Marv,” Betty Lou snapped back.

“I think she forgot about us,” Diane said to Alice.

“Who?” Alice asked.

“I didn’t forget about you,” Betty Lou returned to the phone call. “Listen, ladies. The OQA is in a real stitch here.” Diane giggled at Betty Lou’s likely-unintended pun. “The SFQE is in less than twelve months. The hand quilting alone is going to eat up a lot of that time. It’s always so challenging to get this done by the deadline, especially now that we have to get the boys up to speed. I am not optimistic after our brainstorming session at Leera’s last week. I’m not sure we’re anywhere near coming up with a plan, and I just don’t think we have any more Wednesdays to waste.”


“On the other hand, we really don’t want to rush into a decision,” Diane said. “It would be better to be very thoughtful and make sure we come up with a plan that will actually work. Remember flag year?”

Diane was referring to the SFQE theme from 2010 when each entrant was supposed to make a quilt in the style of a flag from any country in the world, including piecework or embroidered depictions of something representing that country’s culture or environment. The OQA worked tirelessly on an Australian-themed quilt, going to great lengths to embroider six intricate kangaroos holding hands to represent the six Australian states, only to be informed by a confused judge that they had instead superimposed these animals onto the British flag. “What the Sam Hill are we supposed to do with this piece of shit now?” Leera had snapped as the judge walked away.

“Oh, I remember flag year,” Betty Lou shuddered. “It’s a fair point. But my real worry is that we just aren’t going to agree on anything. I hate to say it—and you know I love everyone in the OQA, and as chair, I would do anything for any of you.”

Alice rolled her eyes and Diane raised one shushing finger to her lips as a quick reminder to Alice not to audibly respond.

“But,” Betty Lou continued, “Leera has really become crankier and crankier with me lately, especially since Chuck’s passing. Which I understand. But she just seems to be taking a lot of her aggression out on me. I don’t know why, and it’s hard to explain, but I’ve always gotten the sense that I get on her nerves.”

Diane exercised her right to remain silent.

“And, well,” Betty Lou said, “I don’t think Leera is going to agree to any idea I come up with. I guess … I don’t know. I guess I called to ask if you could really help here.”

Diane cut to the chase. “You want us to support your Romeo and Juliet idea?”

“Not necessarily! Of course that’s not what I’m asking. Look, if you don’t like that idea,” Betty Lou said, “we don’t have to do that one. I mean, I truly believe it is a winning idea and I’m not sure why there is so much resistance to it. But I have plenty of other ideas and if one sounds okay to you, I could use some help in really vocally supporting it so Leera hopefully agrees.”

“What does Candace think?” Alice asked. “Everyone likes Candace’s ideas. We usually go with her ideas anyway.”

“Is that true?” Betty Lou sounded offended. “I don’t think that’s true.”

“Beach year,” Diane began to list. “Pet year. Travel year. Roaring twenties year. American presidents year.”

“American wars year,” Alice added.

“The only SFQE project I can think of that Candace didn’t come up with was flag year, which I guess was your idea,” Diane said.

“Alright, fine. We usually use her ideas,” Betty Lou quickly moved on.

“I really think we’ll get this figured out,” Diane said through the phone to Betty Lou. “I wouldn’t worry too much about it. Leera can be stubborn, and Lord knows you two can butt heads, but she does respect you as a quilter. I don’t think her opinion about the Romeo and Juliet idea was really anything personal. She just didn’t like it.”

“Well, maybe you’re right,” Betty Lou said. “I just worry.”

“We gotta go,” Alice yelled suddenly.

“Oh, okay,” Betty Lou said. “I’ll see you ladies on Wednesday. Thanks for the chat.”

Alice hung up the phone just as Betty Lou said goodbye.

“Why did we have to go?” Diane asked.

“Huh?” Alice shouted as she walked to her leather recliner, one of two in the living room. “Oh, because I was tired of talking to her and Wheel of Fortune is about to start.”






Chapter Eight


Betty Lou thought about calling Candace to rally support, but every time she picked up the phone, she couldn’t get herself to follow through. She wouldn’t have admitted it to anyone, but she was intimidated by Candace. It wasn’t that she disliked her. The opposite, really; she liked Candace, admired her, even. But the truth was, Candace had done many of the things Betty Lou wished she had found the courage to try, and Candace’s ongoing successes and general favorability among the other OQA members often felt to Betty Lou like a reminder that Betty Lou’s life was small.

Betty Lou first met Candace at a quilter’s retreat in 1990 where the two bonded over multi-needle hoop appliqué. When Betty Lou discovered that Candace lived in Ogden not one mile away from her, she insisted that Candace meet the other members of the OQA and consider joining their group.

“This is my new friend Candace,” Betty Lou told them the very next Wednesday in Terry Blackfoot’s kitchen. Candace, noticeably pregnant at the time, greeted the women and told them she didn’t want to impose, but she’d love to be a part of a quilting group though she hadn’t really experienced group quilting since her grandmother passed away nearly fifteen years earlier. Betty Lou saw the other members, which included Leera, eighty-six-year-old Darlene Burton, Terry Blackfoot, and Mary Berrett, all take to Candace immediately and vote her into the group as their youngest member. That same year, at the age of thirty-eight, Candace opened Fab Funky Fabrics.


“Is there anything you can’t do?” Leera had gawked at Candace when she told them about her new business. “Here we’ve been sitting all night talking about Betty Lou’s new house and soft peach bathroom when you’re about to open an entire fabric store and we had no idea.”

Betty Lou’s heart sank. “Oh, I have been droning on all evening, haven’t I?” she apologized. “Candace, your store sounds lovely. When can we come see the place?”

Betty Lou and Candace would remain friends over the years, as much as anyone in the OQA was truly friends with Candace—who seemed to be perfectly pleased to be a part of the group, but mostly uninterested in any more of a relationship than that.

Betty Lou always knew Candace wasn’t as incorporated into the social dynamics of the group as the others were, and none of the others really seemed to take offense to this, even if Betty Lou was sensitive about it. “I don’t know how Candace has the time to do everything she does,” Alice said about her when she learned that Candace was opening her fifth store. “It’s amazing that she still makes it to OQA every week.”

Still, when Leera announced she didn’t want to run for another term as OQA chair in 2012, it seemed obvious to Betty Lou that Candace would have the most support for the role, if she wanted it.

“Well, who here might be interested in throwing their name in the hat?” Leera had asked.

The OQA had never had a true election. Once someone expressed interest, the remaining members would bow and kiss the new ring, even if they’d have liked a chance at chair. Betty Lou was well aware that the dance was delicate for those who wanted the power—one would have to volunteer faster than anyone else, but not so fast as to appear greedy.

Candace cleared her throat, breaking the silence after Leera asked her question. Betty Lou felt the blood drain from her face. She had waited too long. After twenty years in the OQA, and as one of the few remaining founding members, she had never had a chance to serve as chair and she thought she’d be quite good at it if given the opportunity. But she would never beat Candace in an election, even if she was uncouth enough to throw her hat in the ring and campaign against her.

“I think,” Candace said, “and I don’t know if she’s even interested—but I think Betty Lou would make an excellent chair.”

Betty Lou, surprised, sat up straight and fought back a tear as the group turned and looked at her. “Well, if anyone else was interested, of course, I’d support any of you who wanted to do it,” she told the women. “But if you want me to do it—well, I just love you all so much and it would be an absolute honor for me.”

The group conducted its unanimous vote.

“Well that’s settled,” Leera said. “Congratulations, Betty Lou.”

The women clapped. Once they had all returned their attention to the project of the evening, Betty Lou made eye contact with Candace, sitting on the other side of her kitchen table, and mouthed a heartfelt “thank you.” Candace returned the gratitude with a slight encouraging smile and subtle head nod before looking back down at her quilt square, on which was centered a gorgeous recently-embroidered kangaroo.






Chapter Nine


The teapot on Leera’s stove started screaming. It had been a few days since Byron and Rob joined the OQA and the group members were sent home to brainstorm project ideas and return the following Wednesday to make their pitches. The brainstorming was always exciting, if not a little competitive, but in recent years Leera had begun losing her appetite for this part of the process, largely due to the pressure she felt to debate a very sensitive Betty Lou with kid gloves.

Leera pulled the teapot from the stove’s flame and then made a labored reach for a wooden box on the second shelf of the cupboard next to the kitchen sink. The box was a gift of sorts from Leera’s grandmother, who had bought it at a flea market in her hometown, Omaha, when she was teenager. “Oh, it must have been 1886 or so,” Grandma Tracy had told her. “I thought it was the most beautiful box. It really wasn’t worth much but still, I didn’t have enough money for it. The man selling it could tell I wanted it so he let me have it for pennies. I don’t think he knew what a treasure it was.”

Treasure or not, Leera always believed this box, simple as it may have looked, mattered. She’d tell friends as a little girl about the time her grandmother outsmarted a traveling salesman who didn’t realize he had in his possession an item of great historical significance. Maybe this belonged to royalty. Maybe it was truly ancient—something from the Roman Empire. To a young Leera, it was a rare gem, misunderstood.

Grandma Tracy had used the simple box to store the few pieces of jewelry she owned. When Leera was a little girl, she would dump the box’s contents onto a bathroom floor and play with it, imagining it was a treasure chest—like a miniature version of what a pirate might have aboard their ship.

The box’s craftsmanship wasn’t particularly intricate—it was plain and simple, square, only a few inches wide and deep, with a domed lid. Across the top, calligraphy etching out the letters “L” and B” were circled by what appeared to be a snake. Leera had no idea what the letters were supposed to represent. Or the snake.

Grandma Tracy died when Leera was fifteen. She went with her parents to help clean out the old red brick bungalow where Grandma lived in Salt Lake City. When Leera walked into the home, she immediately retreated to the bathroom, located the box, emptied it, and carried it out to place it in her father’s car. She didn’t dare tell anyone she had taken it, out of fear that someone might think they had more of a claim to the box than she did. It sat in a closet for a number of years until Leera finally found a use for it as storage for her tea bags around 1980. Every time she fished one out, she felt like she was about to sit down to tea with her grandmother and talk, the way they used to, about anything they wanted.

“Listen to me,” Grandma Tracy would often tell Leera. “One thing I’ve learned in my life is no matter what you have to say, some jerk won’t think much of it—don’t ever let the jerk stop you from saying it anyway.” It would take decades for this advice to really sink in, but sink in it did.

Leera and Grandma Tracy shared their feelings on any topic. “You can say whatever you want in this house,” Grandma Tracy would remind her. “It’ll be good practice.”

Leera had been reaching for this tea box more and more often since Chuck’s recent passing, feeling more raw than usual and wishing her grandmother could sit with her, just like she used to, and tell her, “Shit problems are just that, and it’s no use to smile through them like they don’t matter.”
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“Chamomile or green?” Leera called out.

“Oh, surprise me. I never know the difference,” Lucy shouted back from the kitchen table.

“The difference,” Leera responded, “is in whether you want to sleep tonight.”

“Sleep, then,” said Lucy, looking at the time on her phone. It was 6:30 p.m.

Leera motioned with a nod of her head for Lucy to move her hands off the table so she could place a cup of chamomile tea in front of her friend. “It’s hot. Let it cool.”

“You won’t believe who I saw at Haggs’ this morning,” Lucy said as Leera eased into the wooden dining chair next to her with a slight groan. “Think theater.”

“Oh,” Leera rolled her eyes and waved a hand at Lucy, “I don’t remember a damn thing from those days.”

The two were talking about Lucy’s and Leera’s short-lived careers onstage one summer many years ago when, at ages forty-four and sixty, respectively, they tried out for and landed ensemble roles in Ogden City’s community production of Fiddler on the Roof. Leera had tried out on a whim at the urging of a coworker in an accounting office where she had been employed for decades performing clerical work.

“You have a real talent!” the director told her as she finished her audition number, “Somewhere Over the Rainbow.”

“Seriously?” Leera responded, having heard herself.

“Oh, yes. Great for the ensemble,” the director said.

She met Lucy at the first rehearsal.

“The ensemble!” Lucy had whispered to Leera as they sat in the auditorium seats at the local high school, listening to instruction from a woman named Joselyn, who would be teaching the very large group in front of her some basic dance moves. Lucy shook her head in wonder. “I’m told this is the backbone of any production. Really an honor!”


Leera turned to Lucy, who looked wide-eyed and hopeful, and decided she didn’t have the heart to share what she had just learned from one of the other castmates—that the director had decided to cast everyone who auditioned, first filling the named roles, and then building an army of background residue performers.

In the coming weeks, Lucy and Leera gravitated toward one another. It was an unlikely pair—the stone-faced pragmatist arm-in-arm with the doe-eyed optimist. But Leera found Lucy’s charm soothing, and Lucy admired Leera as a mentor many years her senior.

“I’d like to invite my new friend, Lucy, to join the group,” Leera had told the other members of the OQA just after the production of Fiddler wrapped.

“Oh? What sort of quilter is she?” Betty Lou asked.

It occurred to Leera in that moment that she wasn’t sure Lucy did quilt. But she somehow knew—maybe from watching Lucy’s absolute enthusiasm for the stage despite her total lack of experience and talent—that Lucy would enjoy being a part of this group, and she’d have something to add to it.

“Oh, this and that,” Leera told Betty Lou.

“Well,” said Darlene Burton, then OQA chair, deep into her eighties and fading fast. “We’re in need of fresh young blood. Let’s invite Leera’s new friend next week and make a decision.”

Lucy showed up the following Wednesday and admitted that she hadn’t done much quilting, but she promised not to get in anyone’s way. “I just like being a part of something,” she said, beaming at the other women.

Who could have said no? Leera wouldn’t have allowed it anyway. Lucy was unanimously voted into the OQA, and she cried when they told her.
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When Leera refused to guess who Lucy had run into at Haggs’, Lucy went ahead and told her.


“Arnold Bullock,” she said, her eyes wide, a grin on her face. She nodded at Leera over their steaming cups of chamomile tea with a clear expectation of an enthusiastic reaction from her old friend, who didn’t often give enthusiastic reactions.

Leera shook her head to indicate she had no idea who Lucy was referring to.

“Arnold … he, well he was in the ensemble with us,” Lucy said. “Remember? He was the tall one that was so funny. He used to—” Lucy started giggling and it took her several tries to get the sentence out. “He used to put his shoes on the wrong feet and tell people he had his legs surgically swapped so he could do the splits.”

“That never made any damn sense,” Leera responded.

“So you DO remember him!” Lucy clapped her hands together as she said it.

“I remember he was obnoxious as hell,” Leera told her.

“Well,” Lucy said. “I don’t know about that. But anyway, listen. I ran into him at Haggs’ when I went to pick up some wire for my bird feeder. I’m going to try to hang it higher so the rats stop getting to it.”

“You know your rat problem wouldn’t be nearly as bad if you hadn’t decided to start feeding the damn things,” Leera said. “Now they think they’re supposed to live in your yard.”

“Well, the poor dears deserve to eat, too,” Lucy defended herself. “I just never imagined they’d try to take food from my sweet bird babies as well. Anyway, I turn the corner and there’s Arnold picking out a new beige throw pillow set for his living room. He hasn’t aged a day. So I yell, ‘Arnie!’ and he turns and looks at me and, well, he didn’t remember who I was but we started talking and you know who he did remember quite well?”

“Tevye?” Leera guessed.

“Who?” Lucy asked.

“Tevye, he’s the—from … oh, never mind, dear. Bad joke,” Leera said.

Lucy shook her head and continued. “No, silly. You. I started reminding him of the play and I told him he used to make us laugh and when I said your name his face lit up and he started asking all about you, and I told him we still regularly get together and you’re doing well, except for Chuck’s passing.”

Lucy paused for a silent sympathetic head tilt and nod.

“Well, and the next thing I knew we had plans for the three of us to get lunch next week.”

“We have plans for what now?” Leera said, registering this new information.

“Lunch!” Lucy repeated in the tone of someone bestowing fantastic news.

“I would not care for lunch with that man,” Leera said.

This wasn’t the first time Lucy had volunteered Leera for a social engagement. Just the previous fall, Lucy had signed the two up to run the hayride ticket booth at the town’s Harvest Festival. “Oh, please don’t make me go alone,” Lucy had begged Leera in response to her protests. “I promise I won’t sign you up for another thing this year.”

“It’s just one lunch,” Lucy told Leera. “It will be good for us to make a new friend. Well, a new old friend, I guess. If we become friends with Arnold now, would you call him an old friend? Is it based off how long ago you met the person or how much time you’ve spent with them?”

Leera sighed. “Fine, dear. One lunch. But if that man shows up with his shoes on the wrong feet, I’ll turn around and walk right back out.”

The two each attempted to sip their tea before agreeing it was still too hot. They rarely ended up drinking it, instead letting it cool to the point of thoughtless abandonment. But it would have felt wrong to sit together and chat, the way they did several times a week, without something hot in front of them.

“Have you thought any more about quilt ideas for the SFQE?” Lucy asked.

“Oh, hardly,” Leera responded. “These brainstorming weeks are always such a headache, and Betty Lou gets so sensitive about how we respond to her proposals.”


“Sure, she’s sensitive alright. But I think that’s why she’s so thoughtful,” Lucy said. “I don’t know many who are so aware of how other people are feeling. Last year when the judges hated my comedian quilt idea I just went home and cried and cried, and Betty Lou showed up at my house a couple days later with an apple pie and said she just wanted to check on me and tell me she hoped I didn’t feel bad about the competition because the only thing that really mattered was that I was okay.”

“I didn’t know that,” Leera said. “That woman can be nettlesome, but I agree. She’s kind-hearted—I’ve never thought otherwise. I just don’t always know how to talk with her because she takes my opinions so personally.”

Lucy sighed and pulled her lips inward.

“Oh, come on. Out with it,” Leera told her. “You can say whatever you want in this house.”

“Well,” Lucy’s tone was cautious. “Maybe she takes things too personally, but … and this isn’t something that bothers me at all, but … and you know you’re my very dearest friend and I wouldn’t change a single thing about you, but … and this isn’t something I’ve ever talked about with anyone else so I’m probably just wrong about this anyway and there’s no use in listening to me—”

“Lucy,” Leera interrupted.

“Right,” Lucy said. “You do have a tendency to be a bit harsh when you talk to people and I don’t know if you’ve noticed this, but sometimes I wonder if you shoot down Betty Lou’s ideas just to get under her skin.”

“I would never do something that childish,” Leera defended herself, slapping one hand down onto the table. “If anything, I do the opposite just to try to keep the peace. For example, when I disagreed with her Romeo and Juliet idea last week, I told her the fabric she brought was lovely. That was a lie. That fabric looks like it came from a cheap traveling circus.”

Lucy shook her head. “Well, like I said, I’m probably wrong about this. I just wanted to bring it up in case it was something you might think about at OQA on Wednesday. Anyway, do you think we’ll settle on an idea this week?”

“Maybe,” Leera said, briefly dipping the tip of her pointer finger into her tea, which she decided was still too hot to drink. “I’m sure Candace will have come up with something by then.”

“I hope so,” Lucy said.

Leera tried to take a sip of her too-hot tea. She paused and sighed briefly. “And,” she began, “I will go out of my way to be gentle on Betty Lou, even though I think you’re wrong about this.”






Chapter Ten


“But never at the expense of courage!”

The group finished their recitation just as a flustered Marvin, tail between his legs and holding a handful of tax documents, stepped out of the room. They decided to go ahead and get started even though Candace, Byron, and Rob hadn’t yet arrived from Salt Lake City.

“Listen, ladies,” Betty Lou said as they settled into their chairs. “I learned something this week that is going to make your blood boil.”

Betty Lou began the meeting announcements, more fidgety than usual, fishing out a piece of paper she had folded and stuffed into her purse. She informed the others she had been given some news by a former member of the OQA, Mary Berrett, who recently moved to Minneapolis, where she joined the Simpton Family Quilting Board thanks to some family connections.

Mary had sent Betty Lou an email explaining that the board had felt pressure to finally choose a Utah location for this year’s SFQE, and Mary had almost convinced them to choose Ogden and the OQA as the hosts.

Several of the women gasped at this reveal.

“So what happened?” Diane asked.

“Patricia Davies happened,” Betty Lou said.

Leera sat up straight. “Are you saying the Logan Quilters Society interfered?”

“Yes,” Betty Lou said. “According to Mary, somehow Patricia Davies got wind that they were going to select Ogden, and she was not happy about it because she had submitted a bid for Logan.”

“Don’t the Simptons usually keep all of this very hush-hush until they make their official announcement?” Diane asked, pulling a needle case out of her workbag and setting it on the table.

“Oh,” Leera said, “that woman is so connected she probably knows who the Zodiac Killer is.”

“Anyway,” Betty Lou said, tapping the piece of paper she was holding, “Patricia sent a vicious email to Simpton Family Quilting and Mary forwarded it to me and … well, let me just read this part.”

Betty Lou cleared her throat. “I wanted to warn you that I do not believe the Ogden Quilters Association is up to the task of acting as host group, and I fear if you select Ogden, the SFQE will be riddled with problems. I have known the women of the Ogden Quilters Association for many years. They are, unfortunately, not reliable. You can peruse their past SFQE performances to see they are not serious quilters in the first place. But more importantly, I know them to be flighty, flaky, and all-around not well-respected in the quilting community. It gives me no pleasure to write this about fellow quilters, but for the sake of this competition and the Simpton Family Quilting organization, which I love, I felt it would be irresponsible for me not to say something.”

Betty Lou refolded her paper and looked up.

Lucy’s voice broke as she said, “That was so mean.”

Betty Lou’s eyes became misty. “I don’t know why she would do something like that. But Mary said this email spooked the board and they started talking about selecting Logan and let the LQS be the host group. Mary adamantly argued against choosing Logan and so finally the board settled on Smithfield since the Smithfield Sewers were the only other group in Utah who submitted a bid.”

“At least those Logan assholes didn’t end up being the host group,” Leera said.

The women began talking over each other rapidly. Streams of profanity could be heard from Leera’s end of the table.

“Should we call up Patricia?” Lucy shouted. “Tell her off?”


Betty Lou squirmed in her seat a bit. “I don’t think so,” she said softly. “I don’t think it would make a difference.”

Leera, red faced, scoffed and opened her mouth to respond, but then bit her tongue, briefly exchanging a glance with Lucy before looking back to Betty Lou.

“What’s done is done,” Betty Lou said. “The best response is to beat them at the SFQE. But we’ve got to get moving. I think we all know the urgency of our situation. I’ve hardly slept the last two nights just sick to my stomach that we’ve already lost another week on this.”

Diane passed a large bowl of whipped cream to Lucy—Betty Lou’s strawberry shortcake was the treat of the night. “I wonder if we just need to make a list of options and then pick one out of a hat. Might be good for us to avoid overly debating this if we’re worried about time,” Diane said.

“Well, I worry that way we may end up with an idea no one is really excited about and our lack of enthusiasm will show up in the work,” Betty Lou responded. “I can’t stop thinking about how Patricia Davies and the Logan Quilters Society have probably already settled on a design and are two weeks ahead of us.”

“It’s easier for them to make a plan because Patricia just tells the rest of them what to think,” Diane said. “Dictatorships sometimes act faster than democracies.”

Leera, passing on the whipped cream, sighed. “I’ve never understood why those other women even want to quilt with Patricia. She bosses them around like they’re her employees.”

“I think they stay with her because she’s so good at manipulating the judges into giving her a high score,” Lucy said. “No matter how cruel and arrogant she can be, her group will put up with it because they like winning and she knows how to win.”

The front door opened and a quick-footed Candace walked in, trailed by Byron and Rob. “Sorry we’re so late. I hope you just began without us,” she said.

“We just started,” Betty Lou told her. “We figured you probably hit traffic coming up north.”


“No, the traffic was a breeze!” Candace assured the others as she and the men took their seats at the kitchen table. “It was the store—a supplier got behind on deliveries, and I had to wait so I could sign for some new Singers.”

“Candy doesn’t trust employees with that sort of thing,” Byron said.

“You’re one to talk, Captain Micromanage,” Candace responded. “Anyway, what did we miss?”

“Patricia Davies is an asshole, and we still need an idea for our quilt,” Leera told her.

Byron’s eyes widened. “Let’s hear more about that first part, please,” he said, practically ravenous.

“Oh, I’ve been thinking about the SFQE theme,” Candace said, smirking at the Patricia jab. She pulled out a notebook to place it on the table. Candace always brought a notebook to OQA—its use was rare, but she always said she would feel naked without it.

“I think we might pigeonhole ourselves too much if we look at the theme too prosaically. We don’t necessarily need to depict an actual historical couple. Why not think of ideas of two things that don’t go together and design a quilt around that? Like a water and oil sort of concept?”

“How would we make a quilt of water and oil?” Alice barked across the table to Candace.

“I don’t mean we actually do water and oil. I just mean maybe we can think of something like water and oil—things that don’t go together—and come up with a design idea based on that,” Candace clarified.

“I like ‘Water & Oil’ as a quilt name. It would look nice on our display sign,” Lucy suggested.

“Well, I really don’t think we should choose a project idea based on what words would look good on a sign,” Betty Lou said.

“Cat and mouse?” Diane said.

“Cats and dogs?” That one came from Leera.

“Cat and nose?” Lucy pitched to a group of confused faces. “You know. Because of allergies.”


“You wanna make a quilt with a bunch of noses on it?” Alice asked.

“Now that I think about it, that might not be attractive,” Lucy said.

“Wouldn’t the safest option be to depict an actual famous historical couple, though?” Betty Lou shifted in her chair. “Like Romeo and Juliet, for example.”

“Oh, I think that could work just fine, but I bet we’ll get more creativity points if we think a little outside the box,” Candace said.

“I’m not sure why we have to settle on one idea at all,” Leera interjected. “The quilt doesn’t have to tell a story. What if we each just do our own square. Embroidery. Piecework. Whatever anyone wants to do. The theme is about forbidden relationships. Plural. We could depict a whole bunch of ideas that capture the theme.”

“That could work,” Diane said. “Our quilt would represent a world of relationships.”

“Well, we’d need to create some standardized criteria to ensure design flow,” Betty Lou said with a furrowed brow. “But, at least this would allow everyone to do whatever they are most excited to do. And I like that it might maximize our skillsets.”

“I like the idea of choosing some more muted colors for the squares, juxtaposed against a pieced backing of rainbow colors,” Candace added. “We could use the fabric Betty Lou showed us last week at Leera’s house.”

Betty Lou’s face lit up, and she smiled as the other woman all began excitedly talking amongst themselves.

“This could work. This could really work,” Betty Lou shouted over the table. “Let’s all get working on designing our own square. It would be great if we could use next Wednesday as an actual first work day.”

“I don’t mean to throw a wrench in everyone’s plans,” Byron said. “But Rob and I still don’t know what we’re doing and I’m not sure we should be trusted to make our own squares.”

“I’ll help you boys,” Candace said. “You just try to come up with ideas and we’ll work on it together.”

“I can help you, Rob,” Lucy said, visibly blushing.


Rob gave Lucy a polite and slightly bewildered nod.

“That’s all fine,” Byron said. “But I’m still not sure how it was helpful for you all to bring us into the OQA if you have to basically do our work for us.”

“Oh,” Rob mumbled, his face a little red. “I, um … I don’t want to be deadweight.”

“No,” Candace said. “I’m not making your squares for you. I’m just going to get you started and then throw you into the deep end.”

“Can’t we just hire this all out?” Byron said. “It would save us a lot of time to pay someone else to make the quilt for us.”

Betty Lou gasped. “That would be cheating! We would get banned from the SFQE for something like that.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time I got kicked out of a club for old ladies,” Byron responded. “And probably not the last. This year.”

“He’s joking,” Candace said, pinching Byron’s arm. “Anyway, I’d be happy to get working on a decorative stitch design for the quilting on the frame down the road,” Candace offered. “Unless someone else wanted to take that on this time.”

“I think we all assumed you would do it, Candace,” Leera said. “Your designs are really the backbone of the OQA. On flag year, the judge said it was a shame your stitch design was wasted on that quilt.”

Betty Lou turned bright red.

“I’m happy to do it,” Candace said. “If we have general standards for margins on squares and spacing between, I can start working up a design to fill in those spaces.” Candace always got a little rush of adrenaline when talking shop.

After a moment of gabbing about design ideas, the group members started pulling items out of their bags—personal projects they had brought from home to work on for the evening.

“What do you have there?” Leera asked Diane, leaning forward.

Diane held up a tiny pair of denim overalls. “For my new great-nephew,” she said. “I finished sewing them last night. I’m gonna embroider his initials on the front.”

“Well that’s just the cutest thing,” Lucy said, pulling out the latest Birds & Blooms magazine. Lucy didn’t often bring any sort of quilting or sewing projects if no one had given her a particular assignment.

Rob sat hunched over his watercolor of a bowl of fruit. “It’s coming together,” Byron told him when he looked over at it. “What a beautiful portrait of Adonis.”

“Hilarious,” Rob said.

Byron giggled at his own joke. “But seriously,” he said, “it’s nice.”

“Yeah?” Rob responded. “I think it looks sloppy.”

“Nothing you do is sloppy,” Byron said, shaking his head and pulling a pair of knitting needles from his bag to cast on some stitches to start working on a sweater sleeve for a project he was making for Rob for Christmas.

Betty Lou ran a piece of fabric intended to become part of a baby blanket through her sewing machine. She told the others that her ward—a Mormon congregation—had committed to making thirty of these for a local refugee organization. She had overestimated her fellow ward members’ drive for this when she pitched the idea and she was now finding herself taking on nearly three times her allotted contribution to make up for some of the more unreliable members of the group.

“This is the last time I’m going to rope the women at church into a group quilting project,” she told the others, who opted not to remind her that she had said this on a near-annual basis for the better part of three decades. “If it wasn’t so expensive, I wouldn’t stress so much about this. I don’t mind the work,” she continued.

Everyone spent the remainder of the evening gabbing about their favorite items of gossip, which they made no effort to contextualize for Byron and Rob. Barbara was mentioned several times, including another argument about whether it was she or her husband Kent who had died. Byron launched into several long monologues about his interactions that day with Fabbies, with Candace occasionally interrupting him to steer him back from a runaway tangent.

Eventually the group decided to call it a night as Alice, slumped back in her chair and with her mouth gaping open, began snoring.






Chapter Eleven


Spark’s Café was within walking distance of Leera’s home, so she decided to travel there on foot. Leera’s neighborhood consisted largely of early-twentieth-century bungalow homes with brick columns supporting covered porches. Mature pear trees lining Leera’s street had recently begun debuting their pops of white flowers, which were drying in the warm spring morning sunshine as Leera prepared to leave her home for the lunch appointment.

Leera’s front porch, large and covered by a sloping roof, was adorned with a dozen or so hanging pots, spilling over with flowers of every variety she could find in the local nursery. April was much too early to plant flowers without risk they’d be killed off in a frost, but Leera could never help herself. After each long and cold winter (every Ogden winter felt long to Leera) she’d plant these pots at the earliest possible occasion, understanding she would have to watch weather forecasts closely and bring the flowers into her living room any night that might get too cold. On those nights, every surface of the living room would be covered in pots. It would take Leera half an hour just to bring them inside, and then another half hour to relocate them to the porch in the morning. But she didn’t mind. Excessive flower purchases were a source of joy for her, not to mention a longstanding exception to Leera’s frugality.

Leera had just locked her front door and was giving each pot a little drink when her mailman climbed the steps of her quite-fragrant porch.


“Hi, Richard.”

Richard pulled a small stack of mail from his bag to hand over.

“What are you up to this beautiful morning, Leera?”

Leera started thumbing through the letters. A utility bill. Yet another marketing blast from a local realtor promising to buy Leera’s modest home for cash. A birthday card from her sister, Donna, though Leera’s birthday wouldn’t happen for a couple more months. In recent years, Donna had begun sending Leera a birthday card on a nearly quarterly basis. Leera had stopped calling to try to correct her some time ago, realizing this only confused Donna and made her upset. It was nice to get birthday cards, anyway.

“Just about to walk over to Spark’s for lunch with some friends,” Leera told Richard. “Well, with one friend and an acquaintance, I guess.”

“You don’t sound too excited about it,” Richard said. Leera tapped her nose with her pointer finger.

Richard chuckled, stepped off the porch, and wished Leera luck as she finished emptying her watering can and tucked the mail into her purse to be sorted later.

Leera hadn’t smiled much since Chuck died. She’d always known the day would come and that it would be hard on her. She knew she’d outlive him. She wanted to outlive him. She didn’t want to worry about who might take care of him once she was gone. Still, Chuck’s death was harder on Leera than she had anticipated, and it seemed she hadn’t found much reason to smile in weeks.

It wasn’t that Leera was lonely—she had never been lonely in her life. At least, she didn’t think so. She kept herself as busy as she wanted. Community activities. Aerobics classes for seniors. Regular tea chats with Lucy. Her favorite activity, the one she most looked forward to week after week, was OQA, of course. This had always been the case, ever since she and Betty Lou helped form the OQA with their mutual friend, Darlene, in 1990.

As Leera strolled down the street where she had lived for decades, she thought about how, since Terry’s needle incident, she and Betty Lou were the last remaining founders of the OQA. Though Terry’s health and mind had been failing for several years and she simply didn’t have the dexterity or memory to create a quality piece anymore, her recent departure from the OQA had still knocked the wind out of Leera. It felt to Leera lately she was losing Terry in pieces. She went to visit Terry every few days in her assisted living facility. On good days, Terry knew Leera’s name without needing a reminder.

Leera turned a corner and Spark’s came into view, as did Lucy, wearing dark pants and a happy, sunshine-colored blouse. Lucy raised both hands, her giant hoop keychain jingling around her left wrist like a bracelet, and waved to Leera.

“Hello, dear.” Leera leaned in for a quick side hug with her bony arm, which was spotted with dark marks that had begun to appear in her sixties. “Have you been here long?”

“Just arrived,” Lucy said. “I’ve been out running errands all morning and almost forgot about this.”

“Is he here?” Leera asked.

“I haven’t seen him,” Lucy said. “I hope he hasn’t forgotten. And you know, I didn’t even think to ask him for his phone number so I couldn’t call to remind him.”

“Well, come on then. Let’s go get a table,” Leera said. “He can come find us inside if he shows up.”

A moment later, the two were seated and reading over the large menu that hadn’t changed in twenty-five years. They would order cobb salads—they always ordered cobb salads. But they looked at the menu anyway as a force of habit.

“I think I decided on my block,” Lucy told Leera as she set her menu down. Lucy reached down into her purse and pulled out a piece of paper, which she began unfolding. “I’m going to do a cross-stitch of this adorable picture,” she explained as she handed the paper over to Leera. Leera held the paper up close, and then far away, adjusting her eyes to focus on it.

“Two children under an umbrella?” she asked, looking back to Lucy.


“Yes. They wanted to play but it’s raining. And I just think it’s the cutest thing,” Lucy said.

“We all seem to be interpreting the ‘forbidden relationships’ theme differently,” Leera said, handing the paper back to Lucy.

“It’s two things that don’t go together. Like Candace said. Oh, maybe it’s a stretch, but I’m going to add some other elements to it that I think will really work. You’ll see—oh! Arnie! Over here!” Lucy shouted.

Leera turned in her chair to see a tall, thin, very bald man walking toward their table. Arnold was wearing thick glasses that covered half of his gaunt face, connected by bright green chums in the back. “Please don’t get up!” he said to the two women who were not getting up.

Arnold sat down to the table and looked to Leera. “My, Leera. You haven’t aged a day. How have you been?”

Leera scoffed. “Dear, I was barely sixty when you last saw me. I’ll be eighty-four in May. I know what I look like.”

“You look terrific,” Arnold insisted. “I’ll be seventy-four this year and I look older than you.”

Leera waved Arnold off as Lucy changed the subject. “Have you done any recent shows?” she asked him.

“Well, I took a break after Fiddler for a few years. But ever since I retired, I’ve done every Ogden City show they’ve put on. The director last year told me he thinks one day I might even be ready for a named part.” Arnold paused and nodded, letting this simple brag settle in.

“Have either of you had any interest in doing another show?” he asked.

“None.” Leera spit out her answer before Arnold had even finished the question. “We were terrible.”

“We had fun,” Lucy added. “But, yes. We were terrible. Leera invited me to join her quilting group after Fiddler, though, and that’s been our creative outlet ever since. It’s a good group of women. Well, and now we have two men that we’re trying to teach to quilt.”

“Oh?” Arnold said. “So it’s not a women’s group?”


“Apparently not,” Leera said, monotonically.

“Leera still isn’t very happy about it,” Lucy said. “But we were running low on numbers because Terry got … well, she had an accident, but that’s not really a good topic for lunch conversation. And then Candace brought two young men, Byron and Rob, to help replace her. Byron is a hoot and Rob is …” Lucy blushed a little. “Anyway, we decided to let them into the group and now we’re going to teach them to quilt. We all get together and work on group projects and enter competitions.”

“Oh, that’s terrific.” Arnold replied, nervously tapping on the table in front of him. “I read an article recently. Where was it? Oh, it doesn’t matter. But there are studies that show if you do creative projects every day it helps with memory. Heaven knows I need help with mine. But if you’re doing competitions that sounds like more than just a creative hobby. Have you won any?”

“Never,” Leera said, staring stone-faced at Arnold’s pulsating hand.

“I think it’s all very political,” Lucy added. “Nearly every national winner at the Simpton Family Quilting Extravaganza in the last twenty years has been from the Midwest or East, and the Western States finalists never medal at nationals.”

“Well, it’s very difficult to compete with the Amish,” Leera said. “They stitch ten stitches per inch on all their quilts. If I was even capable of doing that, it would take me a lifetime to finish one quilt.”

“I can honestly say I’ve never been to a quilting competition,” Arnold interjected. “I’m not sure I really ever thought about whether there was such a thing. I’ve tried a lot of hobbies. I took violin lessons in the nineties. Gardening. Sailing. I went through a comedy magic phase for a few years.”

Leera winced.

“But it’s never occurred to me to try quilting. I’m not sure my clumsy hands could handle a needle or a sewing machine,” he said, holding up both palms and wiggling his fingers.

“Oh, you’d love attending a quilt show, even if you don’t know much about quilting,” Lucy assured him. “The SFQE quilts are like large fabric paintings. Some of them can take your breath away. And there are quilt shows of all sorts you can attend. I always feel like I’m walking through a museum.”

Lucy reached into her purse and pulled out a large stack of faded photos printed on thin paper, and started thumbing through them.

“There was a show in town just last year—American History in Quilts, it was called? I know I have a photo in here somewhere. They had a quilt behind glass from the 1700s—they won’t let you touch them when they’re that old. The oil from your fingers can ruin something that fragile, I think. Anyway, this quilt—was it from Massachusetts?”

Leera shrugged.

“I think it was from Massachusetts. It was made right around the time of the American Revolution, and it had a blue star for each state—”

“Colony,” Leera corrected.

“Right. Colony. And the stitching was so delicate and tight. Of course, a lot of it has faded or come undone over the centuries, but you can’t help but look at something like that and just feel like you’re in the room with an ancestor.”

Leera smiled slightly as Lucy gushed about quilting. It had always amused Leera that Lucy, never known to turn down a hobby, was hard to stop once she started talking about one she loved. While she often couldn’t remember what day it was or where she had set something down in her house, when it came to the details of these quilt shows and the competition rules of the SFQE, it was like the information was baked into Lucy’s DNA.

“Anyway, the modern quilts are sights to behold.” Lucy pulled out a close-up photo of her foot, looked at it with squinted eyes, and then placed it back into the stack to continue flipping through it. “If you ever get a chance to go to a quilt show, take it. In fact, you really should come to the SFQE. It happens every other year and they’re finally doing it in Utah. They almost always do it in California and several Utah-based quilting groups have been petitioning to have their town host for years.”

Lucy gave up on the photos, which appeared to mostly consist of birds, and shoved them back into her purse.

“We’ve tried submitting bids and writing letters to get the SFQE to come to Ogden, but we never get a response and Patricia Davies ruined things this year so now the competition is going to be in Logan.”

“Smithfield, dear,” Leera corrected her.

“Right, Smithfield. But I think most people are staying in Logan,” Lucy added, nodding.

“That sounds intriguing. I would love to come. In fact, I’m quilt honored you invited me.” Arnold smiled and made a hand action like he was guiding a needle up and down through imaginary fabric when he said the word “quilt.”

Leera stared at him. Her lips quivered ever so slightly.

“Oh!” Lucy crowed through giggles. “You are such a hoot.”

“So how does a quilting competition work? Do you vote on each other’s quilts?” Arnold asked.

“Oh, no,” Lucy responded, now leaning forward and embracing this captive audience. “Well, not really at the SFQE, anyway. And the SFQE is one of the premiere national competitions—all the best quilt groups in the country enter and compete at it. They do have informal competitor vote awards where everyone can vote on their favorite quilt. You can’t vote for your own. The Walla Walla Sewciety got banned for four years because they got caught trying to vote for themselves. It was quite the scandal. But the competitor vote awards don’t really mean much, do they?”

“They don’t,” Leera agreed. “Most groups enter agreements with ally groups to exchange votes.”

Lucy nodded. “It’s all very territorial and involves a lot of diplomacy that doesn’t have much to do with the actual quality of the quilts. Despite that, most everyone does tend to get along really well at these shows. But we don’t pretend it’s not a competition. We have a lot of friends from other groups. Besides the Logan Quilters Society—we don’t care for them at all.”

As Arnold began to ask a follow-up question about the Logan Quilters Society, a waiter interrupted them. Three cobb salads, two Diet Cokes, and a coffee were ordered, after Arnold confirmed whether the coupons he had cut from the Daily Alert would be honored.

“We just got the theme for the next SFQE, so right now we are just starting on our new quilt and I think it’s going to be really great this year,” Lucy said as the waiter walked away. “We are determined to beat the Logan Quilters Society and shove it down their throats. They always gloat and talk down to us whenever they win. Oh! And the winners this year get a trip to Tampa, Florida!”

“Tampa!?” Arnold gasped. “How exotic!”

Lucy beamed as Leera sipped her coffee, feeling as excited, but choosing not to show it.






Chapter Twelve


Betty Lou called the meeting to order around Leera’s kitchen table. “Tonight’s main item of business is to go around and present our square ideas,” Betty Lou said. “Let’s all try to have thick skins. Remember, the goal is to get the highest possible score at the SFQE so we need to think critically tonight and show some tough love, if needed.”

The other women began shuffling through their purses and work-bags to retrieve their notes and sketches to present to the group. There was a palpable tension, if not competitive energy, in the air. Byron and Rob, taking note of the vibes, shifted in their chairs around Leera’s kitchen table, which was topped with a tray of warm chocolate chip cookies and a banana cream pie—competing desserts that had been placed there by Leera and Betty Lou in passive-aggressive angst.

“How does the competition work?” Rob asked. “What are we judged on anyway?”

“In general,” Diane said, “we are judged against all of the other entrants for the quality of our group quilt.”

“The awards are given out by judges certified by Simpton Family Quilting,” an excited Lucy interjected. “The same five judges judge each regional competition, which all happen in March: the Western States, the Midwest, the North, and the South. And they score each quilt based on five criteria: design, hand quilting, precision, technique, and … oh, there’s one more.”

“Cohesion,” said Leera.


“Right. Cohesion.” Lucy paused and looked upward. “Truthfully, we don’t totally know what each of the categories mean, or how they’re even different from one another, but those are the categories. Each of the five categories is worth twenty points so a perfect score is one hundred. Our highest ever score was an eighty. The Logan Quilters Society usually gets the highest score in our region, because they cheat. And the Amish always win nationals.”

“What kind of score do the Amish get?” Byron asked.

“Well, the ones who win,” Lucy answered, “are always at least at a ninety-five or ninety-six. I’ve never seen anyone get one hundred. Our worst year we got forty-five. They gave us zero points for Design because we used the wrong flag.”

Rob furrowed his brow and Byron opened his mouth to ask a follow-up question, but Lucy didn’t pause long enough for him to cut in.

“They gave us twenty out of twenty for Hand Quilting because Candace is the best in the West at designing decorative stitching,” Lucy said. Candace smiled at the compliment.

Lucy took a big gulp from a can of Diet Coke she had just pulled out of her purse, curiously already open, and then continued.

“The top three finishers in each region go on to nationals in Minneapolis which happens a few months later, in July. They are allowed to make changes to the quilt in the meantime if they think they can improve it. At nationals a new set of judges reviews all of those finalists and they list the top three: second runner up, first runner up, and then Best in Show. The Best in Show winner gets ten thousand dollars and their picture gets framed and hung up at the Simpton Family Quilting offices.”

“Have you ever made it to nationals before?” Rob asked.

“Oh, no.” Diane shook her head. “We got close that year when we had eighty points.”

“Not really,” Leera replied. “All three top finishers from the Western States scored in the nineties.”

“Anyway,” Betty Lou interrupted. “You boys will get used to all the rules. For now, we need to stay focused on getting our quilt going.”


Betty Lou adjusted her glasses and looked back down at her notes.

“With eight squares,” she said, “we’ll be able to frame a three-bythree and then we’ll need to, as a group, come up with a center block to tie it together. Oh! But before we get into all of that, I wanted to let you know I had a call with Mary just yesterday to see if she could give us any insider information about the judging this year since she’s on the Simpton Family Quilting board now. She was tightlipped, which I of course respect. Although, she did used to call headquarters to talk to her second cousin and she didn’t seem to mind using that connection to get leaked information back when she was in the OQA.”

Betty Lou pursed her lips and looked around the room, her eyebrows raised. “Anyway, Mary wouldn’t tell me who the judges were, but she did say it’s a full new cast. No one we’ve ever seen judge before.”

Several of the women gasped.

“I know,” Betty Lou said, a twinkle in her eye and an almost vengeful grin across her face.

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” Byron asked.

Lucy was eager to answer this one. “It’s a very good thing. There has been so little judge turnover at the SFQE for years and it has caused quite the controversy. There is so much Midwest favoritism and certain groups all over the country have developed relationships with the veteran judges so there’s always a suspicion about how objective the judging actually is.”

“The Logan Quilters Society won’t be happy about this!” Leera slapped her hand on the table with glee. “I bet Patricia Davies will punch a hole in a wall when she finds out!”

“I don’t know, but I suspect Mary joining the board may have helped quite a lot,” Betty Lou told the group. Several of the women nodded and mumbled their agreement. “Maybe they just needed someone on the outside to come in and talk about what might happen to the SFQE’s credibility if they didn’t clean house.”

The women began speaking among themselves, several conversations happening all at once, about the implications of this big news. During this, Rob pulled out a notepad and a pencil and began drawing.

“Oh, Rob is right,” Betty Lou called out to the group, glancing at Rob. “We should get to work. It doesn’t matter who the judges are if we don’t have anything to show them! I assume you all got my email with proposed guidelines for our color pallet and sizing for the squares. No one responded so I guess no one is objecting. Let’s go around and present our ideas for each of our squares.”

“Can I go first?” Lucy jumped to volunteer.

Lucy fished out a folded piece of paper. Her giant hoop keychain made a large clanking sound as it fell from her purse. She didn’t seem to notice. “I just found the cutest idea for a cross-stitch,” she said. Her hands were jittery and she stumbled over her words as she began to speak.

“I call it ‘Rain, Rain, Go Away,’” she said, passing the picture around the table. “It’s a complicated stitch, but I think I have enough time to get it done. I’ll add the title to the top of it and maybe some other embellishments.”

The OQA members passed the paper around the table, without comment, until it reached Betty Lou.

“I … I’m a little confused,” Betty Lou said, squinting at the drawing. “Is this … well, does this fit the theme?”

“Oh, I think so!” Lucy assured her. “It’s like how Candace said that thing about water and oil. They don’t go together. Rain and children wanting to play. And they could get sick. Moms tell their kids all the time not to go play in the rain. So it’s, like, well, it’s a forbidden relationship.”

Lucy’s face began to fall as the rest of the group looked at her in concern.

“Oh, I know I’m not very good at this kind of stuff.” Lucy glanced around the room. “I just … well, I was really excited about …” Lucy looked down just as her face turned red.

“It’s adorable.” Candace cut the awkward silence. “I’m always so impressed with your cross-stitching abilities, Lucy. I don’t know how you are able to keep the stitches so consistent.”


“I like it, too,” Diane said, smiling. “Very creative.”

“Well, I’ll keep thinking of ways to improve it,” Lucy promised, pulling the paper back toward herself. “It will look good.”

Betty Lou congratulated Lucy on coming up with her plan but fully failed to mask the concern on her face and in her voice.

“I could go next,” Candace said. “I have some ideas for a mixed embroidery and piecework square that I think will be quite intricate, but I’m not ready to present the plan to the group so I’ll hold off on that for now, but I did sketch out what I think could really work for a decorative stitch pattern for the lattice or sashing—I’m not sure whether we’ve decided how we are going to orient the quilt yet, but either way, this will work as a decorative stitch pattern between squares.”

The other group members, with piqued curiosity, shifted in their seats and raised their necks to get a look at a stack of papers Candace began to pull out of her notebook.

Candace started passing around the sheets. “This is an idea I’ve been running with—not finalized, but I think this might be a really unique way to incorporate the theme into every aspect of the quilt.”

Diane was the first to gasp.

“Candace,” Betty Lou whispered. “It’s magnificent.”

The members of the OQA were looking, in awe, at an intricate and careful drawing of two silhouettes—profiles of faces belonging to a man and a woman. The woman’s face was turned downward in an elegant fashion, her eye shut with the proposed stitches depicting it disappearing down her cheek and off to form the outline of her wavy hair. The man’s nose was pressed against the woman’s cheek, his eye also shut. Although it was merely an outline, intended to be hand quilted, the positions of the two toward one another suggested longing and despair.

“I think this could be really interesting,” Candace said. “As the pattern continues, each couple set running in a continuous line will essentially depict two images—this one you see with the couple facing one another, and a second one with couples back-to-back, facing away from one another, to give a sense of conflict within a relationship.”


“Candy, this is gorgeous,” Byron chimed in.

“I think this would be the most intricate decorative quilting I’ve ever done. It will take a lot of hours,” Leera said.

“That’s the downside,” Candace admitted. “We certainly could do something simpler if we are worried about time or consistency. With a pattern like this, you can’t really afford to have variations across the quilt—they would be more noticeable than if we were to do something free form.”

“I think we are up for the task,” Betty Lou said, almost defensively. The others nodded.

“As for quilting within the squares,” Candace added, “I’ll need to think on it more. I don’t think it would work to do echo quilting around any appliqué or cross stitch or embroidery; it might be cleaner and more predictable to come up with a simple cobblestone-like pattern for any negative space within squares.”

The group members began gabbing in excitement, all at once, for a minute or two before Leera called for their attention. “I’ll present mine,” she said. “It’s an idea I just came up with this morning and it’s not fully formed yet.”

Leera shifted in her seat and a solemn look came over her face. “Well, you all know that I’ve been a bit down since Chuck’s passing.”

Lucy reached over to squeeze Leera’s hand.

“We’ve all been so heartbroken for you,” Diane whispered.

Betty Lou leaned forward and clasped her hands together. “I’ve been praying for you to find comfort. I know this has been a really hard time for you.” Leera responded with a subtle but grateful nod.

“Chuck was really special,” Candace said. “You know we all loved him so much and it feels like something is missing with him gone.”

“I’ll never forget how he could make us all laugh,” Lucy said. Byron leaned forward. “I’m so sorry for your loss. I don’t think I knew about this. When did he pass?”

Leera stood and retrieved a framed photo that had been sitting near a small pot of flowers next to the kitchen sink.

“Only a few weeks ago,” she answered, handing the photo to Byron. “But it feels like years to me now. That was my Chuck, and I loved him more than anything in the world. The day I met him was the happiest day of my life. And it only got better from there.”

Byron looked at the photo for a moment before tilting his head, surprise and confusion growing on his face.






Chapter Thirteen


“I’m sorry,” Byron said to Leera. “Chuck is a cat?”

The room chilled to a heavy silence. Lucy quickly placed the tips of her fingers on both hands to her mouth, her eyes wide. Candace opened her mouth, as if she was ready to intervene, but no words came out.

“Excuse me?” Leera placed both of her bony hands on the table and leaned forward.

“Oh, I … uh …” Byron fumbled with his words as he looked around the room and saw that everyone but Candace was staring at him, wide-eyed. Candace was now looking down at her lap, holding still as though no one would be able to see her if she wasn’t moving.

“I didn’t mean for that to sound insensitive.” Byron said. He began rapidly scratching his left hand with his right. “I was just surprised because I … well, when you said Chuck passed I … I just assumed he was your husband. And then just now, everyone got so serious like it was a person who had died.”

Candace took a quick deep breath and squeezed Byron’s knee under the table.

“You think they shouldn’t care about Chuck just because he wasn’t my husband?” Leera’s eyes looked like weapons. “Do you need me to have a husband for my loss to matter to you?”

“Oh, Lord, no.” Byron’s words functioned like a bailing bucket, but the sinking ship was the Titanic. “That’s not at all what I mean. I—I only meant that, well, I’m not a cat person. I mean, I love cats, but I don’t have a cat. Just because of allergies. Otherwise maybe I would have a cat. Who knows? I thought … well, I’m so sorry about your cat’s passing. That your cat died, or … uh—your cat is dead. I mean, cats are—well, who doesn’t love cats? He seems—seemed—like a very special … cat,” Byron looked around the room in frantic search for a lifeline. “I’m sorry, I feel like I’m saying the word ‘cat’ a lot.”

As Byron opened his mouth to continue speaking, Rob reached up and placed his hand over Byron’s mouth. “Shut it down,” Rob whispered.

Leera pulled the photo of Chuck back toward herself in a huff. “What was your block idea to honor dear Chuck?” Diane asked, easing the tension.

Leera glared at Byron for a moment longer before turning her eyes to Diane to answer her question. “Well,” she said, “I certainly won’t expect people who don’t understand how important our pet companions are to appreciate this.”

Byron sat, wide-eyed, but silent, opting not to interject through Rob’s hand that remained over his face.

“I’ve decided to do a whimsical square depicting Alice and the Cheshire Cat. It will primarily be appliqué,” Leera explained.

The polite group members nodded. Betty Lou shifted in her chair and opened her mouth to say something, but then closed it. No one questioned whether Alice and the Cheshire Cat shared a “forbidden relationship.”

“I like it,” Lucy said.

Byron cleared his throat. “I think that would really honor Chuck.”

Leera glanced at Byron for only a moment and let out a strained huff.

Diane presented her idea next. “Mine comes from the famous Rudyard Kipling poem,” she said, passing around a piece of paper on which she had sketched out a general design. Across the top in swooping calligraphy she had written, “Oh, East is East, and West is West.” Across the bottom, “and never the twain shall meet.” Between the writing was a drawing of the Statue of Liberty superimposed with the Golden Gate Bridge.


“It will all be done through embroidery. Is it too American?” she asked. There was a consensus that it was not too American.

Alice showed her design next. It included a depiction of Eve, a serpent whispering into her ear as she reached for a bright red fruit on a tree. “I’ll embroider Eve and the serpent. The rest is appliqué,” she explained without any further description and without asking for any feedback. “That’s all,” Alice said, stuffing the piece of paper back into her work bag.

The women turned to look at Byron and Rob.

“Uh,” Byron said. “So, we haven’t come up with anything yet. We … well, we thought we’d wait and see what everyone else was doing so we could, you know, try to match the vibe of the group.”

Leera let out a targeted “Hmmm!”

“Don’t stress about the boys,” Candace said to the others. “I’m going to work with them this week to finalize block ideas and make a plan for getting them done. I will personally ensure they won’t delay us.”

As the stiff and uncomfortably silent women listened to Candace make her assurances, Byron whispered to Rob, “I know this is irrational, but I feel like we’re about to be arrested.” Rob snickered.

“Well, I guess that just leaves me,” Betty Lou said, looking at Byron and Rob with a furrowed brow, before turning to address the rest of the group. “I know there wasn’t a lot of enthusiasm for my Romeo and Juliet idea, and I know you might think it’s too obvious, but maybe it will be good to have at least one square directly on theme. If the judges expect something literal, we can at least point out this element.”

Betty Lou passed a stack of papers around the table, each containing a copy of her design idea. It depicted the subject of Picasso’s “Woman with Book” perched on a large balcony. Below, on the ground, a Romeo with outstretched hands and with the face of the subject of Picasso’s “Femme au béret et à la robe quadrillée.”

“My plan is to do this through some pretty detailed piecework with very stark stitches to create prominent lines within their faces. I hope it’s recognizable as Romeo and Juliet,” Betty Lou looked around the room for assurance.

Candace validated her. “I think so, Betty Lou. And your piecework abilities are always so impressive. I think it will be a showstopper.”

That was all settled for now. Betty Lou congratulated the group on its collective progress. In just a matter of a few weeks, the OQA had mostly resolved its two most urgent issues at hand. The new constitution of group members, settling in, spent the remainder of the evening chatting—gossiping—and making adjustments to their square design ideas based on feedback from the other members.

Suddenly Candace saw the time. “Oh my,” she said. “It’s already nine-thirty. We need to head back home—Walter is going to start worrying.”

“How is Walter doing?” Betty Lou asked.

Candace laughed as she folded a piece of fabric onto which she had spent the evening embroidering a red barn. “Oh, he’s fine. But ever since retirement, he has been calling me twenty times a day to tell me he’s bored. By the way, I’ve been meaning to ask how Marvin has been. You never tell us much.”

“Oh.” Betty Lou frowned. “It’s been … oh, he’s fine.” She nodded and paused for a moment. Her eyes became watery. “Well, you know he’s become so much less mobile lately and he seems tired all the time. I want him to go get checked out, but I think he’s just mostly feeling down. Michael and Sarah moving for grad school with the grandchildren last fall hasn’t helped.”

“Have you looked into having him see a therapist?” Lucy asked.

“I have,” Betty Lou told her. “I don’t want to push it too much because it seems like he’s sensitive about it.”

“Send him our love,” Candace added, as Betty Lou stuffed her sewing machine into its case. She’d made significant progress on the refugee blankets. “If it would help, I could have Walter take him to lunch to try to cheer him up.”

“I think he would really like that,” Betty Lou told her. There was relief in her voice, like someone had thrown her a lifeline, however small.


“Are Marvin and Walter friends?” Byron asked as the OQA members began to arise and retreat to the front door.

Candace laughed. “Marvin and Walter would never have been friends in the wild, but sometimes Betty Lou and I set up play dates for them. I think they enjoy one another’s company just fine—exactly enough to comply, but just barely not enough to take any initiative themselves.”

“So, they’re straight men,” Byron said.

The OQA members were walking out now as Leera stood on the front porch and said goodbye to each of them. It was dark out, and a slight spring chill had blown in, already leaving a misty residue on Leera’s potted plants that she’d want to bring into the house to avoid that night’s possible frost.

“I’m sorry again about the Chuck thing,” Byron told Leera as he stepped past her.

“Quite alright now,” Leera said, staring past him, her stiff hands folded in front of her.

Candace was holding onto an arm that belonged to Alice to provide her some stability as she descended Leera’s front porch steps lined with potted purple petunias. “I’ll have Byron print out a copy of that fruitcake recipe,” she shouted into Alice’s ear, referring to the treat Byron had talked about that evening—he had made it that week for the worktable at Fab Funky Fabrics and it was a hit.

“Yeah,” Alice yelled back to her, not seeming to have heard or understood Candace, but uninterested in asking Candace to repeat herself.

The moment Rob slid the door on Martha shut, Byron, from the front passenger’s seat, turned to Candace and opened his mouth to say something.

“No.” Candace preempted him. “We don’t need to do this. Welcome to your first experience with OQA drama!”

“Candy!” Byron yelled, his hands raised. “I can get past the deceit and manipulation you employed in turning us into official group members against our will. In fact, I’m proud of you for that part. Lord knows I love a good social heist. And Lord also knows I’m not allergic to drama. But could you really not have given us a heads up that Chuck was a goddamn cat?”

Candace burst into uncontrollable laughter, which instantly infected Rob. Byron glanced back at Rob. “Oh, you think this is funny, too?” he shouted. Rob leaned forward and grabbed Byron’s arm, giving it a tight squeeze as he continued to laugh. Byron’s face flushed and he resisted a smile for a moment, until he began laughing, too.






Chapter Fourteen


Betty Lou was in the middle of counting how many weeks were left until the SFQE when she glanced up and saw Lucy approach the checkout at Trucky’s Market, the grocery store near their houses. “Oh, I didn’t know you were working today. I thought you didn’t work on Tuesdays,” Lucy said to Betty Lou. She passed cans of cat food across the conveyor belt.

“I switched shifts with someone this week,” Betty Lou told Lucy and she started scanning the items. Betty Lou’s nametag just read “Betty,” which had always bothered her, but she had been too timid to tell anyone or request a replacement. Every time someone read the tag and called her “Betty,” she declined to correct them, deciding it wasn’t worth a conversation.

“Well, I’m glad I caught you,” Lucy told her. “I almost didn’t come in because I didn’t think I would have time before my hair appointment, but I thought if I hurried, I could get some quick shopping done so I wouldn’t have to come back across town later.”

Lucy started pulling things from her purse, beginning with her giant hoop keychain, and setting them on the conveyor belt, telling Betty Lou she needed to find her checkbook.

“Listen,” she continued talking, “I’ve been thinking. Leera’s birthday is in two weeks. We should do a little surprise party for her during OQA since her birthday is on a Wednesday anyway. It will have to be a surprise because she won’t agree to a party if we tell her about it. You know how she is.”


Betty Lou resisted the urge to mention that her own birthday in February seemed to go almost completely unnoticed by the group. She had tried not to let her feelings get hurt by it at the time. There was a lot going on and Chuck’s death that month seemed to suck up a lot of the emotional and creative capacity of the OQA hive mind. There had been cards at OQA that week. When she saw them, Betty Lou gasped and placed a hand on her chest, displaying a humbled and touched smile, only to quickly notice Leera’s name scrawled across the fronts of the envelopes.

Betty Lou had decided not to let the February incident bother her—that is, after one quiet evening and an emotional drive home. There were much bigger things to worry about than a forgotten birthday. And now, several months later, she had to admit there was no sense in wishing the same lapse in judgment upon another. If she could get herself to stop being competitive for a moment, Betty Lou would have had to admit that a birthday party of sorts sounded fun and might be just what she and the OQA needed.

The new group in its reconstituted form seemed to be getting along relatively well. Lucy still blushed on the rare occasion that Rob spoke and she regularly insisted on sitting next to him. Even Leera had begun to exchange forced pleasantries with Byron. But shallow as those might have been at the moment, Betty Lou recognized that for Leera, feigned courtesy was at least a sign of intended sociability down the road.

Nearly every group member was very close to finishing their block. Rob had helped perfect several of the group members’ conceptual designs. Candace worked closely with the men to help them make quick progress on their blocks. Lucy was the only person in the group who was behind schedule. She had admitted just the week before she had gotten a bit in over her head with the rainy-day cross-stitch. “I think I may have miscalculated my own speed,” she had announced to the unsurprised group. Betty Lou forced a smile when she heard this, but the smile did nothing to hide the panic in her eyes.

“I think I’m hosting that week,” Betty Lou told Lucy as she scanned the tenth or so can of cat food and placed it into a paper bag. “I’ve got some cute little decorations I picked up from Haggs’ for my Matthew’s birthday dinner last month. I could hang them and do a little cake.”

“Perfect!” Lucy said. “She likes chocolate or vanilla. Honestly, anything other than carrot cake. She hates carrot cake. Or was that my aunt Sybil I’m thinking of? Maybe that was Aunt Sybil. Sometimes I get her mixed up with Leera because she was so thin, just like Leera.”

Lucy was now staring off into space as she continued to speak.

“Aunt Sybil was really particular about food, especially after she got Alzheimer’s. The food particularity was the least of our worries once the Alzheimer’s set in though. We used to get calls from the nursing home several times a week. ‘Aunt Sybil threw a plate of spaghetti at a bed nurse again.’ ‘Aunt Sybil poured a bucket of water onto a sleeping resident again and we don’t even know where she’s finding these buckets.’ We’d apologize but they never seemed to want to hear our apologies. I’m not sure what they wanted from us, honestly. They just called to tattle on her and then we’d sheepishly tell them we were sorry but what did they expect? The woman was out of her mind.”

Betty Lou nodded as she continued to scan items.

“We put her in there in the first place because she kept sneaking out of the house and going down the street to ask the neighbor kids if they wanted a turn holding her false teeth. Scared them half to death. But the real kicker was when another set of neighbors caught her in their bedroom trying on dresses. That’s when we knew we couldn’t keep track of Sybil anymore, so we found the nursing home. We felt so guilty. Oh, we felt guilty! But we didn’t know what else to do. Wait, what were we talking about?”

Betty Lou had stopped listening after the mention of carrot cake and had instead started thinking about her own shopping list; her shift was going to end in a few minutes and she needed to pick up a few things before heading back home to Marvin.

“We were talking about Leera’s birthday party,” Betty Lou reminded Lucy.


“Right! So, that’s great if you want to do a cake. I thought I would ask everyone to write a little story about a fond memory they have of Leera. I can collect those and put them into a little book for her—I’ve been working on my scrapbooking and I made something at a scrap-booking retreat I attended in Denver a while back and I’ve just been trying to find a use for it.”

Betty Lou handed two paper bags full of canned cat food to Lucy who had just finished writing a check for it. Then she suddenly realized that this seemed to be a lot of cat food, especially for someone she didn’t think even had a cat. “I don’t think I knew you had a cat,” she said.

“I don’t,” Lucy responded, looking a bit puzzled by the question, and glancing down at her watch. “Anyway, I better jet. My appointment started about ten minutes ago.”

Lucy was out the door seconds later. Betty Lou shook her head as she placed a sign reading “lane closed” on the conveyor belt and started counting out her cash drawer. A few minutes later, she began wandering the aisles with a little basket, gathering ingredients for a simple chicken and rice recipe. Marvin’s appetite had been finicky of late. He had always been a finicky eater, but it had been worse in the last few months as he increasingly seemed to not feel well. He generally responded best to safe comfort foods, Betty Lou’s forte.

“Betty Lou?” a man’s voice called down an aisle at her. She turned to see who it belonged to.

“Well, oh my! Arnold! I haven’t seen you in a while. How are you?” Betty Lou was genuinely delighted to run into him for their first encounter in two years. Arnold had been Betty Lou’s neighbor for decades before moving across town. The two had gone to church together where Arnold led the choir. He was very bad at it. The choir was very bad. Betty Lou was a faithful member of this very bad choir.

“You know, it’s real funny that I’ve bumped into you,” Arnold told Betty Lou. “I reconnected with some old friends recently and I found out they know you. I was at Leera Smeeth’s house just last week and I saw a photo with you and some others on her refrigerator.”


Arnold was referring to a picture of the OQA at the most recent SFQE, standing in front of their entry that had scored in the bottom half of the pack. No one would have noticed unless they went looking for it, but Lucy’s eyes were tear-filled in the photo.

“Well how in heaven’s name do you know Leera?” Betty Lou asked in amazement. She had never, in thirty years, known of a man—or really anyone other than the OQA members—going to Leera’s house.

“Not just Leera,” Arnold told her. “I know Lucy as well. We did a play together ages ago, but I hadn’t seen them in years until I ran into Lucy recently and then we all reconnected over lunch. I just about fainted when I saw that picture of you in Leera’s house. I guess you’ve known them for quite a long time.”

“Oh, yes,” Betty Lou said. Never one to pass up an opportunity for OQA evangelism, she added, “We’ve been quilting together for decades. The Ogden Quilters Association really is one of the premiere quilting organizations in the state. I’m the chair.”

“Well I’m impressed,” Arnold said with a grin. “Leera said you’re quite good.”

“She said that?” Betty Lou blushed. “Leera? Not Lucy?”

“Oh, I don’t remember which one of them said it, actually,” Arnold admitted. “But one of them told me you are a very good quilter and I was just so proud to tell them I knew you. I told them you were my favorite choir member because I could always count on you coming on time and putting in a substantial amount of effort every practice. Marvin, too. Say, how is Marvin these days?”

“Oh, you know.” Betty Lou shifted uncomfortably. “He’s his old self. Listen, I’ve got to get going. I have a million things to do today, but I’m so glad I ran into you. Funny enough, you just missed Lucy. She was here buying cat food a few minutes ago.”

“I didn’t know she had a cat,” Arnold said.

“Apparently she doesn’t,” Betty Lou responded. “Bless her heart, I’ve learned sometimes it’s best not to ask too many questions with her. Anyway, I hope I’ll see you around.”

“Oh, I’m sure you will,” Arnold told her. “I’m heading over to Leera’s this evening for tea. I sort of invited myself when I heard Lucy was going. I can’t quite get a read on whether Leera likes having me around, but she hasn’t kicked me out of her house yet.”

It was clear to Betty Lou that Arnold was asking a question of sorts, but she wasn’t keen to answer it. Instead, she blinked a couple of times, trying to assess the social dynamic based on the minimal information she had just received from Arnold before deciding this was none of her business and saying goodbye.

Betty Lou purchased her handful of items and stepped outside to walk to her van. It was a warm day, sunny. A consistent bout of spring rainstorms had awoken flowers in the valley and greened the mountains and hills to the east, now lit by the early evening sun making its way westward toward the auburn horizon. The mountain snow at the peaks had mostly melted away, and the streams that came from them, carving up the valley like icy veins, were gushing their way toward the ever-shrinking Great Salt Lake to the west.

Betty Lou climbed into her van, the same one she had driven now for nearly twenty years. She pulled out of Trucky’s parking lot and headed west, toward home. The AM radio station tuned to on her dial, which she never changed, was at the tail end of one of her favorite programs, Ask Dr. Cynthia Stone. A woman was in the middle of explaining to Dr. Cynthia that she had had an affair thirty years ago and she wanted to know if she should tell her husband now that they were in their sixties and had seven grandchildren.

Dr. Cynthia, who earned her popularity from her reputation for never being one to mince words, shouted over the caller as the caller finished asking her question, “How is explaining to your husband that you were a floosy in your thirties going to help your marriage today?”

The woman began to justify her impulse to tell her husband now. “I just feel so guilty and want to get this off of my chest.”

“Well, that’s selfish,” Dr. Cynthia told her. “You’re being selfish.”

Betty Lou nodded. In practice, she would have advised any friend that honesty is the best policy, especially between spouses. But Betty Lou had a hard time disagreeing with Dr. Cynthia, probably because of how confident and forceful Dr. Cynthia sounded when delivering her advice and opinions. Betty Lou often found herself going about her day with the voice of Dr. Cynthia running through her mind and delivering commentary on Betty Lou’s every action, thought, and desire. She was sure Dr. Cynthia would disapprove of a lot of who and what Betty Lou was, and she was sensitive about this. She’d find herself occasionally imagining how she would describe a life problem to Dr. Cynthia if she ever got the courage to call, hoping she could do so in a way that she would be commended and not scolded. The truth was, Betty Lou would never call into that program for the purpose of getting advice; all she would ever want was reassurance that she was a good person.

Betty Lou pulled into the driveway of her split-level home, its front yard full of weeds nearly knee high, where she sat in her van for a few minutes in silence. This was a habit she developed when her children were young. She had been doing it more often recently, taking some time to just breathe and prepare herself to be what and how she needed to be when she walked into the house. She felt guilty that going home amounted to an emotional challenge, because to her that meant she had failed to make that home a place of refuge, and because she was supposed to be a support to Marvin, in sickness and in health. Was she doing that well if her efforts were sometimes begrudging? What if they were usually begrudging? Were they usually begrudging or had her perspective simply been skewed because she felt so guilty that selflessness wasn’t very intuitive for her? She couldn’t answer these questions.

Betty Lou loved Marvin. She had since almost the moment she met him. The two had gone to high school together in Ogden, where they were assigned as partners in a chemistry class. Betty Lou had sort of a hard time making friends in school, but she could never understand why. She had involved herself in nearly every club in the school and had tried to meet people and find a social group. She ran for student government every year starting in the sixth grade until she graduated high school and never could get enough votes to even be placed in a runner-up position. She cried after every election and spent days disappearing into the girls’ bathroom during school when she felt the tears coming on again.

Marvin was a godsend for Betty Lou their junior year. He was a very quiet boy, with few friends. What first struck Betty Lou about Marvin was that he was kind and perceptive—uniquely so, she thought, for a boy his age. When they first met in chemistry class, Marvin had introduced himself and told Betty Lou he wasn’t very good at science, and he would understand if she didn’t want to be his partner and would rather request another. Betty Lou took this as a sign that Marvin was disappointed he had been grouped with her, but then realized she had misjudged the situation when he added, “But if you do want to be my partner, I promise I’ll try my hardest not to drag you down.”

Used to trying to win over her peers daily, Betty Lou recognized Marvin’s vow as coming from deep insecurity, and she felt she understood him. “I think we’re going to be great partners,” she assured him.

One of Betty Lou’s favorite things to tell people in the nearly fifty years since was that the very first thing she ever said to Marvin after hello was “I think we’re going to be great partners.” She’d say, “I was right,” and Marvin would reach across to her and gently squeeze her hand, as he often did.

Betty Lou opened the door to her van, climbed out, and began retrieving the groceries from the back seat. She climbed the two steps of her front porch and pushed the door open to her house. Inside, Marvin was watching golf on the television. The blinds to the windows in the TV room, which was connected to the kitchen, had been pulled shut.

“Hi, honey,” Betty Lou greeted him in a gentle voice. “What did you get yourself up to today?”

Marvin turned off the television. “I worked on my puzzle for a while,” he told her, “but I wasn’t feeling very well.”

Betty Lou set down her groceries on the kitchen counter as she turned to look at Marvin on the couch in the connecting room. “How’s your blood sugar today?”

Marvin tended to forget to monitor his diabetes closely when he was feeling down emotionally, and Betty Lou could tell by the tone of his voice that this was another day in a long line of days recently in which Marvin was feeling down. His mood worried her more than his physical health. It was unbearable for Betty Lou to see Marvin sad. Life had felt unbearable to her quite a lot recently.

“Oh, Bess,” he told her in a soft voice that managed to sound unnecessarily ashamed. “I’m alright. I’m just tired today. You worry too much about me.”

“I thought we might go for a little walk after dinner,” Betty Lou changed the subject as she pulled groceries from their bags. “It would be good for you to get out and get some fresh air. And it’s really just the most beautiful day today. Everything is so green from the storms we’ve had. As green as I’ve ever seen it in Ogden. You would never know we live in a desert.”

“Maybe,” Marvin responded. “If I’m feeling up for it.”

“Well, I’m going to start making dinner,” Betty Lou told him. “Why don’t you give Matthew a call and check in on him? We haven’t heard from him for a few days. It would be good for you both to check in with each other more.”

Marvin stood up and wobbled into the kitchen where he retrieved the landline phone so he could call his son. The call rang eight or so times before going to voicemail. Marvin hung up without leaving a message.

“Must be busy,” he told Betty Lou as he took a seat at the kitchen table and began fumbling through a stack of blankets Betty Lou had just recently finished sewing—the refugee project was still ongoing, well past the initial deadline she had set for her church group.

“How was work?” he asked her.

“Oh, quite alright,” Betty Lou told him. “Lucy stopped by and said she wants to do a small surprise birthday party for Leera at our house when I host OQA in a few weeks.”

“That would be nice of you,” Marvin mumbled.


“Oh, and I ran into Arnold Bullock. He asked about you,” Betty Lou said.

Marvin sat, his shoulders slumped. His eyes looked red, and he closed them.

“Anyway,” Betty Lou added, eyeing her husband as she began chopping an onion, feeling her heart beat through the familiar dose of dread she usually had when worrying about Marvin, “it was nice to see him.”

Betty Lou continued to prepare dinner, dicing some carrots and sauteing onions with chicken and garlic—a simple stovetop recipe— as Marvin sat at the kitchen table, not saying anything. They occupied that shared space in silence for forty or so minutes before Betty Lou dished up two plates of chicken and rice and carried them to the table. She sat down and began to cut into the chicken, suddenly feeling she had no appetite at all. How could she swallow past the lump in her throat?

It surprised her, really. This wasn’t a particularly hard day. There had been plenty of those. But the fear and worry just seemed to be snowballing, and it appeared to have hit a bursting point as the plates of bland food sat in front of them on their old wobbling dining table where Betty Lou began to cry.

Marvin looked up at her, appearing surprised—but not very. With his left hand, he reached across the table to give Betty Lou’s right hand a gentle squeeze. Marvin’s eyes filled with tears too. “How about that walk?”

Betty Lou wiped her eyes in one quick movement as she nodded.

“I think it will do us some good,” Marvin added. “I’d love to see how green our desert is today.”






PART TWO


Mayor Samuel Woodruff

Smithfield City

111 Main Street

Smithfield, Utah 84335

Re: The Quilting Matter

Dear Mayor Woodruff,

I hope you are having a pleasant day in your lovely town. I enjoyed seeing you recently at the mayoral retreat. I know many of the mayors had quite a lot to say regarding your lecture at dinner about cattle budgeting. What a brave thing to discuss at length, unprompted! Smithfield is in the hands of a man who truly wants to be a leader.

Of course, you know the purpose of this letter. Please consider this Logan City’s official reply to your letter dated August 4. Apologies for the slow response—count yourself blessed that you aren’t the mayor of a large city like Logan!

You continue to express frustrations that Logan is somehow claiming to be the official host of the quilting competition on which your community recently successfully bid. (Congratulations, by the way! Hosting an event for one to two thousand people must feel like the Superbowl to a place like Smithfield.)

Please note you have improperly directed your accusations at my office. The Logan Quilters Society is a private organization that has no municipal affiliation. The Society’s decision to post information on its own website directing competition attendees to accommodations in Logan is happening without prompting from or coordination with any government official.

I note one exception—yes, Patricia Davies, the chair of the Logan Quilters Society, is currently serving on the Logan City Council. However, Ms. Davies’ efforts with her quilting group operate outside of the scope of her role as councilwoman. Lest you be tempted to conjecture that I am somehow engaged in a conspiracy with Ms. Davies, I can assure you Ms. Davies and I are not in communication on this, or in cahoots on any initiative. You are certainly aware of Ms. Davies’ outrageous attacks in her unsuccessful campaign for mayor last year, in which she printed mailers falsely accusing me of allowing my hunting license to expire. (This was front page news in The Cache Valley Chronicle for two publications.)

On a side note: It must have occurred to your office and to the Smithfield Sewers when you worked together to submit your bid for this competition that you were going to have to use Logan infrastructure to support an event of this size. Of course, you and I know that Smithfield does not have the capacity to host this event on its own, and that anyone coming to this competition would most likely need to rely on my city’s hospitality. Surely, absent your proximity to our metropolis, this event would not even be happening. It strikes this mayor as odd that I would be on the receiving end of several scoldings when thank yous are in order.

As always, it is a pleasure to hear from you. Please tell Cathie and the children hello.

Cordially,

Mayor Tami Valdez

Logan City






Chapter Fifteen


Lucy was thumbing through a tall stack of magazines next to her front door just as they began to topple. “Oh! Darn!” she shouted. Those had taken her hours to organize last week.

“Why do you need so many?” Leera had asked her not long ago.

“Well, the gardening information doesn’t become outdated just because the magazine was published ten or so years ago,” Lucy said, defending herself. “What if I threw these out and then next week I needed to know … oh, I don’t know, how to repel deer from tomato plants? Wouldn’t I feel silly!”

“Dear, you do know how to repel them from tomato plants,” Leera reminded her.

“Coyote urine,” Lucy said.

Leera shook her head. “See? You don’t need a magazine you’ll never find amid this mess to educate you on that topic.”

Maybe Leera was right, Lucy thought now as she stood in front of her toppled magazines. She was looking for one from several years ago, which magazine she was pretty sure had an apple preserves recipe that had looked good to her. Byron had stopped by the day before, unannounced, dropping off a large sack of apples from his trees with a roll of his eyes. “I don’t know where the summer went—apple season is already upon us and I don’t know what to do with all of these,” he told her. “I’m working at the Ogden store today and thought I’d leave these with you since I was in the neighborhood. I hope you can help me, I’m drowning at my house.”


Lucy didn’t particularly care for apples, but she appreciated the gardener’s grind and felt she understood Byron in a way the others perhaps didn’t. Each year she’d plant a dozen varieties of tomato plants in her own garden and then spend all of July and August farming them out to any neighbor who was willing to answer the door and risk a two-hour conversation with Lucy. Lucy had recently complained to Leera that she could tell her neighbors seemed to avoid her. Leera said it wasn’t that people didn’t enjoy talking to Lucy; it was more an issue of undeterred lingering not everyone had time to accommodate. Lucy knew how to keep a conversation going and she was either oblivious to or had the habit of ignoring polite social cues from her companions in conversation who had other places to be.

In any event, tomato season had petered out by mid-September when Byron’s apples made their debut. For weeks, Lucy had watched him offer—threaten, really—the other members of the OQA with promises to dump portions of this year’s bounty onto their doorsteps.

“Save me the trouble and put mine directly into the trash,” Leera told him. “I do not care for apples and I have no interest in canning.”

It was unclear to Lucy whether Leera had fully warmed up to Byron in the six or so months since Byron and Rob joined the OQA, but there were certain signs of movement in that regard. Perhaps the first clue of a thaw in progress was when Leera’s eyes met what appeared to be Byron’s eyeline sometime in May while he was regaling the group with a story about his most recent attempt at resurrecting his historically-dysfunctional book club.

“The last time we had to stop meeting was because of this insane drama that all started because Jared kept going to lunch with Michael’s mother without inviting Michael, which if you knew Michael you’d understand why even his own mother would get fatigued,” Byron told them while cutting a piece of red fabric into sharp, jagged shapes. No one other than Rob had any clue who these people in Byron’s stories were, but everyone had already learned not to ask any questions when Byron was mid-stream because doing so would spawn a dozen new tangents that weren’t necessary to understand the gist of the story.


“I don’t know why I bother trying to save that damn book club,” Byron continued. “No one reads the book anyway.”

“Nearly all of us read the book,” Rob mumbled, not looking up from his sketchbook. “You’re the only one who doesn’t read it.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s true,” Byron argued, pointing his scissors at Rob. “Do you really think Larry has the face of someone who has read a book?” It was hard to tell, but it appeared Leera did smile a bit.

Lucy had watched Leera with intrigue since the men joined the OQA, believing Leera was the most uncomfortable of the group with this shift in the OQA’s demographics. Maybe it was the gossip about strangers that started to melt Leera’s iciness toward Byron, or maybe she was just growing too tired to hold a grudge, but over the summer Leera started sitting next to Byron on occasion and would even sometimes offer some observations and evaluations of Byron’s work.

Lucy forgot what she was doing as she started picking up the toppled magazines, which she then forfeited to chaos. She walked back over to her armchair and dropped into it, pulling toward herself a somewhat mangled cross-stitch project that had recently ruined her summer.

Lucy had been a fine cross-stitcher for many years, but never while under pressure, and she had certainly been under a lot of pressure from the OQA since March. Every other member had finished their own blocks months before—it seemed to Lucy they had rushed faster than they should, like they were in a competition with one another. She had wondered whether the fast pace of the square completions really came more from a place of insecurity than from a competitive spirit. No one wanted to be the weak link—the group member who was holding up the rest. The hand-quilting on the backend of this project would be a daunting task, even for a group eight members deep, and it was logical that if that aspect was rushed or, heaven forbid, ended up incomplete, the fault would lie with the resident sloth.

“Dear, you just keep working on your square,” Leera had consoled her in July. “We can get moving on some of the next steps.”

Lucy’s face was bright red as a high-pitched voice coming from Betty Lou added, “Oh! Sure! Yes! No rush! We’ll just … get started on the backing!”

The backing would be complicated enough, anyway, and could use as many hands on deck as might be available. The group had decided to convert Betty Lou’s colorful fabrics from her basement’s storage room into a handful of semi-abstract rainbow swirls, loosely inspired by Van Gogh’s Starry Night. They’d need to stitch in the ditch to ensure that none of the stitches showed up in the backing, otherwise they’d compete with and ruin the effect of Candace’s intricate decorative stitch design. She had been warning the rest of the OQA in an increasingly raised voice in recent weeks they’d need to get started on this portion if they had any hope of finishing the quilt by the March deadline.

“Darn,” Lucy whispered from her armchair in her living room. She had misread the pattern again and had spent the last ten minutes stitching in the wrong color for what she now realized was supposed to be the red hair of the little girl featured in her model depiction. Lucy had set a deadline for herself to get this done by the next OQA meeting, in six days, so she decided it would be perfectly acceptable for this child to have magenta-colored hair. In some lights, that might look a bit red. These were fictional characters, anyway.

Lucy was startled as her cuckoo clock began to announce it was noon—the clock was ten minutes late. The cuckoo clock had belonged to her mother. Two acorn-shaped weights hung below a miniature house with small windows that would flutter open and close every sixty minutes, allowing an array of owls to poke their heads out and coo the requisite number of chimes for the hour in debut.

“Noon already!” Lucy said, standing up to retrieve a can of cat food from an amassed bounty on her dining table. Lucy had learned through a process of elimination that a certain raccoon who had taken residence in her neighborhood in the late spring seemed to most enjoy the flavor of Kitty Coats, a brand Trucky’s carried. She’d place some of the cat food at the back of her yard every day at noon, assuming the raccoon preferred a consistent scavenging schedule, even though she knew it likely wouldn’t roll around to dig through garbage cans and gardens until sometime during the middle of the night. Lucy’s face turned ghost white whenever a neighbor, unaware that Lucy had unrolled a proverbial red carpet for the creature, complained that the raccoon seemed to have become more emboldened and destructive in recent months. There had been a fruitless effort by some of the neighbors to track and capture it over the summer.

Lucy placed the cat food in its usual spot and took a quick inventory of the remaining crop of her dwarf peach tree. She normally saw the last of the peaches come and go by now, but the fruit seemed to be a bit behind schedule this year. Lucy’s peaches tended toward the small end. She’d harvest thousands of them, can what she could, and give away the rest. “You’d get juicier and larger peaches if you’d prune that damn tree,” Leera had repeatedly told her. Lucy couldn’t bear to cut branches off the tree. It felt destructive to her, and she wasn’t confident the tree could survive such an attack. “I like them on the small side,” she insisted. “They’re cuter this way.”

Lucy went back inside and to her armchair—a return to her project that never seemed to receive more than ten uninterrupted minutes of attention—and just then, her cellphone rang.

“Oh, hi Arnie!” she shouted at the phone that was still blasting an earwormy jingle. When Arnold didn’t respond, Lucy looked at the phone and tapped a button to answer it. “Arnie? Are you there?” she yelled.

“Hi, Lucy.” Arnold sounded out of breath. “I’m out on a walk and I just wanted to check in with you and see if you’ve talked to Leera recently. I think we were supposed to have lunch today but she hasn’t been answering her phone. I tried calling yesterday and this morning.”

“Oh, dear,” Lucy responded. “I did see her last night at OQA and she seemed well enough to me. I can try to check in on her today.”

“I was thinking of dropping by after my walk,” Arnold said. “I can see if she’s doing alright.”

Lucy wasn’t sure how to handle this suggestion. It was true that Leera had continued to humor Lucy’s hospitality of Arnold, only engaging in a mild protest when Lucy suggested inviting him over to Leera’s house. “I don’t know why you’ve decided to bring that man into our lives,” Leera had complained only a week ago. “He’s a goof. Grating in a way that makes me want to punch something.”

Lucy wondered if her friend doth protest too much in her periodic griping about Arnold. Leera had never had trouble dismissing company she didn’t value before, and yet she seemed satisfied with treating visits from Arnold with nothing more than an eye roll and an offer for some tea from her grandmother’s wooden box. Even still, it wouldn’t be a good idea for Arnold to push his luck.

“Oh, I wouldn’t just drop in on her if I were you,” Lucy said into the phone. “She gets irritated when someone shows up unannounced. Let me check in with her, and I’ll let you know what I find out.”

Lucy hung up and fished a shawl from a large basket next to her armchair. It wasn’t cold out, but the first cool breezes of autumn had started making their way down the mountain and into her neighborhood, so she thought she had better try to be prepared.

Lucy walked out her front door, clutching her clanking giant hoop keychain, and passed by a three-foot reindeer on the porch, holding a sign that said, “Season’s Greetings.” Lucy used to receive a substantial amount of ire from her friends when she put up her Christmas decorations in early October. Last year she didn’t even bother taking most of them down after the holiday. “We could use a little holiday cheer all year,” she would explain to anyone who questioned this.

Lucy walked down the path that split her front yard into two sides. Overgrown pink gaura rocked in a gentle breeze, brushing her legs as she strolled to the sidewalk and turned right. The Wasatch Mountains to the east—Ogden’s breathtaking backdrop—had turned a mesmerizing red, orange, and yellow, appearing like a frozen flame beneath a white snowcap, freshly dropped in a recent early winter storm. Lucy walked past three houses before stopping at the fourth, climbing some steps to an old porch covered in colorful potted mums, and knocked on the door. A moment later the door creaked open.


“Oh, hi, dear.”

Leera was still in her nightgown, a sure sign that she hadn’t yet left the house for the day.

“I thought I’d drop by and check on you,” Lucy explained. “Arnie–” Leera sighed at the sound of his name. “I know, dear. He won’t stop calling me. He keeps trying to trick me into going to lunch, alone, with him.”

“Oh,” Lucy said. “That’s … well …”

“Out with it,” Leera told her. “You can say anything you want in this house.”

The two walked into Leera’s kitchen so she could place a tea kettle onto the stove.

“You do know … well, you know Arnie thinks a lot of you.” Lucy was trying to be as cautious as possible.

“What of it?” Leera barked back.

“I mean, I … and I don’t know this for sure … but I do wonder a little bit if maybe … and he hasn’t said anything like this to me!” Lucy held up both hands and shrugged her shoulders.

“What are you going on about now?” Leera’s impatience bled through her acerbic tone.

“I wonder if Arnie is looking for something other than just friendship with you,” Lucy said, quickly placing her right hand over her mouth.

“Well, I’m not interested in going into business with him!” Leera snapped.

“That’s obviously not what I’m referring to,” Lucy said, well aware that her friend was being intentionally obtuse.

“Oh.” Leera shuddered. “Even if I was interested in that sort of thing at this point in my life, the last rock I’d look under is that man’s.”

“I know,” Lucy said. “I just wanted to make sure you were aware.” “Chamomile or green?” Leera changed the subject.

“Oh, I never know the difference,” Lucy answered.

Leera shook her head. “Dear, do you want caffeine?”

“Oh,” Lucy said. “I’ve decided to not have any caffeine after noon anymore and my cuckoo turned noon just before I came over. By the way, why are you still in your nighty?”

“I slept late,” Leera told her, lowering herself into a chair at her kitchen table with a soft grunt next to where Lucy was already sitting. “I was up half the night because of that goddamn raccoon that’s been terrorizing the neighborhood. It seems like it’s getting more and more bold lately.”

Lucy looked down at the floor and returned the subject to the previous topic. “Anyway, I think you better return Arnie’s call. He’s worried about you since you haven’t been answering him.”






Chapter Sixteen


“Goddamn it,” Byron muttered, pulling on a mess of fabric pinned into a small ball under the needle of the sewing machine Candace had lent him when he and Rob joined the OQA. He had already finished his square and presented it to the group who generally expressed surprise that it turned out so well, considering this was his first real sewing project. What he didn’t dare to tell them was that Candace had really done most of the actual work. Byron wasn’t sure why he was afraid they would find out about this. He didn’t care about the SFQE or whether the OQA members thought he was a talented quilter. He really didn’t care at all. Honestly. Truly.

And yet, here he sat in his dim kitchen on a Tuesday night, trying to replicate Candace’s work in secret. Maybe if the new attempt turned out well enough, he could swap out the plagiarized submission when no one was looking and make sure his true square was incorporated into the quilt.

It wasn’t that he was invested in winning the competition, nor was he all that excited to see his work on display. At least, he didn’t think this was what was motivating him to try. Byron had never been competitive by nature. The only reason he was actually excited to attend the SFQE was so he could finally meet Patricia Davies, the woman who had been painted as a supervillain by the women of the OQA.

“Why did the needle incident have to happen to someone as kind as Terry,” Lucy had said just the prior Wednesday, before muttering under her breath, “instead of happening to Patricia Davies.”


“I’d like to see ol’ Patty’s face have a needle incident,” Leera mumbled without even looking up from her sewing machine. Several of the women silently nodded at Leera’s remark, serenaded by the intermittent hums of their own machines. It struck Byron just then that these violent pronouncements and jabs about Patricia seemed to fall so effortlessly from the OQA members’ mouths that it was almost as if they didn’t hear themselves anymore.

There was something about the way the women talked about Patricia that simultaneously amused and enraged Byron. They were so vindictive when her name came up—even the generally mild-mannered Betty Lou couldn’t seem to help herself. They talked about her as if they could hear the music from Jaws when she entered a room. She was so cutthroat, so unequivocally evil in their eyes, and all of that was hilarious to Byron. And yet, the more he got to know the women of the OQA, the more the anecdotes about the cruel things Patricia had said and done to them made him want to call this woman up and tell her off. This was turning into a very confusing time for Byron.

As Byron cut the thread from his sewing machine and tossed the mangled fabric aside, Rob pushed open the front door and entered the house.

Byron gasped. “How dare you walk into my home like you own the place!”

“Shut up,” Rob said, entering Byron’s kitchen. “What are you … why are you sewing?”

“I’m practicing,” Byron told him.

“For what?” Rob responded, tossing a backpack onto Byron’s dining room table and removing his light jacket. “Candace already finished our squares.”

“Because I want to make us matching striped jumpsuits so we can start performing tap dances at the park for money,” Byron said.

“But really,” Rob asked, ignoring Byron’s joke, “what are you doing?”

“I honestly don’t know,” Byron said. “I know this is ridiculous, but I’m scared Leera is going to find out I still don’t know how to do this shit.”

“And then it might hurt your thriving relationship?” Rob asked.

Byron laughed. “I know it’s stupid, but that woman terrifies me. Also, I guess I sort of want to learn this stuff. I don’t think they’re going to let us quit when the SFQE is over. We’re going to have to stay with this group until enough of them die out that we can reasonably suggest sunsetting the whole thing.”

“I hadn’t even thought about that.” Rob took a seat at the kitchen table across from Byron. “I guess I’ve just had in my mind that when the competition was over, we’d be done with this.”

“We’re official members,” Byron said. “I’m not sure there is a process for resigning. Also, I think they’d have hurt feelings if we quit. And Candy would kill us.”

“Yeah,” Rob said. “I don’t have it in me to do something that would hurt Lucy.”

“Or Betty Lou,” Byron said. “That woman is wild to me. I’ve never met anyone with so many insecurities and so little sense of humor. And yet, I feel so defensive of her.”

Rob nodded. “Sometimes I think some of the other women can be sort of mean to her.”

“Same,” Byron said. “Mostly Leera. But maybe she’s just a crabby old lady and Betty Lou is probably used to it and doesn’t mind it.”

“I’m …” Rob stuttered. “I think … I think she minds.”

“What makes you say that?” Byron asked.

Rob sat quiet for a moment, digging his sketch book out of his bag, and then shrugged.

“Anyway, I think we’re stuck with the OQA. Somehow we’re a part of all this.” Byron sat up straight, held three fingers in a mocking salute, a call back to his disastrous teenage stint as a Boy Scout, and said “We are the Ogden Quilters Association. Our values are … something something … quilt mindfully … and warm the legs, hearts, and asses of all we meet.”

“How do we still not have the oath memorized?” Rob said, opening his book to a half-complete watercolor of Delicate Arch at Arches National Park.

“My brain is refusing to learn it,” Byron responded. “Whenever we recite it, I just mumble and go somewhere else in my mind because otherwise I know I will start laughing.”

“I can’t look at anyone’s faces,” Rob said. “They’re all so earnest. I guess it’s really sweet.”

“But so weird,” Byron said.

“So weird,” Rob responded.

Byron began cutting a new piece of fabric. Rob mixed some paint to create a soft yellow and dabbed at it mindlessly. “Yeah, it’s alright though.”

“What’s alright?” Byron asked.

“The OQA. It’s alright that we can’t quit. I kind of enjoy it. Feels cozy.”

“What feels cozy?” Byron asked.

“You know,” Rob said, “just, the whole thing. Not the quilting so much. But you know. Just being with a group of people who like being together. It’s, like … it’s nice to have some people who, you know …”

Rob’s voice trailed off and Byron tried to make out what Rob was trying to say, something he regularly had to do. He thought of his mother and how much he missed her—how much he missed having a family.

“Helps you not feel so lonely?” Byron said.

“Huh?” Rob looked at Byron. “Oh, I don’t know. I’m just saying it’s kind of nice. Anyway, we’re stuck in this now. At some point you might have to show me how to use that sewing machine.”

“I’d love to,” Byron said, patting the top of it. “Would you like to learn how to make a wadded fabric ball? I hear Lucy loves a man who can sew shit.”






Chapter Seventeen


Betty Lou wandered toward the pumpkin vine in front of Fab Funky Fabrics in Salt Lake City, which had already wound its way through the flower bed and was beginning to encroach on the walkway and wooden steps leading to the covered porch. A few miniature gourds in shades of white could be seen poking throughout the tiny garden, preparing for a festive harvest and placement around the inside of the store.

The midday sun had warmed the bunched lavender bushes, potent thanks to a second bloom that recently arrived, and still slightly damp from a chilly autumn morning dew. Byron had learned if he was diligent in chopping down the lavender bushes the moment the first bloom of the season began to fade, this could result in an autumn resurrection, a perfect complement to the gourds as they began to make their October debut.

This was shaping up to be the sort of fall day over which locals salivated during the scorching summer months that preceded it—the kind of day that reminded people why they lived where they lived, a mountain desert town that felt secluded from the rest of the world in a lot of ways. Sure, they’d prefer to maintain this crisp temperature and the scent of leaves on the cusp of change all year, but then they might not appreciate it. No, it was better for this bliss to be sandwiched by beautiful inhospitality—changing seasons, those helpful signposts to mark the passage of time.

Betty Lou traveled the stone-lain path to the porch of Fab Funky Fabrics and shoved the stubborn front door past its sticking point and against the friendly bell that hung up above.

The store appeared to be empty, apart from one customer perusing some linens on display in one corner of the front room to Betty Lou’s left. No one was staffed behind the checkout counter. Gentle sounds of a cello hummed from a speaker up above and the whiff of a baked good—cinnamon and nutmeg—filled the space.

Betty Lou hadn’t visited this branch of Fab Funky Fabrics in … oh, she couldn’t remember the last time. Matthew was a child then, if memory served. She had dragged him on an errand to this store, and had bribed him with a promise of cookies, which she hoped they’d find there.

It wasn’t that Betty Lou didn’t care for Fab Funky Fabrics. She didn’t often find herself in the big city, down the road from Ogden. That’s the excuse she’d give if the topic ever came up—never mind that the flagship store was actually in Ogden and it would be convenient for her to shop there. The real reason Betty Lou wasn’t a Fabby, which she was too proud to admit, was that she couldn’t afford Fab’s prices.

“I’m not sure why everything is so expensive there,” she had complained to Marvin on dozens of occasions. “The products aren’t any better quality than at The Packmart.” She was referring to the generic big box chain outlet craft store in town that routinely sent out fifty-percent-off coupons in the Sunday paper.

If Betty Lou had felt a little less self-conscious and competitive, she’d have admitted this wasn’t true. Fab carried a unique and ever-evolving range of goods, each hand-selected for quality and design by Candace. Even more, Fab Funky Fabrics provided an experience, community, and a support system. There was value in that—value for which Betty Lou would have forked out some extra cash if she ever had any. The Packmart, for comparison, sold scraps in disorganized bins under fluorescent lighting, and the employees were mostly uninterested teens working a thankless minimum wage job after school. The last time Betty Lou was there, she saw a member of the staff smoking a cigarette in the holiday clearance aisle. Her report of the incident to management was met with an eye roll and an insincere offer to investigate.

Betty Lou was gently running her fingers across some spools of cotton thread near the checkout desk when Byron walked into the room, carrying a handful of rolled knit fabrics. Byron stopped the moment he saw her.

“Well, this feels like seeing your principal at the movie theater,” he told Betty Lou, who, startled by his entrance, pulled her hand back from the threads as if she had been caught touching the art in a museum. She turned to smile at Byron.

“Do you think of me as your principal?” Betty Lou asked. It sounded like she was teasing him, but Betty Lou didn’t really have the sense of humor to tease. Instead, she felt flattered that someone thought of her as an authority figure in some way.

“I just don’t think I’ve ever seen you in here,” Byron responded, setting the fabrics down onto the checkout counter. “You never really realize how compartmentalized your life is until you see someone you know in a place where you’ve never seen them before.”

Byron started unrolling some of the fabrics, organizing them into three separate piles, multi-tasking as he continued mindlessly blabbing. “This happened to me just last week, in fact. I’m sitting in the doctor’s office waiting room listening to some woman at the front desk schedule her colonoscopy, and she’s throwing a fit because they can’t find a time in the next four months except for the day after Thanksgiving. Of course, she didn’t want to have a colonoscopy the day after Thanksgiving because they make you fast for twenty-four hours.”

“Oh that’s interesting—” Betty Lou began to say, to no avail. Byron just kept talking.

“I’m just sitting there listening to her argue with the poor receptionist who is not getting paid enough to bicker with people about their bowel schedules. They finally get it settled and the woman turns around and that’s when I realized it was my hairdresser Cynthia and she was not pleased to see me—pretended she didn’t, even though she looked me dead in the eyes before exiting the room in a half jog. I still have no idea if I’m supposed to just pretend I didn’t watch her tell a young woman wearing Mickey Mouse earrings that she didn’t want to spend the holiday ‘shitting her brains out.’”

Not quite sure whether Byron was done, Betty Lou went ahead and responded to his initial point anyway. “You’re right. I haven’t been in here in a long time. I just don’t make it to Salt Lake City very often. Otherwise, you’d see me here every week!”

Byron walked around to the other side of the checkout desk to start entering some information into the desk computer about the fabrics he had just retrieved from the upstairs storage room. “So, what brings you in today?” he asked Betty Lou. “Looking for something for a new project?”

“Oh, no,” Betty Lou told him. “I think we have our hands full with the SFQE, and I’ve somehow got myself into another round of refugee quilts with the ladies from my ward. We had to come down to Salt Lake for a doctor’s appointment for Marvin. He’ll be tied up for an hour so I thought I’d drop by and see if Candace was around—I’d love to chat with her, if she is.”

Byron glanced out the window just behind him. “Martha’s not in her parking spot,” he said. “I think Candy ran out to grab some sandwiches for lunch but she should be back any minute if you want to just hang out.”

“Oh, sure,” Betty Lou responded. “I assume you still have the worktable back there? I have a little embroidery project in my purse I brought to work on while I waited for Marvin.”

“Yeah—head on back,” Byron said. “Make yourself at home.” Just then a timer rang. “Good timing on your part,” he added. “Pumpkin cookies just finished baking. I’ll bring some out once they cool a bit.”

Betty Lou found her way to the back room. In it, she saw small projects on display with labels noting the creator’s name and some basic information about the fabrics and other supplies used. One baby blanket included two dozen tiny appliquéd squares, each featuring a unique animal with overlain stitching spelling out the sound that animal might make. The quilt was apparently created by someone named Corey Hansen and she had purchased all the supplies at Fab Funky Fabrics. Her blanket would be on display for two weeks, per the information on the label, which included her phone number and email address for anyone who was interested in trying this pattern or asking any other questions about the design or technique Corey used.

Betty Lou examined the quilt, understanding right away why it had been chosen for one of these prized display spots at the store. The tidy stitching, pleasing color palette, and fun design must have taken months to complete, and its perfect execution made Betty Lou wonder if she should put a little more effort into the refugee quilts she was making.

Betty Lou found a seat near the fireplace. Candace had replaced the folding chairs around the worktable since Betty Lou was last in the store. Now the table was surrounded by cozy upholstered armchairs that could gently rock, which caught Betty Lou a bit off guard as she lowered herself into one of them.

She hadn’t really thought of this before, and it was probably too impractical and inconvenient to propose, but this location of Fab Funky Fabrics would be a lovely gathering spot for OQA nights. By Betty Lou’s memory, the Ogden store didn’t have nearly as functional and homey a setting as the Salt Lake City location. If only this store wasn’t so far away. Leera and Alice would both refuse to travel the forty-five minutes just to do something they could manage from their own kitchen tables.

As Betty Lou began stitching in her small embroidery hoop, a woman around her age with short, spiky white hair and large round-framed glasses connected by hot pink chums hanging around her neck entered the room to look at some fabrics. “Flowers?” the newcomer asked, pulling her glasses up to her eyes and glancing down at Betty Lou’s little project.

“Oh … yes,” Betty Lou responded, holding the hoop up and turning it toward this admirer so she could see it more clearly. “Just making a little bouquet with some scrap threads.”

“Lovely,” the woman told her. “I don’t have patience or dexterity for embroidery and I’m always impressed by anyone who is willing to spend the time on it. What do you plan to do with it? Seems like it would go nice on a throw pillow.”

“Nothing, really,” Betty Lou answered. “It’s just a process project for me. When I know I have to be somewhere—a waiting room or at church or something—and I don’t have a good mobile project I’m working on, I pull this out and fiddle with it just to have something to do. I guess I’m just trying to get some practice.”

The woman seemed impressed. “You are a true craftswoman, then,” she complimented a blushing Betty Lou. “I can’t motivate myself to work on something that won’t turn into a usable final product.”

“It’s my therapy,” Betty Lou said as she pushed the needle through the fabric. “I guess I find it soothing to keep my hands busy. Most of the other women in my quilting group, the Ogden Quilters Association—I’m the chair—are the same way. Our projects are prolific.”

The woman offered a polite smile and nod as she went back to her shopping. Betty Lou returned to her little project; an ever so gentle and hypnotic rocking of her chair soothed her. A moment later she heard the door knock against the bell and after a quick exchange with Byron (Betty Lou couldn’t make out what the two were saying), she saw Candace enter the room in a brisk walk.

“What a nice surprise!” Candace’s greetings were always warm, and this was no exception. Candace held her arms out and advanced on Betty Lou who was standing up from her chair to greet Candace’s quick hug.

“I’m glad I caught you,” Betty Lou said. “I was in the neighborhood and wondered if I could have a word?”

“Well of course,” Candace responded, looking at Betty Lou and waiting for her to continue.

Betty Lou leaned a little to her right, bit her lip, and looked at the woman behind Candace, still shopping. Candace looked over her shoulder at the woman, looked back at Betty Lou, and offered to show her the pumpkin vine out by the front porch—they could have a more private conversation there.

As they passed Byron at the front desk, he feigned slight embarrassment that he was hoarding the cookies he had just retrieved from the oven and was munching on his third or fourth. “Busted,” he said to Candace as she gave him a facetious look of surprised judgment.

“How’s that diet going you talked about all morning?”

Byron snapped back, “my appetite is still out of whack since my colonoscopy last week and you know it.”

“I have had to hear about the preparations for and the aftermath of that colonoscopy twice a day for nearly three weeks now,” Candace whispered to Betty Lou, who was just stepping outside onto the porch after her. “All over some mild stomach pain I told him he was blowing out of proportion. You would think he experienced an entire pregnancy and gave birth without an epidural considering how much he’s been talking about it.”

Betty Lou smiled at this harmless gossip, and then changed the subject. “Listen, I don’t want to take too much of your time while you’re at work. It’s … well, it’s about Marvin.”

Candace stepped forward and placed one hand on the side of Betty Lou’s arm as Betty Lou’s eyes turned teary.

“I’ve dropped him off just now with a specialist,” Betty Lou continued. “He’s on so many medications these days—blood thinners, sleeping pills, cholesterol. Not to mention his insulin. He’s been particularly down lately. I’m … they’re hopefully going to figure out how to adjust the depression medication because I honestly think it’s making him worse.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that,” Candace said. “I know this has been a really hard few years for you.”

“Well, I’m alright,” Betty Lou insisted. “It’s poor Marvin I’m worried about. The kids have hardly been around or even called him—I know they’re busy, but … I don’t understand why they can’t at least call more. It would make a world of a difference, I think. Oh, listen to me boring you with our family business!”


Candace quickly shook her head in an unspoken dismissal of Betty Lou’s suggestion that this information might be a bother.

“Beyond these issues with Marvin, I’m going to be picking up more shifts at work and I’m feeling overwhelmed right now. All of this to say, I think I’m at a point right now that I could use a little help with OQA duties and I don’t know who else to ask,” Betty Lou continued. “It’s really not very much, but in the next few months we need to finalize our application information for the SFQE and coordinate travel and other logistics for the weekend. I’ve also had a very interesting call from Patricia Davies.”

Betty Lou noticed a look of confusion on Candace’s face at the mention of that name.

“She was calling on behalf of the Logan Quilters Society.” Betty Lou couldn’t help but take on a particular tone, and not a pleasant one, any time she mentioned that group.

“Why?” Candace replied. “What did she want?”

“Apparently the LQS has gotten in a bit over their heads with all of this SFQE business this year,” Betty Lou said, a slight smirk on her face.

“What does the Logan Quilters Society have to do with the SFQE?” Candace asked. “It’s not taking place in Logan.”

“I know.” Betty Lou stepped toward Candace and began speaking in a more hushed tone. “It’s complicated and really messy, but you know how the LQS can’t help themselves when it comes to attention seeking. Well, as I understand it, when Smithfield submitted its bid for the SFQE, they put on their bid form that the Smithfield Sewers were prepared to work with the Simpton Family Quilting Board to handle a lot of the logistics—prepare the venue, arrange for parking, negotiate room rates at local hotels for participants—those sorts of things, typical host group duties.”

The OQA had already gossiped about this curiosity extensively. Simpton Family Quilting would not even consider a bid from a city to host the SFQE unless there was a local quilting group participating in the competition and committed and prepared to be a liaison between the organization and the town. They had wondered as a group for some time how the Smithfield Sewers had even managed to submit a bid in the first place.

“Didn’t the Smithfield Sewers disband? I swear I heard that somewhere,” Candace said.

“I honestly didn’t know they were still together, either,” Betty Lou answered. “They’ve been so dysfunctional for so long.”

“Poor dears,” Candace said.

“But apparently the Smithfield Sewers, or the town, represented on their bid form that they were prepared to step in as the SFQE Western States host group,” Betty Lou continued. “As soon as Smithfield won the bid, Bonnie Clark, who I guess has been acting as the chair of the Smithfield Sewers, called Patricia Davies and asked if the LQS could step in and help with those obligations because she said they couldn’t handle it themselves. Apparently Patricia owed Bonnie a favor, so she agreed to take over.”

“I thought Bonnie moved to San Diego with her husband after he retired,” Candace said.

“As far as I know, she did,” Betty Lou responded. “I think she’s been trying to run the Smithfield Sewers from out of the state, which is part of the reason everyone is in this huge mess now.”

Betty Lou knew Candace wasn’t usually very tuned in to or interested in the inter-drama of the various local quilting groups who tended to be the loudest at these competitions—that was more Betty Lou’s, Leera’s, and Lucy’s terrain—but Candace did appear to find this particular story quite riveting.

“Anyway,” Betty Lou continued, “as I said, Bonnie called Patricia and admitted she was in no position to really manage the SFQE preparations, and the rest of her group was either too old or not responsible enough to fulfill the duties, so she asked if the LQS could help since they are just down the road. The LQS is now fully involved and they’ve been handling all of this and, since they’re performing the duties of the host group, they apparently started flaunting this on their website and acting like Logan won the SFQE bid instead of Smithfield.”


Betty Lou glanced at her watch before continuing. “As you could expect, that’s caused quite a lot of drama between Logan and Smithfield. People in Smithfield are furious about it, especially because the town set aside two thousand dollars of its annual fireworks budget for the last night of the competition and now taxpayers feel like their taxes are going toward Logan tourism promotion. The mayor even sent a letter directly to Simpton Family Quilting accusing the LQS, Logan City, and the entire Simpton family of pulling a bait and switch on Smithfield.”

“Smithfield’s mayor is getting involved in this drama?” Candace asked, her eyebrows raised.

“Oh yes!” Betty Lou said. “And thanks to his letter, a board member from Simpton Family Quilting called Patricia and read her the riot act and told her they were not interested in getting pulled into some kind of political scandal and demanded an explanation … Amazing how often the LQS seems to be involved in scandals, isn’t it?” Again, Betty Lou couldn’t help herself.

“Anyway, Patricia told them they weren’t trying to step on any toes and that she was just trying to help the Smithfield Sewers as a favor since they needed the extra hands. Then she told them she was involving another local group to help as well and that the other group wasn’t even based in Logan—I guess she thought this would help dispel the notion that Logan was trying to take over.”

“Pretty smart move, actually,” Candace said.

“I guess,” Betty Lou said, with an eyeroll. “Patricia told Simpton Family Quilting that Utah is happy to have this competition in our state and we all want to pitch in to help. That apparently calmed the waters, so then she called me and asked if the OQA wouldn’t mind partnering with the LQS and the Smithfield Sewers on this. I can’t believe the nerve of that woman to call after she sabotaged our bid to have the SFQE in Ogden. And I don’t think she was particularly thrilled to ask for help from us, but she didn’t really have much of a choice at this point.”

“So what did you tell her?” Candace asked.


“I hesitated for a moment,” Betty Lou said. “It gives me no joy to help them after the way they’ve bullied everyone over the years. But I told her we would be happy to pitch in, as much as we can from Ogden, anyway.”

“Wow,” Candace responded. “I know that was probably hard for you to do!”

“It was,” Betty Lou sighed. “But I think it’s a good idea. I don’t particularly want to work with the LQS, but I also don’t want Simpton Family Quilting to be leery about ever hosting the Western States Extravaganza in Utah again so it’s in all our best interest to try to make this go as smoothly as possible. If the event is a disaster, we can expect them to go back to California and never come to Utah in the future.”

This story had gone on so long by this point that for a moment, Betty Lou nearly forgot she had come to ask Candace for some help.

“Well, I’m sure you made the right choice,” Candace said. “But I’m sorry this puts so much more on your plate considering everything you have going on with Marvin right now.”

Betty Lou nodded. “Right. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I’m not sure it was wise of me to agree without consulting the rest of the group. Honestly, I’m not sure I have it in me right now to have a conversation with the others over all of this. You know Leera would resist helping the LQS in any way. She’s never gotten over the stitch measuring incident.”

Betty Lou was referring to the time a member of the LQS was standing next to a judge while she was reviewing the OQA’s SFQE submission, loudly commenting on the OQA’s uneven stitches over a portion of the quilt Lucy had worked. The judge insisted, after some complaints, that the comments from the LQS had no bearing on the low score the OQA received that year. Leera swore significantly during the group’s thirteen-hour drive home the next day. Lucy cried.

“Anyway,” Betty Lou continued, “I know this is a lot to ask, but I wondered if it would be possible to have you temporarily take charge of the OQA and handle the preparations for the competition. And … maybe you could tell the others you agreed to partner with the LQS to help the Smithfield Sewers? I hate to put you in that position, and I know you’ll get substantial pushback. Every time I propose anything to the group, I’m fought to the brink of my sanity. But if you would be willing to take this on, it would be a huge help to me right now.”

“Of course,” Candace responded. “I would be happy to do anything that might be helpful to you.”

Never one to ignore formalities, Betty Lou continued, “I reviewed the bylaws and we had agreed that the chair could appoint a temporary replacement, or in the case of the chair becoming incapacitated the group could vote on one, to take over duties for up to six months. I can let the others know I’ve asked you to step in, hopefully just for a few months, but possibly all the way until the SFQE.”

Candace looked at Betty Lou with deep concern in her eyes.

“Listen,” Candace said. “Don’t worry about a thing. I can reach out to Patricia and let her know the LQS should contact me with any requests of the group and I’ll figure out our own submission and travel arrangements. And the moment you feel you can step back in, just say the word.”

“Well, that’s settled then.” Betty Lou’s broken eyes filled again with tears as she declared it. “Oh, look at me,” she said, referring to her obvious sudden emotion. “Anything seems to set me off these days. I better head out. Marvin will be out of his appointment soon and he’ll worry if I’m not there to pick him up.”

Betty Lou leaned forward and gave Candace another quick hug and descended the steps from the front porch to walk back to her van, which she had parked on the street just in front of the store. Byron stepped onto the porch to join Candace.

“How much of that did you hear?” Candace asked him.

“I caught the gist,” Byron said. “She does not seem like she’s doing well to me.”

“No,” Candace sighed. “She really doesn’t.”






Chapter Eighteen


Alice fumbled around the living room, waving her right hand back and forth, hoping to connect it with a lamp. Eventually she found it—the one next to her armchair where she planned to sit and work on her crossword. Alice pulled a cord and let there be light, however little, in her dim living room as the sun was setting.

Diane was out. Alice didn’t know where she had gone. Diane had told her as she was leaving. Or was that a different day she was remembering? Just the same, Alice would pretend she knew what Diane had been up to whenever she did return to the house.

“So much fuss, just because I can’t remember every damned thing that happens,” she had complained to her doctor recently who expressed some concern that Alice had not been consistent with her daily blood pressure medication. The doctor had talked to Diane out of earshot (but not out of sight) of Alice.

“Did you two decide to take me out to pasture and shoot me?” she had barked at Diane as soon as they got back to their car.

“Oh,” Diane said, “don’t be silly. He’s worried about you remembering to take your pills and he wants me to help remind you.”

“I don’t need you to be my damn nurse,” Alice said.

“And I don’t want to be your nurse, lady,” Diane yelled back to Alice. Diane was the only person who could talk to Alice this way, and Alice had decided that if Diane ever stopped being candid, it probably meant she was in real trouble. Diane explained the doctor had told her he was worried that the time when Alice would need more care than Diane could give might be just around the corner. Alice had slumped when she heard this. A mix of guilt for being a burden and fear of what might happen next rushed through her.

“Oh, don’t turn into a grump on me,” Diane shouted, smacking Alice’s arm. “What does he know anyway? I told him we’re perfectly capable of knowing how to take care of ourselves.”

Alice was thinking about this as she sat hunched over in her chair in the living room with her crossword puzzle flat on her lap. She shook her head, deciding to put it out of her mind for now, and she read the first clue. One across, eight letters: “Removes bags, garden variety.”

“Cucumber,” Alice whispered to herself.

She scribbled the letters down with her dull pencil, her wrinkled lips pursed. The daily crossword was printed in the Ogden Chronicle. The local newspaper, troubled with a dying circulation, was held up these days by a readership comprised mostly of resident senior citizens, the backbone of the town’s support for local journalism. Alice typically woke up early—she was always an early riser. She’d brew her coffee and wait for the sound of a newspaper slamming against her front door, a thump she was having more and more trouble hearing these days. Once the paper arrived, Alice would retrieve it, strip the crossword page from the centerfold, and then plop into her armchair to read the rest, cover-to-cover. This was her morning routine. The crossword would lie on the kitchen table waiting for her evening ritual.

“Market,” she muttered. That was three down. It was easy: “This little piggy is out of luck here.”

Alice had just read the next clue—“Control, illumination,” eleven letters—when the phone in the kitchen began to ring.

“For hell’s sake,” Alice swore. “Who would be calling at this hour?”

Alice, with exceptional difficulty and some pain, heaved herself from her chair and limped into the kitchen as the phone chimed a seventh and then eighth and then ninth time.

“Yeah?!” This was how she always answered the phone. As the voice on the other end started speaking, Alice interrupted. “Yeah!? Who’s there?!”

“It’s Candace, dear,” the speaker yelled.

“WHO?” Alice barked.

“Candace. Candace Braithwaite.”

“Oh,” said Alice. “How are you? What do you need?”

“I’m looking for Diane, actually,” Candace said. “Is she around now?”

“Yeah, hang on,” Alice said. She put the phone down onto the kitchen counter.

“Diane! Phone’s for you!” Alice shouted while walking back to her armchair to finish her crossword. As she settled in, the front door opened, and Diane entered holding a brown paper bag.

“They had great cuts today,” Diane yelled to Alice as she kicked off her shoes.

“Who got cut?” Alice asked.

“Cuts of steak,” Diane said. “Remember? I said I was going to Trucky’s to grab some groceries for dinner.”

“‘Course I remember,” Alice lied.

Diane walked into the kitchen where she encountered the phone off the hook and sitting on the counter. She picked it up and held it to her ear. “Hello? Anyone there? Oh! Hi Candace!”

Diane pulled the phone away from her mouth and shouted to Alice, “Why didn’t you tell me Candace was on the phone?”

“Who?!” Alice yelled back.

“Oh, never mind!” Diane hollered and returned to the call. She pressed the button to put the call on speaker phone so she could talk while unloading her groceries and start working on dinner.

“I hope you weren’t waiting long. I just got back from Trucky’s,” Diane said.

“Just a minute or two,” Candace responded.

Alice set down her crossword once again, closed her eyes, and decided to listen in on the conversation, which she could only mostly hear.


“Listen,” Candace said, “I wanted to talk to you for a minute. I had a conversation with Betty Lou earlier today—she stopped by the store. I’m worried about her. You know things have not been great with Marvin. She has seemed particularly down to me for a while, but I didn’t realize how bad it was until I talked to her today.”

“Oh, dear,” Diane said. “Did something new happen with him?”

“I don’t know,” said Candace. “He was at some sort of doctor’s appointment when I saw Betty Lou. She didn’t tell me any new details and I wasn’t sure it would be okay to ask. You know how sensitive she is about all of this. Well, how sensitive she is about most things.”

Candace updated Diane on her conversation with Betty Lou, including a brief summary of the Patricia Davies gossip and Betty Lou’s request that Candace take over chair duties. Alice, with her eyes still closed, groaned as she tried to make sense of the conversation.

“That’s kind of you to step in for Betty Lou,” Diane said. “Do you need help from me, then?”

“I think I’m okay,” Candace said. “Mostly I wanted to call and let you know what had happened. Both Byron and I thought she looked like she was about to snap. She seems so broken to me right now—exhausted in a way I’ve never seen her before. I’m just so worried about her, and I wanted to make sure you were aware.”

Alice opened her eyes and looked at Diane just as Diane dropped two tablespoons of salted butter into a hot skillet. For some time, Alice had considered Candace and Diane the resident peacemakers of the OQA, and so it didn’t surprise her to hear them talking about how to resolve whatever this conflict was. The two managed to consistently avoid bickering with any of the others, and they were usually the best at keeping projects organized and on track. It was Diane’s ability to calm conflict that initially drew Alice to her, considering that Alice historically had a propensity to create conflict in the first place.

“I really do appreciate you telling me,” Diane said.

The two spoke for a minute or two longer before Candace said she needed to hang up—she and Walter were about to take their dogs for an evening walk.


“What was that about?” Alice shouted from her chair as she heard Diane end the call.

“Betty Lou,” Diane said. “She’s struggling and needs some help.”

When Alice didn’t respond, Diane turned her attention back to dinner. Diane chopped a few fingerling potatoes, coated them in olive oil, placed them on a baking sheet, and slid them into the oven. As she reached for the steaks to prepare them, Alice blurted out from the living room, “Well, then we should help her.”

“What’s that?” Diane called back.

“Betty Lou,” Alice said. “If she needs help, we should help her.”

“Oh, yes,” Diane responded. “We will. We’re going to try to help her.”

Alice had an idea, a thought, for a brief moment, but it slipped her mind before she could share it. She shook her head and pulled a lever on her chair to drop it into a reclined position. She was tired, and with her crossword lying flat on her stomach and a pencil that had fallen down the side of her chair, she dozed off into a gentle sleep to the scent and sounds of butter sizzling on a skillet.






Chapter Nineteen


The group members had just finished reciting the OQA oath around Leera’s kitchen table when Betty Lou, taking her seat, called for their attention. She told them she had an important item of business to go over before they got started for the evening.

Candace had filled Byron in on the details he didn’t overhear himself only minutes after she talked with Betty Lou on the front porch of Fab Funky Fabrics. Byron then told Rob that very night—his version of the story included several colonoscopy- and cookie-related detours as well as substantial conjecture about what Betty Lou and Marvin might be going through, which involved whispers of marital strife without evidence or basis. Of course, Candace had told Diane as well, who then told Alice several times over the next few days. Only Leera and Lucy hadn’t yet heard the news. Considering those numbers, this was shaping up to be the OQA’s best kept secret in decades.

“I’ve been thinking,” Betty Lou said, fiddling with her wedding ring. “I hate to do this, but I have had so much on my plate lately with a refugee project I’ve organized with my church group—I really shouldn’t have taken so much on!” Betty Lou’s smile and forced casual tone fooled no one. It was clear she was deeply unhappy about what she was about to say, and the strain in her voice almost suggested she felt there was something inside of her trying to pull her back from the brink of an irreversible self-sabotage.

“With the SFQE now less than six months away and with so much work still left to do, I think it would be a good idea for me to step down as chair, temporarily, and let someone else lead us through the competition.”

Lucy gasped.

“What is this now, dear?” Leera, sitting at the head of the table opposite of Betty Lou, leaned forward and squinted. “You are stepping down? Why?”

Betty Lou raised her voice a bit as she emphasized that this would only be temporary.

“I don’t understand,” Leera said, shaking her head and grimacing. “No one has ever stepped down as chair before. Especially not right before a competition. This seems very ill-timed, Betty Lou.”

“I talked with Candace just a few days ago and asked her if she wouldn’t mind stepping into my shoes,” Betty Lou said, her face now turning red. “Candace has graciously agreed. I know that she has never served as chair before, but I have full confidence she will do an excellent job.”

“Oh, Betty Lou,” Lucy’s eyes filled with tears. “What’s going on? This isn’t like you at all. Are you okay? Did something happen?”

Betty Lou stiffened and opened her mouth to speak again but Candace beat her to it.

“Honestly, a lot of this is my fault, and Betty Lou is too kind to throw me under the bus. I recently got myself in a real pickle at the store and announced a new class on embroidery for the next six months, but then the person who was supposed to teach it … uh … died.”

Lucy gasped. “How did they die?!”

“Oh, uh, from, uh, carpal tunnel,” Candace said. She winced a bit when the words came out of her mouth.

“Poor dear,” Lucy sighed before looking around the table and continuing. “I’ve always thought carpal tunnel was more dangerous than people give it credit for. Remember when Sandra Boxwood was in the hospital for two weeks?”

“That was because of an infection, dear,” Leera said.

“I know that,” Lucy argued, “but she also had carpal tunnel.”


“Right,” Candace said, her face turning red. “So, since my initial instructor died … of carpal tunnel …” Lucy put one compassionate hand to her chest and pulled her lips in, nodding, as if to give this anonymous victim another grieving acknowledgment. “I asked Betty Lou if she could possibly step in and teach the class instead and, well, silly inconsiderate me. I didn’t explain upfront how time-consuming this would be for her.”

Betty Lou’s eyes widened as Candace continued.

“Betty Lou graciously agreed to teach it even though she has so much on her plate, and I’ve seen how swamped she’s been and I’ve felt bad about this and kept racking my brain on how I can try to ease her burden. And then it hit me—I asked Betty Lou if I could at least handle the SFQE stuff to help take something off her plate for a few months. No sense in making her handle all those logistics while she’s also teaching a skills course and running her refugee project. Oh, and I’ll admit, too, that it seems fun to me to play pretend chair for a few months and since I’ve never had the pleasure of serving as chair, I thought it might be a good way to scratch that itch. Betty Lou was kind enough to agree.”

Betty Lou gave Candace a subtle grateful smile.

“Are you sure that’s all it is? Betty Lou, I know you’ve been having a hard time with Marvin lately,” Lucy said. Leera kicked Lucy’s shin under the table. Lucy yelped and gave Leera a confused look.

“That makes more sense,” Leera added. “I just know how much you enjoy being the chair so it surprised me. That’s terribly nice of you to help out at Candace’s store.”

“Those people who take that class are lucky to have you!” Diane offered.

Byron chimed in, as well. “We can’t wait for the first class. Everyone is talking about it. And we decided, in light of what happened, to donate the proceeds of this course to a medical center researching cures for carpal tunnel.” He nodded to Candace when he said this, with sympathetic eyes. Candace covered her mouth as she started to smile.


“That’s such a lovely idea. I’m sure it will mean a lot to the victim’s family,” Lucy said. “Where can I sign up? I would love to support that cause and Betty Lou.”

Candace and Byron each blurted out an answer at the same time—one of them shouting “The class is full” just as the other said “The deadline has passed.”

“What we mean,” Candace corrected herself, “is the class filled up just before the deadline, which passed yesterday.”

“Darn,” Lucy said. “Well, Betty Lou, please tell us if you ever offer it again. I’d love to sign up.”

“Well, that’s settled then,” a flustered Betty Lou said, having just been pulled into an unnecessarily convoluted lie. “I’ll turn the time over to Candace now.”

“Right,” Candace said, sitting up straight. “Hello, everyone. My name is Candace Braithwaite and I’m going to be your temporary queen.”

Everyone laughed.

Candace continued, her notebook in front of her, and opened to a page with neat handwriting outlining a simple agenda.

“A few items of business before we get working on the backing, which I hope we’ll be able to finish tonight. There have been some entertaining SFQE developments, and I know you’ll love this. I happened to recently talk to Patricia Davies. Well, the LQS has inserted themselves in the SFQE this year—”

“Oh. Wow. I’m so shocked.” That monotone declaration came from Leera.

There were giggles around the table.

“I know,” Candace said, playfully rolling her eyes. “They’ve ticked off some Smithfield leaders who had intended to engage the Smithfield Sewers as the host group.”

“I’m still confused about how the Smithfield Sewers submitted a bid in the first place. Didn’t they disband last year after Mable died?” Lucy asked. “Last I checked, the average age of that group was around ninety-five. I don’t know that any of them have really been with it for many years. Remember their submission on the Four Seasons theme?” “There was blood on that quilt,” Leera said.

“Uh, you mean figuratively?” Byron asked.

“No.” Diane shook her head. “That quilt had actual dried blood on it. And the right half wasn’t even quilted. Remember? It was the strangest thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Oh, I’m sure that wasn’t actual blood,” Candace said.

“Oh, it was blood, alright,” Leera argued. “And a lot of it. It looked like someone had committed a massacre on it the night before the competition.”

“My theory is they forgot they were quilting and ended up sacrificing a goat,” Diane said.

“They ended up with a score of seventeen that year,” Lucy added. “The lowest score I’ve ever seen. Really put things into perspective for me.” Several of the women around the table nodded.

“I’m suddenly feeling a lot less insecure about my quilting skills,” Byron said.

“Anyway,” Candace interjected with a wave of her hand, “I have no idea what the status is of that group, but the LQS claims they took over duties to help out and now people are pointing fingers and the Simpton Family Quilting Board is annoyed, so the LQS asked if we could step in to help to try to make this more of a collective thing and deflect some unwanted criticism from our state.”

“Oh, I’d love to help the LQS,” Leera shouted with a gentle fist pounding on her table. “Help them right into a long-arm sewing machine while it’s running on full speed! And maybe that can be our quilt submission this year. We’ll call it ‘Self-Absorbed Intermeddlers.’”

“Just as well,” Candace said. “I think it’s a good opportunity for us and I also don’t want the Simptons to be hesitant to grant a bid for somewhere in Utah in the future, like, say, in Ogden. So, and I’m sorry I didn’t consult with everyone first—I’m sure Betty Lou would have handled this much better—but I told Patricia we would help.”

“Really?” Lucy gasped. “You agreed to help those people?”

“Yes,” Candace said. “I think this might require us to have some meetings with the LQS and whatever is left of the Smithfield Sewers, and it may require at least some of us to drive up to the competition a day early to help get things set up at the Smithfield Community Center. I know that’s a burden, and again, I’m sorry for not checking with everyone first to make sure we’d all be comfortable with this.”

There was a pause in the room as the group members began to process this.

“I think it makes sense,” Diane said. “I don’t know how you could have told them no considering the circumstances.”

“If you think it’s best, dear,” Leera agreed.

Alice shouted, “As long as we get some credit for it!”

Byron and Rob both nodded supportively. “I’m still not on board with hating the LQS, but I don’t mind pitching in,” Byron said.

“We don’t hate anyone!” Lucy gasped. “We just don’t prefer to associate with cheaters.”

“And backstabbers,” Leera added.

Diane pitched in as well. “Overrated cheating backstabbers.” Byron, wide-eyed, looked to Rob. “I literally cannot wait to meet them,” he whispered.

“Careful what you wish for,” Diane said, having overheard Byron. “Once you meet Patricia Davies you can never go back to the pleasure of not knowing her.”

“She sounds terrible,” Rob said, supportive, but without much conviction.

“Yes,” Byron agreed. “And yet here I am kind of wanting to be her best friend.”

“Don’t you dare,” Leera scolded from across the table. “Anyway, I’d love to help. It sounds fun!” Lucy said with a smile.

“And next time we submit a bid for Ogden we can say the OQA will be the host group and we already have experience hosting an SFQE!”

The sound of Betty Lou politely clearing her throat turned the attention of the OQA members to the head of the table.

“Nobody’s … uh … nobody’s upset by this?” Betty Lou asked in a higher pitch than she usually spoke.


“Why would we be?” Leera said. “It sounds like a good idea to me.”

“Well, I agree,” Betty Lou shrugged and held up both her hands, her palms facing upward. “I just … well … I would have expected everyone to have some mixed feelings about helping the LQS if I had pitched this idea. Leera and Alice nearly had me impeached just for accepting an invitation to their Christmas gala a while back. I guess … I guess I’m just surprised that we’re all so easily on board.”

Diane smiled. “If Candace thinks it’s a good idea, that’s good enough for me.”

Lucy added, “Absolutely. Candace has impeccable judgment.” “Obviously I agree,” Betty Lou said, her voice now shaking a bit.

“I’m just … oh, never mind. Sorry I interrupted.”

With the general consensus in place, Candace moved on to discuss a few other logistical items, and then the group was ready to dive back into the task at hand.

“Oh! I almost forgot to tell you! I finished my square.” Lucy sang that last word.

“Fantastic news,” Candace said, smiling. “Just in time to help us get this rainbow swirl backing finished. Can we take a look at it?”

Lucy’s excited hands fished the cross-stitched square out of her supply bag and tossed it onto the center of the table. It fell open, showcasing the two scared children, one with magenta hair, tucking themselves under an umbrella as a threatening raincloud began to unleash its fury upon them.

The entire group looked at the square in silence for a moment as Lucy grinned from ear to ear, awaiting feedback.

“Oh, dear,” Leera said before anyone else could speak. “How did we not notice this months ago?”

“I …” Diane stammered. “I guess I’ve never really looked closely at what she was doing.”

“What? Did I do something wrong?” Lucy asked.

“It’s … uh …” Diane stuttered. “Well, I think we failed to notice that …”


“Why’s it so damn big?” Alice yelled.

“Big?!” Lucy exclaimed. “It’s twenty inches by twenty inches! I measured!”

Betty Lou’s hands were both placed firmly on her face, covering her eyes down to her mouth. She spoke through them from a place of true restraint—the kind only decades of motherhood could have taught her.

“The instruction was fifteen inches by fifteen inches,” she said. Lucy’s eyes began to water. “I … I’m sure we said twenty. Did everyone else do fifteen? I don’t know how I could have messed up again. Oh! I’m so sorry everyone! I’ve ruined everything!”

“It will be alright,” Candace interjected, a deep and guttural concern bubbling up into her voice. “We will just have to figure out how to work around this.”

Candace stood up, leaned over the table, and placed her hands on the square, blocking out approximately five inches around two edges with her fingers.

“You think we can fold it on two edges to decrease the size?” Diane asked, looking at Candace’s proposed edits. “That’s going to completely remove the rain clouds.”

“At least the children will still be fully in view,” Candace said, continuing the triage.

“Should I start working on a new square?” Lucy’s voice cracked significantly as she asked this.

Several of the group members shouted, “No!”

“We really don’t have time to make a new square,” Candace said. “I’m already nervous we haven’t pieced everything together and started on the quilting.”

“Well,” Lucy said, her voice brightening, “maybe we can say the children are Romeo and Juliet and that’s how this fits with the forbidden relationships theme.”

Betty Lou’s hands were still covering her face. “My block is already a Romeo and Juliet block.” If a tightrope could speak, it would sound like Betty Lou’s tone.


“Could your block be repurposed, Betty Lou?” Diane asked. “It’s an abstract block so it might be easier to identify it as something different. I wonder if we could have Lucy stitch the names Romeo and Juliet onto the blank space in her square above the heads and then we could pitch your block as something else—it doesn’t really matter what.”

Leera nodded. “That’s probably the most sensible option at this point.”

“Okay,” Candace said, “Lucy, how quickly do you think you could cross-stitch ‘Romeo and Juliet’ onto your square?”

“I could do that in a jiffy,” Lucy answered, still sounding sheepish but somewhat relieved. “I feel silly, but I’m glad we figured out a solution so quickly.”

Betty Lou made a noise that drew the attention of the rest of the group who looked at her wide eyes and exasperated expression.

“What is it, dear?” The flippant term of endearment didn’t mask Leera’s impatience.

“I …” Betty Lou stammered. “Well, I hardly know what to say. Look, I want to do what’s best for the group, obviously. But I’ve worked hard on this idea and I’m proud of it. From the beginning I told everyone I wanted to do a Romeo and Juliet themed quilt and you all looked at me like I was a simple idiot for it. I was fine to just do the idea on my own—I still think it’s a winning idea—but this? This is too much! I’m sorry for this outburst, but to work so hard on something and then just have it tossed aside because someone can’t read or follow instructions …”

A tense and focused discomfort ran through the room as each member of the OQA looked directly at Betty Lou. Diane’s mouth was gaping open in surprise. Lucy’s face turned an even brighter red than it already was. Byron swallowed hard and shifted in his seat.

“I don’t …” Betty Lou continued to stumble through her words, becoming more upset by the moment. There were now tears forming in her eyes. “I don’t mean to come down on you, Lucy, but really. I don’t understand! Nearly every competition it’s something new. And we all sugarcoat our feedback and act like it’s not a big deal that we spent hundreds of hours away from our families and jobs and problems pulling our weight to have it all discounted because … well …” Betty Lou pointed at Lucy’s square in the center of the table.

Apart from a loud sniffle from Lucy, no one made a sound. Diane reached to her side and gently placed one hand on Lucy’s forearm.

“I deserve that.” Lucy looked down at her lap.

“Like hell you do,” Leera shouted.

“No,” Lucy said. “I’ve ruined everything. I drag this group down year after year. I should have never been allowed to join. You all probably would have won dozens of competitions without me.”

“Don’t be silly,” Diane said. “You’re a talented quilter and you pull your weight here just like the rest of us. Besides, this is a quilting group. It’s a hobby. We aren’t negotiating for world peace here. It’s not that serious. These competitions really don’t matter in the grand scheme of things.”

Betty Lou shook her head, in near shock. “Don’t matter? Why are we even bothering with all of this if it doesn’t matter to any of you? Why are we paying the fees and buying the supplies—all of this expense that isn’t … well it isn’t as easy for some of us as it is for others. If none of this matters to any of you, I’m not sure why we are doing any of it at all.”

Leera’s stern face was focused on the ever-unraveling Betty Lou. “What in the Sam Hill has gotten into you?” she yelled. “Maybe you should go take a walk and cool off.”

“I’m so sorry,” Lucy cut in again. “I think it would make the most sense for me to resign and get out of everyone’s way. I should just leave the group and let you all carry on without me. It might give you an actual chance at winning a competition.”

Candace waved her hands in the air and spoke in a calm voice. “This is getting out of hand. We’re all feeling the time crunch and the pressure.”

“Maybe we should have everyone fight it out in a boxing ring,” Byron said. “No gloves. You know, to release the tension.” No one laughed or responded.

“There’s no need to turn on each other or get all dramatic about this,” Candace said. “Lucy, we all make mistakes. Lord knows I’ve made my fair share as well. Betty Lou, I understand why you’re upset, but I’m sure you don’t want Lucy to leave the group over something like this. Especially after all these years.”

“No,” Betty Lou said, standing up, placing her sewing bag onto the table, and shuffling through it. “Leera is right, like always.” Leera rolled her eyes. “I’m taking this out on you, Lucy, and I’m sorry. I’m going through a lot right now and I am expecting too much of this group. You shouldn’t quit. I’m the one who needs to leave.”

The group members looked at Betty Lou like an alien had taken over her body and was doing a terrible impersonation. Byron’s mouth hung open. Rob put his head down, and stared at his feet, his shoulders slumped.

Betty Lou pulled her square out of her bag and tossed it onto the table, on top of Lucy’s. “Here,” she said. “Use it. Don’t use it. I don’t care anymore.”

Diane reached across Alice for Betty Lou’s hand, but Betty Lou pulled away. “You don’t want to do this,” Diane said. The rest of the group was speechless.

Betty Lou looked around the room at the wide eyes staring at her. “Good luck,” she said. A tear fell down her right cheek. “I’m just not really in a place to do this anymore.”

Betty Lou turned, ignoring a call from Candace to stay and talk, and walked out of Leera’s front door. Candace turned back and looked at the group, her eyes wide. The sounds of a van engine attempting to start could be heard from outside. Once. Twice. Three times. And then, squeaking brakes.

The group sat around the table, not speaking, as Betty Lou drove away.






Chapter Twenty


A toddler wearing a cloth diaper and a white t-shirt crawled toward a pair of legs underneath a heavy quilt that was suspended by spires—four of them, holding up each corner of the quilt and connected by long boards where the quilt had been folded and pinned on all four sides.

“Oops,” exclaimed a sing-songy Darlene Burton, then chair of the OQA, when she felt two tiny hands grab her ankles. Darlene stuck her working needle into the quilt, popped a silver thimble off her left pointer finger, and scooched her chair back a few inches. She reached her hands downward. Darlene’s underarms, sagging with loose skin, wiggled a bit as she lightly clapped her hands together a few times to entice the child to climb onto her lap. The girl, looking up and seeing a woman she expected to be her young mother and not a plump eighty-eight-year-old woman with light blue hair, began to cry and scuttle backward.

“Sorry about that,” a thirty-eight-year-old Candace said as she leaned her head down to look under the quilt and invite her youngest child to come toward her. Candace pulled the girl onto her lap and told the group, now for a second time, that Walter was out on an overnight fishing trip with his brother. Their two older children would be fine at home alone for a few hours, but she wasn’t comfortable leaving the toddler in their care, so she’d need to join the OQA that night. Candace bounced the child on her knee as she tried to distract her with a toy. The girl was fussy, and Candace asked Darlene if it would be alright to run the child to the bathroom. “We’re in the throes of potty training,” she explained. “It’s been two steps forward and one step back for a few months.”

As Candace left the room, a jovial Darlene told the others, “It’s nice to have a little one here at the house. My great-grandbabies all live too far away to have frequent visits.”

Betty Lou occupied the chair just to the right of where Candace had been sitting. She had brought Matthew to quilting night once and had vowed to never do so again. “I hardly got a thing done,” she had informed Marvin in frustration when she returned home that evening. “I really need you to plan to be available Wednesday evenings to watch the kids until they are a bit older.” Marvin didn’t object, understanding how important this hobby was to Betty Lou.

The first several years of their marriage when they began raising their babies, which they’d started having right away, had taken a significant toll on Betty Lou. Marvin noticed this immediately and Betty Lou could tell he was worried about her. She felt depressed and overwhelmed for quite some time. Then one day in 1990, Darlene Burton, an old friend and neighbor of her mother who had watched Betty Lou grow up, called Betty Lou out of the blue.

“Listen,” Darlene had said, “I used to quilt with a group of ladies, but we sort of disbanded in the last few years. Everyone got too old, I guess. Anyway, I want to put together a new group with some young blood and I know you love to quilt and wondered if you’d like to join.”

Within a few months of Betty Lou helping re-form the group, eventually named the Ogden Quilters Association, Marvin told Betty Lou he knew this gave her purpose and a social outlet she couldn’t seem to find anywhere else; the OQA, as far as Marvin was concerned, had saved Betty Lou, and he was ready and willing to do whatever he needed to do to support her so she could continue to devote her time and energy to it.

Candace returned from the bathroom holding her toddler and sat back down next to Betty Lou. Candace, Betty Lou, and Mary Berrett were the youth contingency of the OQA, each with small children at home. Terry Blackfoot and Leera, both nearly sixty, were middle-aged for the OQA considering Darlene was old enough to be their mother.

“Dear,” Leera called out to Candace from the other side of the quilt, “would you like me to hold the child? I could use a little break.”

“Oh!” Candace responded, “If you wouldn’t mind, that would be great.”

Leera stood and walked over to Candace, her bony arms outstretched and a wide smile on her face. “Want to come see Aunty Leera?” she said in a voice that was higher-pitched than the others had ever heard her use before.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you hold a baby,” Betty Lou said, almost subconsciously. “It’s sort of a funny sight!”

“Well,” Leera already sounded a bit impatient. “I may not have ever chosen to have children, but I’m perfectly capable of entertaining one every now and then.”

Betty Lou turned a little red. “I didn’t mean … I just … well, I always worry my kids are annoying everyone. It’s so nice to have a group of friends like this who are so comfortable helping each other out.”

“Speaking of children,” Darlene interrupted, perhaps eager to change the subject, something she regularly did when Betty Lou and Leera started bickering. “I haven’t seen yours in a while, Betty Lou. How are the little ones?”

“Just fine.” Betty Lou smiled as she pushed a needle down through the quilt and then clasped it with her other hand below. “Marvin knows not to make plans on Wednesday nights so he can be sure to stay home with them. He’s so sweet with the kids. To tell the truth, he’s better at playing with them than I’ve ever been. Sometimes I’m not sure I’m as cut out to be a parent as he is.”

Candace laughed. “Oh, I can relate to that. One of my biggest fears in having children was that I would never grow to enjoy playing with them. I loved my nieces and nephews, but I’ve never had much patience for playing with children.”


“Good thing it’s different when they’re your own, isn’t it?” Darlene said.

Candace frowned a bit. “Maybe, for some people. In my case, I’m still not great at playing with my kids. But I’ve sort of stopped feeling bad about it. I’m not sure you have to be your child’s playmate in order to be a good parent. At least, that’s what I tell myself.”

Betty Lou shifted in her seat. There was comfort in hearing Candace admit to the same supposed failing that had caused Betty Lou a lot of personal guilt. But it didn’t sound like a confession when Candace said it. No guilt. No shame in it. Just a lighthearted acknowledgment. This wasn’t the first time Betty Lou wondered why things seemed to come so easily for Candace. Even when Candace was supposedly bad at something, she somehow seemed to characterize it as an attribute.

“Is Walter good with the children like Marvin is?” Betty Lou asked.

“Certainly more playful,” Candace responded. “He’s their buddy. And I don’t see that changing any time soon. I’m getting busier and busier at the store. We’re talking about eventually having Walter pull back at work and take over primary care at home.”

Darlene chuckled. “A stay-at-home dad! I know I’m old-fashioned, but that’s not something I’ve seen often!”

“Oh, I’m sure there will be plenty of opinions about our family if we ever fully transition to that,” Candace said. “I’ve already heard comments from certain extended family members about how I’m abandoning my children to run a business—of course, no one would have ever said that to Walter, even if he took a job overseas and never visited us again.”

“Good for you, dear,” Leera muttered. She was now sitting on the floor with the child, cross-legged, redirecting her to a coloring book and three crayons. “No reason every family should just assume mom has to stay home and forgo a career. You’re fortunate that Walter is the kind of man who understands that and supports you.”

Terry, normally more on the quiet side, agreed. “I love my Ron,” she said, “but he can be an old crank. Whenever I even mentioned getting a part-time job back when we were raising our babies he’d clam up. Looking back, I wish I had asserted myself more and just done it. But, oh, I felt so much guilt—the thought of leaving the house for a job. I knew Ron wouldn’t pitch in more, so it would mean the children were neglected. Of course, he did work hard for the family, and he came from a very different generation.”

Betty Lou sat up a little straighter. “Marvin told me he would support my decision if I ever wanted to get a job, but he said he would feel like he wasn’t being a good husband if I ever had to get one. He’s got that traditional mentality in some ways—feels like he needs to provide.”

Darlene smiled. “I think that’s romantic. That’s how my Gerald was.”

Candace’s child was now entertaining herself once again, and Leera stood to take her place around the quilt frame. There was a lull in the conversation as the quilters quietly and almost rhythmically drove their needles up and down through the quilt, making progress on a decorative stitch, each woman covering her designated territory—one stitch, two, ten, twenty. Darlene began lightly shaking out her arm and taking several shallow breaths.

“Dear?” Leera said, looking at her.

Darlene slumped over and fell off the side of her chair. Mary screamed as she tried and failed to catch her.

Candace jumped from her seat and ran into Darlene’s kitchen to grab her rotary phone, mounted to a wall. “My friend has just collapsed out of her chair,” the others heard her say as they surrounded Darlene and tried to determine whether she was responsive. “I believe, um, she’s eighty-eight,” Candace continued. “She has a pre-existing heart condition. I know she’s taking some medication for it. It may be a heart attack.”

Darlene was lying with her right arm under her, mostly slumped facedown. Through labored whispering she attempted to ask for help. Leera and Mary, on their knees, gently coordinated an effort to turn Darlene onto her back. “I’ll go get a glass of water,” Terry whispered.

With one hand cupping the back of Darlene’s head, Leera reached for a nearby throw pillow with her other hand to place it underneath Darlene. “You’ll be alright,” Leera whispered, terror and dread overtaking her face. Leera had tears in her eyes, and yet more than anything, she appeared angry. “Please. Just breathe. You’ll be alright.”

Leera then looked to the corner of the room where a ghost-white Betty Lou had retreated, eyes wide and her hands clasped just below her chin.

“Go get her purse!” Leera shouted at Betty Lou. “See what medication she has in there! Why are you just standing there?! Can’t you do something to make yourself useful for once?!”

Betty Lou shook herself out of her shock and ran to the kitchen and then to the bedroom and then to the bathroom, looking for anything that might be helpful. She began digging through drawers, pulling out hairbrushes and cotton swabs, not really sure what exactly she should be searching for. It only felt like she was there for a minute or two, but it must have been longer because she suddenly heard an ambulance siren. And then a noisy retrieval. The other OQA members shuffled out of the home, following Darlene and the emergency response team to climb into a car or two and follow them to the hospital. Betty Lou sat on the bathroom floor, several drawers full of objects scattered all around her, breathing heavily, as she heard the cars drive away.

“Can’t you do something to make yourself useful for once?!” Those words would ring in Betty Lou’s mind for years to come.






Chapter Twenty-One


Lucy had told herself that her reason for going to Trucky’s to see Betty Lou was so she could try to smooth everything over, but she knew deep down this wasn’t really accurate. She was mostly making the visit to give Betty Lou an opportunity to apologize and take back some of the things she had said or implied. If Betty Lou was willing to admit she was sorry and she didn’t mean it when she accused Lucy of being the OQA’s deadweight, maybe Lucy could actually believe the others when they told her Betty Lou had been wrong to lash out at Lucy the week before. Maybe they could put the toothpaste back into the tube and forget this whole thing. Maybe she was being too optimistic, but this was her primary motivation for seeking some conflict resolution.

Lucy stepped into Trucky’s with a pit in her stomach. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Betty Lou working the cash register, but Betty Lou didn’t appear to notice Lucy. Lucy picked up a basket and retreated to the pet food aisle to do some shopping and rehearse, again, the speech she planned to give to Betty Lou. She would apologize again for her mistake. She would tell Betty Lou her feelings were hurt and say she knew Betty Lou didn’t mean it. She would ask Betty Lou if they could put this behind them. And she’d wait for Betty Lou to say she was sorry.

Despite phone calls from Candace and Diane, no one from the OQA had successfully made contact with Betty Lou following That Night and her outburst. Lucy wondered if Betty Lou was too angry to pick up the phone. Or perhaps she was embarrassed. Whatever was going on, Lucy believed it was best to try to resolve this sooner rather than later.

Betty Lou made eye contact with Lucy just as Lucy started placing cans of cat food onto the conveyor belt at Trucky’s checkout. Her face dropped a bit when she saw Lucy, and then so did Lucy’s stomach. Lucy immediately thought this had all been a very bad idea. There was guilt and remorse in Betty Lou’s eyes, but the regret, if that’s what it was, seemed to be half drowned out by fatigue and hopelessness. It was the hopelessness that caught Lucy by surprise and immediately made her forget she was there to collect a pressured ambush apology.

“Hi, friend,” Lucy said to Betty Lou, who nodded at her and choked back a tear.

Betty Lou reached for a can of cat food and as she did, Lucy extended her arm and placed her hand on Betty Lou’s. The two paused for a moment, Betty Lou looking at their hands and Lucy looking at Betty Lou’s face. Lucy gave Betty Lou’s hand a squeeze, and Betty Lou returned the squeeze in kind, glancing at Lucy, her head tilted and pain in her eyes. In that small moment, the two of them communicated everything they would ever need to communicate about That Night, and after paying for her groceries, Lucy left the store, satisfied that there was a peace between them.






Chapter Twenty-Two


“Voicemail again?” Byron asked.

“I’m not sure how often I should try to call,” Candace said as she set her phone down on the checkout counter at Fab Funky Fabrics. “It’s been almost two months. I don’t want to harass her, but I also need her to know we’re thinking about her. I just wish she would talk to me. For her to quit the group, well, things must be really bad.”

Byron took a sip of his coffee from his large blue mug and then plopped it onto the counter. “Could she just be busy? Or maybe she wants a break and is spending time with other friends.”

“Well,” Candace said, “I know she has her Mormon church friends, but I’ve never really gotten the impression she has particularly close relationships there. I may be wrong, but I’ve always thought the OQA was Betty Lou’s entire social life and support network. For her to cut herself off from that … well, I just worry. Are you putting up more lights?”

“’Tis the season,” Byron responded. He was digging through a heavy box he had just retrieved from the basement, looking for a strand of Christmas lights with large red and green bulbs, which he planned to wrap around the banister leading up the stairs to the supply rooms.

Candace looked at the several strands of lights Byron was now pulling out of the box, not sure where they had come from and certain she hadn’t seen them before. It seemed to her the store had doubled its holiday decorations every year for the last decade, and it wouldn’t be too long before it might become something of a spectacle, and not in a respectable sort of way.

“Well,” Candace told him, “don’t go too over the top. We only have so many outlets and our electrical work is still knob and tube. No sense in burning the place down for a modicum of additional holiday cheer.”

Candace knew it was fruitless to even try to rain on Byron’s holiday decorating parade. It hadn’t made a difference in October when he covered the entire store in fake spiderwebs that became something of an obstacle course for customers, particularly those with sight difficulties, who clotheslined themselves on a regular basis. Just the day before Halloween, Byron reported that he watched through the window, in horror, as eighty-seven-year-old Evalena Timpson walked back to her car with a full layer of stretched-out cotton batting covering her entire face and a good portion of her torso. “That’s not my concern,” he had snapped at Candace when she suggested this was a pretty good sign the decorating had gotten out of control. “My question is, why does that woman still have a driver’s license?”

No, Candace knew complaining about Byron’s excessive Christmas decorations wasn’t going to amount to any meaningful change. In fact, standing over the box of lights, Byron waved off her concerned look with the flick of the back of his hand, and then he changed the subject. “How’s your new role as grand marshal of the SFQE going?”

Candace flinched when he said it. “Oh, please stop. This was the last thing I needed right now. How did I end up in a situation where I have to help put on a quilting competition in a town two hours away from where I live? This all seems so inefficient and so unnecessary. Surely there are enough interested quilters in the Smithfield area to chip in.”

“You could have told Betty Lou no when she asked you to help,” Byron said.

“Not really,” Candace responded. “But anyway, I’ve called Patricia Davies up in Logan a number of times because the last thing I need is to be accused of dropping the ball or being flaky after Betty Lou agreed to help. But I get the sense Patricia is dodging me, and I’m not sure why. I always thought I had a fine relationship with Patricia, despite the strong feelings from the rest of the OQA who think she’s the wicked witch of Utah.”

Byron perked up at the mention of Patricia Davies. “I’m obsessed with this feud,” he said. “I can’t get enough of the stories about how she treats people at these competitions. I love her and hate her and I’m scared of her and I want to be her and I’ve never even met her.”

“Oh,” Candace gasped, “not you, too! Don’t listen to those women. They’ve created an acrimonious rivalry in their minds. Patricia is a bit prickly but she’s a fine enough person. Honestly, I think a lot of this is just sour grapes since the LQS takes home a ribbon at every SFQE. They’ve even placed nationally. Twice, I think. Patricia is very good at what she does. For a while we sold her book at the store and it was relatively popular.”

“Book?” Byron asked.

“Yes,” Candace said. “The Joy of Quilting? The Art of Quilting? Something like that? Maybe I’m getting the title mixed up with Julia Child’s cookbook. But it was something like that. She’s ambitious and I think that scares a lot of people, which isn’t fair. Anyway, she’s not returning my calls and I just need a stupid assignment so I can tell the rest of the OQA what we’re supposed to do at this thing.”

“Do the other women really want an assignment?” Byron asked. “Seems like everyone would be relieved if we don’t have to help.”

“You would think,” Candace said. “But Leera has been making comments to me lately about how she’s surprised I haven’t coordinated the tasks with the LQS yet. She doesn’t really ask me about it, but she says things like, ‘My! It’s amazing that we still don’t have many updates!’” Candace’s tone trailed upwards on the last word of her impression of Leera, signaling a not-so-subtle accusation.

“I know I’m probably overthinking it,” Candace continued, now helping Byron untangle another strand of lights, “but I get the sense she’s not particularly thrilled with how I’ve been doing as the chair these last several weeks. It’s like she’s become colder and less patient when she talks to me, which is odd because I’ve always had such a warm relationship with Leera.”

Byron abandoned the strand Candace was fiddling with and reached for another. “You all are too passive-aggressive with each other,” he said. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s very fun to watch. But I’ve been observing all of this for months now and sometimes I wish you’d just say what you think to each other. Honestly, Betty Lou’s outburst was probably a pretty good blueprint for the rest of you going forward.”

Candace tilted her head toward Byron and raised her eyebrow. “Really, B? You’re going to lecture me about being brave enough to tell someone how you feel about them?”

Byron gasped. “I have no idea what you’re talking about and I’m not responding,” he said, very quickly. “Anyway. You probably shouldn’t come to me for advice on Leera. That woman honestly terrifies me. I know she’s like a hundred and fourteen years old and weighs as much as a chihuahua and hardly leaves her house, but I get the sense she could have me killed.”

“Leera is a wonderful person,” Candace said as she plugged in a strand of lights to see if any bulbs had burned out. “It’s funny, though; I know Betty Lou always thought Leera was scrutinizing her under an unrelenting microscope and I used to assume she was being overly-sensitive and paranoid. But I don’t know. Maybe Betty Lou had a point.”

Byron was now giving Candace the look she knew very well.

“Alright.” Candace sighed, acknowledging his wide eyes and pursed lips. “Out with it, then.”

“Well,” Byron began, clearing his throat, “you told me in the car That Night that you didn’t want to be the chair and that you thought everyone was taking this all too seriously. Rob and I had to sit in Martha for forty-five minutes and listen to you make fun of how often the OQA turns into an angsty middle-school social club. And now here you are reading into every word a woman born during the Victorian Era has to say to you about a quilting competition I’m not sure you even really care all that much about.”


Candace held up one hand to stop Byron. “I’m not sure I need a lecture from you, of all people, about overdramatizing things.”

“Hey now,” Byron said. “Being dramatic is my thing. It’s what my fans expect of me. Gossip is my oxygen and a high-quality gasp is my native language. And again, I like the passive-aggressive sniping and interpersonal tension. That’s at least eighty percent of the reason I even go to quilting night every week. It’s like living inside of a low-stakes daytime soap opera. But you built your brand on stability and professionalism. That was a choice you made a long time ago, for better or worse. It’s what we’ve all come to expect of you. All I’m asking is that you stay in your lane.”

Candace laughed. “Oh, you’re probably right. I’m taking this all far too seriously. It’s like when you become the OQA chair you get possessed by something. No wonder Betty Lou always seems like she’s about to combust. I need to relax and stop stressing about all of this. What are they going to do? Stage a coup and overthrow my government?”

“You joke,” Byron said, “but you won’t be laughing when President Alice’s first item of business is to start having people executed.”

Candace snorted at the vision of Alice taking over as chair at this point.

“Now that,” she said, “is something I hope I live to see.”






Chapter Twenty-Three


Patricia Davies was known for being a strong-willed woman. Her stubborn way of communicating and bossy demeanor garnered as much admiration as it did criticism. She had commented from time to time that she believed those who disliked her for being outspoken wouldn’t have minded her tone if she were a man. In any event, it was her bullheaded nature that had helped her secure her place on the Logan City Council and as the president of the Logan Quilters Society, an organization she helped found nearly forty years ago. And it was that same nature that helped her collect enemies, the most famous of which in recent years included her own town mayor, against whom Patricia ran something of an offensive (in both senses of the word) campaign, albeit unsuccessful.

It was true that the other members of the LQS were too intimidated to replace Patricia as president each time her term expired and became subject to a new vote. For one, Patricia’s husband was the minister of the small local Methodist church and since Patricia had a key to the building, the church became the LQS’s consistent meeting place and a perfect spot for supply storage. There was an unspoken fear that unseating Patricia would amount to forfeiting this perk. There was an additional fear that pissing off Patricia would cause her to leave and form a new group over which she could continue to preside, and the last thing the LQS needed was for someone as powerful as Patricia Davies to become their opponent.

Patricia was a thin woman, quite above-average in height. One too many facelifts had left her almost expressionless. There was a shine to her flawless skin that gave her a doll-like appearance. Patricia’s style of dress was often described by others as elegant and timeless, which sometimes hid her ferociousness, to her benefit. Her cream-colored silky blouses were typically adorned with several matinee and lariat necklaces that would clink and bounce on her flat chest as she moved at her normal brisk pace. She walked with purpose, and with her head tilted slightly upward, causing her long, straight silver hair to shimmy down past her shoulders. Her most notable feature was her nose— small, in a way that drew attention, and with a point to it that almost seemed cartoonish.

Patricia was one of the most well-known quilters in the western states, and possibly the most regarded quilter in Utah. She had regularly led the LQS to victory at SFQE and other competitions, and was known for her many terms as LQS chair. But what really put her on the map was her very early adoption of and proficiency in non-industrial longarm quilting. Patricia purchased a longarm sewing machine many years ago to be used at the church for various humanitarian projects. (The source of funding for the purchase was subject to insidious rumors and accusations for the better part of a decade, causing a rift within the small religious community.)

Patricia mastered freehand longarm quilting and quickly became known as one of the best at the craft within hundreds of miles of Logan. Quilters would travel from southern Idaho, Colorado, and all parts of Utah to hire Patricia for quilting projects. She’d eventually go on to teach freehand classes. In her fifties, she wrote her first book, Quilting With Purpose: A Patricia Davies Guide, to moderate success and notoriety. Marvin had made the mistake of gifting this book to Betty Lou for Christmas that year, completely oblivious at the time to Betty Lou’s absolute disdain for the LQS and her resolve to not contribute a single penny to (in Betty Lou’s words) “Patricia’s vanity project.”

The six women of the LQS were all founding members. At its height, the LQS had eight total members, but in recent years one member had died from a stroke and another moved in with her son in Palm Desert, California. The LQS hadn’t considered finding replacements, and they weren’t sure they’d be able to scout anyone in Logan with sufficient talent to be among their ranks. “Why not leave well enough alone?” Patricia had said when a member wondered out loud if they should consider putting out a search. The consensus quickly built around Patricia’s point, as it always did within the ranks of the LQS.

It was early December, three months before the SFQE Western States regional competition that would be happening just a few miles down the road in Smithfield. The LQS would be gathering for their weekly formal meeting, where they expected to put the finishing touches on their SFQE submission. They always finished their quilts well ahead of schedule, but this year they were particularly prolific in their craft, leaving the remainder of the winter for other personal projects. It was clear that their increased ambition, which allowed them to finish their quilt so early this go-around, was powered by the excitement of helping to host an SFQE event just a few miles from their home city, not to mention the added prize of a trip to Tampa—a carrot that dangled most attractively in front of these Logan residents, trapped away in what sometimes felt like an inhospitable winter tundra—one of the coldest towns in the state.

A fresh coat of snow—five full inches—had fallen on Logan that morning, turning the small valley surrounded by dramatic mountain peaks into a winter wonderland. If Salt Lake City and Ogden seemed secluded and separated from the rest of the nation, Logan may have well been a different planet entirely. Tucked away at the northeastern end of Utah and enclosed by dark and silent mountain ranges, the small town centered largely around a university (disproportionate in size compared to its permanent population) and bordered by farmland was often forgotten by the rest of the state.

The old redbrick Methodist church had been decorated with lights and wreaths just two weeks earlier. The dozen or so junipers and bare aspens surrounding the small, quaint building were covered, nearly each branch, in tidy, clear twinkle lights.

It was dark out when Patricia stepped through the snowy sidewalk that hadn’t yet been shoveled. She made a note to complain about this later to the person who had been tasked with snow-removal (a teenager in the congregation who was paid in baked goods).

Patricia fumbled through her keys to find the one that would unlock the front door to the church, which she then entered to set up chairs around a quilting frame. Over the next fifteen minutes, the other LQS members, all in their seventies and eighties, shuffled into the small space, kicking the snow off their boots as they arrived and exchanged cheery greetings. Patricia had turned on the church’s central heating for the evening, which sent a waft of burnt dust into the old building.

The women took their seats around the quilting frame and Patricia called the group to order and began to talk through the items on her agenda for the evening.

“I’ve met with the superintendent of the Smithfield Community Center this afternoon to discuss some of our concerns that the building will not be ready to host the SFQE three months from now,” she began. “He informs me the heating situation in the Center should be resolved no later than February. Of course, this sort of soft promise from Smithfield, and so close to the SFQE, is unacceptable, although typical.”

The women around the room nodded through smirks.

“I informed him I would be writing a letter to Mayor Woodruff to let him know that if we don’t see meaningful movement on this, we’ll be forced to inform Simpton Family Quilting headquarters that Smithfield does not appear to have the appropriate accommodations to host this competition and it will need to be moved to Logan.”

Sariah Young, the oldest member of the LQS, interrupted. Sariah’s thick glasses covered half her face and she repeatedly winced and wiggled her nose as they slid down it. “Wouldn’t that be a risky thing to do?” she shouted, more loudly than necessary. “The Simptons already seem leery of us. If we told them we thought the competition needed to be moved, it seems that would confirm Mayor Woodruff’s accusations that we’re trying to take over. The last thing we need is the Simpton Family Quilting folks to think poorly of us right before they come and judge our quilt!”

There was a mumble of agreement around the quilting frame.

Patricia’s eyes narrowed. “Thank you, Sariah. Of course I don’t want to actually contact Simpton Family Quilting about this, if I can avoid it. But I want Smithfield to see this as a real threat.” She tapped her slender and pointy forefinger on the quilting frame as she emphasized those last two words. “I’ve been learning through this process that the only way to get any of these people off of their behinds and do something is to make them feel the heat.”

The nodding heads confirmed a consensus in favor of this new tactic.

“Next,” Patricia continued, signaling that she was not looking for any further feedback on the Smithfield situation, “I’ve received several calls in the last two months from Candace Braithwaite trying to coordinate logistics and help with the SFQE, and I don’t know how much longer I can keep dodging that woman. We may need to give them some kind of task to make them feel useful here if she doesn’t get the hint. But nothing important, of course.”

“Candace Braithwaite?” one group member asked. “From Fab Funky Fabrics? She wants her store to help with the SFQE?”

“No,” Patricia said. “I just realized I never told you all this. After the whole debacle in September when Simpton Family Quilting called and screamed at me because Smithfield had accused them and us of engaging in some kind of backroom deal to have Logan profit off the competition, I told the Simptons this had all been a misunderstanding. I told them we had learned the Smithfield Sewers were struggling due to age-related limitations and that several Utah groups had decided to step in to help—that this was a big group effort and not just the LQS getting involved. That small fib seemed to calm everything down. Then I called the Ogden Quilters Association to get them on board, but I was hoping we could just give them some meaningless task on the day of the competition and otherwise avoid having to communicate too often with them.”

“The less contact with them the better,” Sariah said.

Patricia eyed Sariah, her usual response to being interrupted. “Well, I agree. Obviously that group of misfit Raggedy Anns doesn’t have the reputation of being the most reliable bunch, and I hoped that would mean they would forget about the whole thing and we wouldn’t hear from them again. But Candace has been relentless.”

“Why is Candace even dealing with this?” Sariah asked. “I thought Betty Lou took over as chair of the OQA after Leera. She certainly announced it to us loudly enough when we saw her at that American quilt exhibition in the Depot Center. Poor thing acted like she had been through a nationally publicized coronation.”

The women laughed.

“I have no idea what’s going on there,” Patricia responded. “I initially called Betty Lou and got her to agree to help. She was practically ravenous—you would have thought I invited her to become the new president of Simpton Family Quilting. But then the next thing I knew, I was getting phone calls from Candace saying she was the new chair. I asked her what happened to Betty Lou and she got very dodgy. Something’s not right there, if you ask me. Just as well—Candace will probably be much easier to deal with than ‘Yoo-Hoo’ Betty Lou.”

The high pitched “yoo-hoo” (the LQS’s meanspirited nickname for Betty Lou) prompted half-guilty snickers.

“Anyway,” Patricia continued, “I’m thinking we can tell the OQA they are welcome to help set up display stations at the Smithfield Community Center or something if they keep asking for an assignment. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to have a few extra hands for something like that. But under no circumstances do I want those women to be communicating or coordinating with Simpton Family Quilting. The last thing we need is for them to take credit in front of the Simptons for all our hard work putting on a competition that isn’t even happening in our town. I still don’t know what got into the Smithfield Sewers that made them think it was a good idea to have Smithfield submit that bid to host this competition knowing full well they were absolutely incapable of assisting. To be honest, I’m not sure they have a working pair of eyes or ears between them anymore.”

“Remember that four seasons submission a few years back?” one woman shouted.

“There was blood on that quilt,” Sariah said.

“Oh, I don’t think that was actually blood,” Patricia responded. “Had to be something that just looked like blood. But, that’s exactly my point. What on earth would make them or the city leadership think it was a good idea to volunteer to host a nationally-renowned quilt show?”

“Nothing but a money grab for the town,” another group member said.

“Most likely,” Patricia agreed. “But what’s done is done. Damage control is now the name of the game. And more importantly, let’s keep our eye on the prize. A sixth consecutive regional win and that trip to Tampa is ours for the taking this year, ladies. And so, finally, is a national win—the Amish won’t see us coming this time.” Patricia gestured toward the quilt in front of them. The women sitting around it smiled, giddy anticipation in their expressions.

“Let’s get to work,” Patricia said. “No reason we can’t finish this up tonight.”






Chapter Twenty-Four


Leera had never been a holiday decorator to excess, sticking instead to the basics. She found celebratory flourishes beyond a Christmas tree and a few other subtley festive acknowledgements to be inordinate, if not tacky. But, since it was her turn to host the OQA’s annual Christmas party, she thought this year she might make an exception.

The front steps to Leera’s covered porch were lined on both sides with a thin metal railing, now wrapped with plastic garlands that didn’t hide the fact that they had been stuffed in a box and not quite fanned out before making their way outside. They were intertwined with colorful Christmas lights and stuffed full of plastic holly, some dented. She’d never risk climbing a ladder to string more lights along her front rain gutter, not at her age, and the thought of paying someone to do this for her—an incredible extravagance and waste of money—was out of the question. No, her attempts at festive frills would have to remain safely low to the ground.

Leera’s Christmas tree, just at her front window, was covered in a hodge-podge of ornaments she had collected over the decades: a bright pink flamingo, a miniature hand-carved rocking chair, a bejeweled vintage photo of Marilyn Monroe. Most of these came from thrifting excursions with Lucy, one of their favorite shared pastimes. Some might call the arrangement dowdy and inconsistent, but Leera found it all cozy and warm, and no alternative opinion from anyone could have ever changed this for her.


A buzzer announcing the completion of Leera’s gingerbread cookies began to ring simultaneous with a knock on the door.

“What the hell?” Leera muttered, looking at the clock and noting the party wasn’t scheduled to start for another thirty minutes. For Leera, the greatest downside of having so many elderly friends was how many of them were keen to show up early for gatherings in her home. She thought this was rude, but she never felt it was worth it to try to train anyone on party manners—old dogs, new tricks. Instead, she’d just internally lodge a complaint and hiss some profanities before giving the guest a tepid but still somehow welcoming greeting at the front door.

Leera pulled the cookies out of the oven and set the pan onto the stove. “Damn,” she muttered, noticing they were cracked and overdone. She walked to the front door, pulling the oven mitt off her shaky left hand so she could grip the doorknob with her bony fingers.

“Oh,” she groaned the moment she opened the door to reveal a tall bald man holding a cardboard box with garlands poking out of the top. “Arnold, you’re early. Very early.”

Arnold kicked his boots against the ground, freeing them of the snow they had collected during his short travel up Leera’s unplowed walkway. “I figured I could come a few minutes before the party started and help you set up. My mother always told me the best way to make an impression at a party is to come early to help set up and stay late to help clean up.”

Leera resisted the urge to tell Arnold he had probably made more enemies than friends over the years thanks to this terrible advice.

“Didn’t Lucy mention I was going to come early to help?” he asked. “When she invited me, I told her I thought I’d come by with some additional decorations and she said she would let you know.”

“I don’t really need any other help,” Leera began to protest.

“Well,” Arnold said, nodding toward the walkway, “that doesn’t look true.”

“You want to clear my walkway,” Leera said, “go right ahead. There’s a snow shovel just to the side of the house by the driveway.”


Arnold set his box down in the entryway to Leera’s house and flicked a quick salute as he turned to retrieve the shovel. At that moment, Leera clocked the distinctive sound of keys clinking together, attached to a large hoop. Lucy, dressed in a bright pink puffer coat, came up the path. “Oh hi, Arnie,” she shouted. Lucy was carrying a plate of cookies (not homemade) and she took small steps, shuffling her booted feet, one after the other, cautious so as not to slip on any ice.

“I’m on snow removal duty,” Arnold called back out to Lucy. “I don’t think she wants me in her house,” he joked.

Lucy gave a polite laugh, and then looked to Leera, still standing in the doorway, wide-eyed, pursed lips, shaking her head.

“I don’t know why the hell you had to invite him,” Leera mumbled to Lucy as Lucy entered the home and kicked off her boots.

“Oh,” Lucy scolded, “you are too hard on him. He’s a nice man. Besides, I accidentally let it slip that you were hosting a Christmas party this year and it just would have felt so awkward not to follow that up with an invite.”

“You could have told him this is an OQA party,” Leera responded.

“Yes,” Lucy said, “but that would have been a lie.”

“Barely. It’s really only OQA members and spouses that ever come to these.”

“That’s only because we’ve run out of other friends over the years. Besides, isn’t Mildred coming tonight?”

“No,” Leera shook her head. “She fell last week and bruised up her entire right side. She’s staying with her son and trying to recover.”

“Oh, dear. I forgot she fell. Marylin?” Lucy continued.

“Marylin is in Florida with her sister for the holidays.”

“Let’s see …” Lucy said, looking upward and tapping her cheek with her pointer finger. “Surely we still know people outside of the OQA. Of course, Barbara died. Although she never did come to the Christmas parties—wasn’t usually invited because I don’t think most people liked her much.”

Leera shook her head again. “No, her husband, Kent, died,” she said. “Barbara moved to Phoenix. We’ve had this identical conversation at least a dozen times now. I think we need to get your memory checked.”

“Oh, stop,” Lucy slapped Leera’s arm. “I can’t keep track of everyone these days. It seems everyone we know is falling, dying, or moving. All the more reason not to turn down new friends.” She gestured out the front window to Arnold, who was already taking a break and massaging his lower back with his right hand.

Lucy took a seat at Leera’s kitchen table, which had been decorated with a long red and green runner covered in appliquéd Santas, something Leera had made nearly thirty years ago and one of the few holiday decorations she routinely displayed.

“Well, at least the OQA members will be here,” Lucy said.

Leera was retrieving drinking glasses from a cupboard almost out of her reach to place them in a neat row on the counter. “Not all of the OQA will be here,” she said, a hint of disdain in her tone.

“You really don’t think she’ll come?” Lucy asked.

“Listen,” Leera said, “I tried to call and invite her. Left her a message. That was two weeks ago. She hasn’t bothered to call me back. We haven’t seen her in … what? Two or three months? After leaving us to finish the SFQE quilt without her, I imagine she’s probably too embarrassed to suddenly show up at a party.”

Lucy frowned. “Do you really think she’ll never come back? I just can’t imagine Betty Lou’s life without the OQA. Or the OQA without Betty Lou, for that matter. It feels so wrong.”

There was a knock at the door and then it was pushed open. “It’s us!” Diane called out. “Sorry to barge in. Alice needs to sit.” Diane was holding onto Alice’s left arm. Alice’s cane in her right hand made a clumsy thump against the floor with each stomp of her right foot.

“There’s a man out there,” Alice shouted.

“That’s our friend, Arnold,” Lucy said. “He came early to help shovel Leera’s walk. Wasn’t that nice of him?”

Diane helped Alice into a chair at the head of the kitchen table. “A new friend? How exciting! We haven’t had one of those in a while.”


The front door swung open again. “I hope it’s okay that we’re a few minutes early,” Candace said. “The plows were quick today so the roads weren’t nearly as bad as I thought they’d be.” She, Walter, Byron, and Rob, each kicked off their shoes near the front door. Rob and Byron were wearing nearly identical green sweaters.

“We didn’t plan this,” Rob muttered.

Byron, holding a cardboard box used as a carrying tray for three plates full of baked goods, rolled his eyes. “I tried to get him to change, but he refused,” Byron complained. “We look like brothers from one of those families where mothers dress their kids identically and don’t let them watch TV. By the way, who’s the chatty tall drink of water out front shoveling your walkway?”

“Lucy invited him,” Leera said. “If you don’t make eye contact, you can usually avoid too much interaction.”

Lucy, helping herself to the hot chocolate bar setup on the kitchen table, threw a small marshmallow at Leera. “Arnold is a very nice man,” she said. “You’ll love him.”

“Is he … just a friend?” Byron asked.

“Oh,” Lucy said, “he and I are just friends. He has eyes for Leera.”

Byron gasped and put one hand to his chest. “Leera! Have you been keeping something from us?”

“That’s enough nonsense for tonight,” Leera snapped.

Just then, Arnold pushed the door open, entered the home, and picked up the box of decorations he had placed on the floor. “The path is cleared,” he announced in a sing-songy voice to a room full of people marinating in that very specific form of silence that only arises from a sudden death of gossip.

Lucy conducted the formal introductions to a crowd of OQA usuals who all eyed Arnold with fascination, having just heard this revelation that Leera may have a love life. Leera had been so vocal over the years about her complete lack of interest in romance and her pride in her decision to have never let a man live in her home. She watched the others stare at Arnold and knew they would be gossiping about this after the party.


“So, Arnold,” Byron said, beaming and extending his hand, “it’s nice to finally meet you. We’ve just heard so much about you. You come this way often?”

Candace squeezed Byron’s arm as Leera shot daggers at him.

“Well, we’re all here,” Leera announced before Arnold could respond. “I’ve got our usual fare of games, plus snacks, and wine for the drinkers. Of course, the quilt stand is set up in the family room so we’ll just have to play around that.”

“So, she isn’t coming?” Candace asked.

“I don’t think so, dear,” Leera said.

“Did she know this was happening tonight?” Byron asked. “Maybe we should call her.”

Lucy sighed. “Leera said she called to invite her, but she never heard back.”

“Who are we talking about?” Arnold asked.

“Our friend, Betty Lou,” Lucy said. “She’s in the OQA with us—oh, I forgot, Arnie. You know Betty Lou.”

“You do?” Candace asked with surprise.

Arnold nodded. “Yes. I’ve known her and Marvin for years. Church choir a long time ago. I see her every once in a while working at Trucky’s, but we’ve mostly lost touch. She can’t make it tonight? Would have loved to see them.”

“She’s busy tonight,” Leera said without further explanation and quite eager to keep this particular gossip in the family.

Arnold glanced around the room that had fallen silent. “Are they doing okay?”

“Just fine,” Leera answered.

“Better than ever,” Diane said. “Too bad they can’t make it. We’ll sure miss them.”

“Yes.” Lucy’s voice was somber. “We will.”

Light Christmas music played through some old speakers in the background as the small crowd began to mingle. A messy game of charades was interrupted at regular intervals by arguments about the rules. Lucy, as was tradition, was shouted at repeatedly for forgetting that she wasn’t supposed to talk when it was her turn to act out the clues. “Oh, why can’t I say anything?” she protested. “It’s not like I’m telling anyone the answer. I’m only giving hints.”

This annual party among friends had shrunk over the years, to be sure. When they were all much younger, there might have been more than twenty people in attendance. They started the party much later back then and would often go well past midnight. But the festivities had shrunk more and more with each passing year, just like the number of attendees. Now, there were just nine, and the first guests excused themselves well before 10:00 p.m. Diane whispered to Leera that she would have liked to stay later, but Alice was expiring, evidenced by a marked increase in her grumpiness. She’d need to get Alice home and into bed. It was already past her bedtime.

Candace suggested her crew head out not an hour later as a quite tipsy Byron was becoming a bit too loose lipped about store gossip.

“Come on, Arnie. Walk me home,” Lucy said as Candace drove away.

Leera watched Lucy and Arnold, arm-in-arm and laughing, make their way across the shoveled walkway and turn left on the sidewalk to travel the short distance to Lucy’s house. A light snowstorm had just begun, dropping large dry flakes onto the ground, already muffled by the foot of snow that had accumulated that morning.

Obviously it was far too late at this point—there was no way she’d show up now—but Leera couldn’t help but take one more glance up and down the street for any sign that one additional party guest might have changed her mind and decided to attend. They’d have welcomed her in, of course. Even Leera would have bit her tongue for the good of the group and out of sympathy for Betty Lou—she could have pretended as well as the rest of them that nothing had happened.

The neighborhood was silent. As Leera stared out her window, the Christmas lights across the street shut off, reminding her it was time to turn hers off as well. She flipped a switch, sighed, and walked into her kitchen to finish washing a few dishes, alone.






Chapter Twenty-Five


In the three months between That Night in September when Betty Lou marched out of the OQA and New Year’s Day, Betty Lou did whatever she could to avoid contact with any of the OQA members. The week following That Night, Marvin asked her why she was home on a Wednesday evening. It was rare for an OQA meeting to be canceled. It was only ever moved to another day of the week if a holiday fell on a Wednesday, and even that wasn’t always enough of a reason to change the schedule. Betty Lou wasn’t sure what to tell Marvin when he asked about this. She knew the question would come up, of course. The truth was, Betty Lou was conflicted about what had happened.

On the one hand, she was embarrassed she had caused a scene. She had run through That Night in her mind dozens of times, cringing with guilt and shame when she remembered unleashing on Lucy the way she had. Speaking her mind, and with such insensitivity, was not in her nature. Yes, Lucy had frustrated her, but to call her out in front of all the others had been cruel. Lucy was simple and lived without guile—not like Leera who could pack a punch as well as she could take one. Yes, Betty Lou thought, I was in the wrong.

Oh, but then she’d remember all the pent-up frustration and hurt, which had built upon itself over the years. The forgotten birthdays and milestones that she’d made an effort to celebrate for the others. The dismissiveness toward her ideas, which were applauded and embraced when later presented by someone more popular. The eyerolls when she conducted OQA business—yes, she saw the eyerolls. The women were not as good at hiding them as they thought. These hurt her feelings the most. On more than one occasion she had driven home from an OQA night crying, sitting in her van in the driveway for a few minutes to gain her composure so Marvin wouldn’t ask any questions she didn’t feel like answering.

Did any of these women actually care about her? Why was it so hard to get the respect they seemed to pour upon Candace? Maybe Betty Lou wasn’t as successful or charming or talented, but she had tried, with all her might, to be the kind of friend to the others she had always hoped they’d be to her. Didn’t that count for something? She didn’t know the answer to that, and she wasn’t ready to talk about it with anyone just yet.

And so, when Marvin asked the next Wednesday after That Night why Betty Lou was staying in, she told him she had decided to take a break from the OQA. She could tell this concerned him almost as much as it shocked him. When he pressed the issue, Betty Lou told him she didn’t want to talk about it. That might have been the most alarming sign that something was seriously wrong: shutting down conversation with Marvin was not something Betty Lou often did.

Then early December put so many of Betty Lou’s feelings about the OQA into perspective. Marvin had a stroke, adding to the list of health concerns that kept Betty Lou’s stomach tied in knots. She had found him after returning from a shift at Trucky’s. He was lying on the kitchen floor where he had urinated in his clothes. His voice was hoarse, his eyes terrified. He was able to tell Betty Lou he couldn’t stand up and he needed help.

Betty Lou had never been good in an emergency, and the moment she saw Marvin she had an unwanted flashback to when Darlene Burton had her heart attack all those years ago.

She’d later tell her children that she felt like she blacked out when she discovered Marvin. She didn’t remember calling an ambulance. She didn’t remember traveling to the hospital. The next thing she did remember was waiting in a very cold (in multiple senses of the word) room for a woman in blue scrubs to come talk to her. Betty Lou, in exhausted shock, couldn’t help but stare at this physician’s outfit and wonder who decided medical care providers should go to work in pajamas. Shouldn’t the people responsible for making sure she didn’t become a widow be dressed like this was important? She wore a nice blouse and black skirt for her shifts at Trucky’s. Why did the employees at Trucky’s look more professional than the woman now sitting in front of her explaining that her life would never be the same?

Betty Lou’s hands fidgeted with two pamphlets that had been handed to her by a man who looked younger than her children and introduced himself as a “patient advocate.” She forced herself to stop critiquing wardrobes and listen to what he and this scrubs-clad woman, hardly any older, were saying to her. Words passed through Betty Lou like “stable condition” and “delayed treatment” and “serious” and “paralyzed” and “physical therapy” and “may not be able to walk again without assistance.”

Days later, Betty Lou found herself in her kitchen, two feet away from where she had discovered Marvin, organizing a new set of pills into a pill organizer to be added to his pre-existing collection. Marvin was in the next room in his recliner, fast asleep, deep in another nap in their quiet home.
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A few weeks after Marvin’s stroke, on a frigid and smoggy morning, Betty Lou parked her van in front of The Packmart just on the outskirts of Ogden. It was a Tuesday just after New Year’s Day at 10:05 a.m. Betty Lou’s post-holiday raid of this store was an important annual tradition. The Packmart had just opened for the morning. The parking lot was nearly empty—the early bird was ready to get her worms.

The Packmart had advertised a post-holiday sale in all the local publications, the same one it ran every year just after New Year’s Day. Any holiday-themed item would run fifty percent off its already-discounted prices. For years Betty Lou had pounced on this opportunity: Christmas lights no one wanted anymore; generic nativity sets; advent calendars filled with candy that, sure, might be a little stale when she pulled them out eleven months later, but hardly anyone would notice something like that. When her children were young, she’d tell them there was a life lesson in this: Those who plan ahead and have patience are rewarded. Others wait until the late fall to do their Christmas shopping when prices are at their height. But she’d show up after everyone else lost interest and collect her bounty for the following holiday season. Truly, for Betty Lou, when it came to the battle of wise planning, to the victor went the spoils.

Betty Lou had one main goal for today’s shopping trip: holiday-themed fabrics. For several years she had intended to make Christmas tree skirts for each of her children. The idea came to her just after her youngest, Matthew, bought his first Christmas tree and she stopped by his apartment to see it. It was fake, with metal legs propping up the sparse plastic pine. Wrapped with one sloppy strand of colorful lights, it had looked so sad and cold. She told him he needed a tree skirt to lay around the tree’s base—that it would make the decorations feel more homey and complete. But he waved her off.

She had meant to make him one that year, but hadn’t found the time—not to make a tree skirt to her standards, anyway. She kept intending to make this her next project, but year after year, she found reasons to forget she had wanted to do this, remembering only when putting up her own tree on the day after Thanksgiving, when it would be too late to get the skirts done in time for Christmas.

This year, however, Betty Lou had time. The latest round of refugee quilts had been shipped, and at long last she had resisted the urge to commit her church group to another one of these projects. Betty Lou was feeling a little too fatigued for group projects these days. And suddenly, having a January (and foreseeable future) freed of any other creative obligations, she had time to work on something of her own.

As she walked through the aisles of The Packmart, Betty Lou found herself thinking about the OQA and wondering how they were doing. She had received voice messages from Candace, and even got one from Leera inviting her to the Christmas party, although Betty Lou thought Leera’s tone sounded like a hostage reading a script for the cameras—measured in a way only someone who had known Leera for three decades might notice. No matter how empty she had felt in recent months, and no matter how much good it might have done her, there was no way she was up for attending that party.

Betty Lou pushed her cart down a middle aisle, stopping every two or three feet to fumble through rolls of fabric that had been jostled, fanned out, and tossed back into disorganized piles by customers who had marked the path before her. She shook her head at an elegant print of gold stars on cotton, dyed into a bright white. Too bland. Betty Lou needed something kitschy. She moved on.

She wondered, as she had every day since That Night, how the OQA’s Forbidden Relationships quilt was coming along. She had been quite proud of her Romeo and Juliet block. She never expected the others to appreciate it much, since they were all so lukewarm, if not outright hostile, to the idea from the beginning. But she did think they’d at least give her a little credit for the craftsmanship and creativity. Maybe everyone was too focused on their own part—too distracted. She wondered, now that she thought about it, whether she’d really praised the others enough as each finished and presented their squares. Anyway, she assumed they still planned to incorporate her block into the quilt. They’d have had no time to replace it with something else, especially considering the Lucy debacle. It killed Betty Lou that she would never see the final product or hear any of the feedback from the judges on her part in it. She felt so sure the judges would be impressed with her square. Then again, she had been wrong before.

Betty Lou dug through a pile that was nearly in wrinkled wads at this point until she discovered a good amount of Santa-print fabric. The pictures depicted multiple versions of a frustrated Kris Kringle attempting to corral some naughty reindeer who were galloping over him, hiding behind snowmen, and, in one case, sitting in the sleigh and leaving no room for Santa. Betty Lou giggled at the colorful scenes. This would be perfect, and it looked like enough fabric for her tree skirts.


A teen with a face full of piercings and thick black eyeliner wearing a long-sleeved black shirt that came over her hands, rang up Betty Lou’s items a few minutes later.

“Oh, excuse me,” Betty Lou said in a polite and timid voice after looking at the total amount owed, which was displayed on the pay kiosk. “The fabric should be fifty percent off.”

The employee glanced at her own screen. “Nope,” she responded without looking at Betty Lou. “That’s what the system says it costs.”

Betty Lou hesitated for a moment. The last thing she wanted to do was cause a scene at The Packmart, but this was absurd. Why would anyone pay full price for a Christmas item in January?

“No.” Betty Lou pressed, her voice quiet. “I came here today because your ad in the Ogden Chronicle said all Christmas items are fifty percent off. And this is clearly a Christmas item.”

The employee let out a long slow breath as she stared at Betty Lou, expressionless, and then grabbed the phone secured to her station to broadcast an annoyed call for a supervisor.

“Please don’t roll your eyes at me,” Betty Lou said in a near-whisper. “I hate it when people roll their eyes at me.”

Moments later, another teenager arrived at the checkout line.

“This lady wants fifty percent off,” the first teen told the other.

“It’s …” Betty Lou stammered. “No, it’s not that I want—well, yes. I want fifty percent off, but only because that was advertised. That’s why I came here today. This fabric should be about thirty dollars. Not sixty.”

The supervisor glanced at the screen and then looked at Betty Lou. “I don’t know what to tell you, lady. The system says we’re not giving a discount on this.”

Betty Lou felt a particular kind of tension roll through her neck, and she knew her voice was going to begin to shake if she tried to say any more. But she felt she needed to. It wasn’t just about the fabric— although she didn’t think she could really afford it at full price. Why was she being dismissed like this, once again? Surely they wouldn’t have talked to Candace this way. Of course, Betty Lou knew Candace would never make a fuss about a discount. Or shop at The Packmart.

“I don’t—well, I don’t know what else to say,” she announced to the two employees and the audience of two others who had formed a line behind her and seemed annoyed that they were being delayed. “If you won’t honor your word, well, I don’t want any of this. And I don’t think I’ll ever shop at The Packmart again.”

The supervisor smirked at this. “We’re devastated,” he said. “Anything else we can help you with today?”

Betty Lou looked at the supervisor and then back at the original employee, feeling shakier by the second. “Please don’t roll your eyes at me. I’ve been perfectly nice. I don’t deserve that and it hurts my feelings.”

A customer in line behind her sighed and looked at his watch. Betty Lou looked around and noticed all eyes were on her. A third person had joined the line.

“Oh, well, never mind then,” she said, now with tears forming in her eyes. Betty Lou stepped away, empty-handed aside from her large purse. She stopped for a moment, turned around, and opened her mouth ready to say something. The customers and employees had already moved on, no longer noticing she was there and seeming to have forgotten she ever was. She closed her mouth and turned, walking quickly out of The Packmart and back into the icy parking lot where she could no longer hold in the tears. Betty Lou fumbled through her purse to grab for her keys as she moved at as quick of a pace as she dared toward her van, eager to climb inside before too many people noticed her gasping for breath against the lump in her throat that was blocking her airway. She pulled the van door shut just in time for the sobs to burst from somewhere very deep down.

Betty Lou laid her head onto the top of her steering wheel and let it all out. This obviously wasn’t about The Packmart. She knew that. Months (years?) of fatigue seemed to be flowing through her and looking for an outlet. All the fear she had forced herself to contain. The insecurity. The loneliness. The recent painful prying away of everything in her life that had barely held her to the ground over the years.

It was an inconvenient truth she felt forced to learn recently that maybe no one really knows who they are—not really—until they see themselves in the middle of a world that is crumbling down around them. For Betty Lou, that world-crumbling had the effect of peeling away all her outer layers, of showing her what was left at the most vulnerable point of her core, which she thought seemed small and bare. Maybe this was true for everyone, but Betty Lou had discovered over three painful months that her outer shell was not equipped to absorb the impact of unusual struggle.

This cry, if that word was even an accurate way to describe what happened to Betty Lou in her van, was just that—a crumbling, a peeling. And when the tears stopped coming, Betty Lou had the odd sensation that her tank was now empty, which should have left her exhausted, but instead it made her feel light.

Betty Lou sat up in her seat, startled to see a thin teenage boy in a raggedy hoodie with a large hole in one of its pockets standing a foot from her door, staring at her in her van. She jumped when she realized he was there. His head was tilted and his right hand was holding onto a cart from The Packmart. The nametag on his shirt told Betty Lou he was another employee, one out in the parking lot retrieving carts to bring them inside. The sky was gray and there was a dense smog in the air, giving The Packmart parking lot an almost dystopian ambiance.

Betty Lou rolled down her window.

“Are you okay, lady?” the boy asked, shivering, a thick fog of breath blowing from his mouth toward Betty Lou as he spoke.

Where was his coat? Betty Lou felt the impulse to ask him, and then she realized she didn’t care. And something about not caring suddenly seemed amusing to her. She couldn’t explain it—maybe it was simple euphoria, the kind that arises through the relief of a much-needed meltdown—but the fact that she didn’t care about this, or anything else at all, tickled her, and she started to giggle.

There she sat, a woman in her sixties, in the parking lot of The Packmart, on a gloomy Tuesday morning in January, her eyes red and her face puffy, giggling inside her van and in the face of a freezing teenage boy who had just watched her completely fall apart after she had spent decades refusing to let anyone see her fall apart. And she didn’t give a damn. The word “damn” entering her thoughts made her giggle even harder. In a moment, her giggles turned into wheezing— the cathartic sort of laughter that hardly allows a person to breathe.

The boy stood, staring, in bafflement.

“Oh, yes,” Betty Lou said through continued laughter. “I bet I’m just fine.”

She rolled up her window.

Exactly twenty-three minutes later she returned to her van with her Christmas fabrics and a receipt showing a 50 percent discount. Betty Lou climbed into the vehicle, started it in only two tries, and zoomed out of the parking lot of The Packmart much faster than she ever had before.






PART THREE


Mayor Samuel Woodruff

Smithfield City

111 Main Street

Smithfield, Utah 84335

Mayor Tami Valdez

Logan City

12 Prospekt Ave

Logan, Utah 84321

cc: Ms. Patricia Davies

Re: Simpton Family Quilting Extravaganza, Western States

Dear Mayors Woodruff and Valdez,

We write on behalf of the Board of Directors for Simpton Family Quilting, Inc. (“SFQ”), headquartered in Minneapolis, Minnesota.

As you are aware, in two months’ time, Smithfield City is set to host SFQ’s Western States Extravaganza. When this Board awarded Smithfield the honor of hosting the regional competition after reviewing its bid, it did so with the utmost confidence that Smithfield, and the named host group (per the application, “The Smithfeld [sic] Sewers”) had the capacity and ability to ensure this event would be a success and would live up to the Simpton Family name.

Participants in our competitions work tirelessly for a full year after our theme is announced to prepare for their regional competition, devoting thousands of collective hours on each quilt to prepare it for the show. Never in this Board’s collective memory has it had cause to second-guess its decision to award a city an SFQE bid. Until now.

We have, just this week, received yet another letter from Ms. Patricia Davies. Ms. Davies has taken a key role in recruiting assistance from other quilting groups to prepare Smithfield City for the SFQE after it became apparent that the host group was unable to meet its obligations.

Ms. Davies has informed us that the city-owned venue reserved for the SFQE is at risk of being unprepared for this event. Per Ms. Davies: the venue lacks proper heating, a neglected roof repair has resulted in regular standing water in the foyer, and Smithfield has recently granted a construction bid to repave the venue’s parking lot the same week as the SFQE. Please note, SFQ takes any breach of the terms of its award agreements very seriously.

Because this competition has long since been announced as a Smithfield-bound event, in order to avoid embarrassment to SFQ and to Smithfield City, the Board’s strong preference would be to hold this competition in Smithfield as planned, despite the issues noted in this letter. But in an effort to be realistic, we would like Smithfield and Logan to coordinate on a plan B. Our hope is that Mayor Valdez can assist in finding an adequate space in Logan should Mayor Woodruff find himself unable to rectify this situation.

We ask that each of you respond at your earliest convenience with your thoughts. Such compliance will help ensure SFQ will not be forced to make the unfortunate decision to pull the event from your area altogether, which would result in economic losses for both your cities.

We are confident that with your help we can ensure this competition will be a success.

Sincerely,

SFQ Board of Directors






Chapter Twenty-Six


Candace was growing more and more nervous by the day. How had the SFQE snuck up on them so quickly? In the fall they had finished piecing the quilt together. It wasn’t perfect. It took some creativity to arrange the blocks in a way that might best hide some minor mistakes. Alice, for example, had used a shade of green in her block that turned out to be a degree or two darker than the shade of green Rob used, something the group had discussed early on and which they had concluded would not be a big deal. This was, in fact, a very colorful quilt. The backing of course was rainbow themed, and the blocks each contained a number of vibrant colors. Betty Lou had directed the group members to stay within a certain color palette in order to try to maintain some cohesion, but touches of variety within that palette surely wouldn’t ruin the whole. However, when Rob’s block was set next to Alice’s, the difference was obvious and jarring. It didn’t look like fabulous variety, but a mistake—the mark of teamwork incompetence.

If the squares were far apart from one another, the problem was less noticeable. But what made these arrangements more challenging was that there were many other considerations to take into account when mapping out the block placement. Some of the blocks relied more on piecework. Others, embroidery. Some, heavily appliquéd. In Lucy’s case, cross-stitch. The quilt would look off balance if there was a congregation of a certain type of block in one area. No, similar crafts would need to be spread out, and Candace felt responsible for figuring this out.


Candace had engaged in several private conversations with group members who confirmed that no one thought Lucy’s block really made much sense anymore. But there was an obvious and unspoken social contract mandating a moratorium on discussing this any further. No one was safe to bring this up. Not after That Night. They had folded Lucy’s block in such a way to meet the size requirements and to match the others. Instead of trying to pass her block off as a representation of Romeo and Juliet (Lucy wouldn’t even consider it following Betty Lou’s outburst), she elected to keep things vague. “It’s up for interpretation,” she told the others. “There is a boy and girl in the picture. My block will allow the viewer to project any kind of forbidden relationship that comes to mind.”

The quilt had taken residence in Leera’s home for the winter. The group had fastened the quilt to Leera’s quilt frame, comprised of four wooden stands connected by long boards. The frame once belonged to Leera’s mother. It wasn’t anything fancy. Newer frames, like the ones Candace owned, could be adjusted for height, for example. Leera’s stands were static, and perhaps a little taller than most of the OQA members would have preferred. Nonetheless, the OQA members would sit around that quilt every Wednesday night engaged in a meticulous but urgent effort to etch out Candace’s decorative stitch design. Byron and Rob were far slower than the others due to the learning curve that turned out to be more daunting than Candace had predicted. Their pace was not helped by Byron’s constant monologues, which led him to mindless stitching that had to be undone on a very regular basis.

Even after That Night, the group elected to use Betty Lou’s square, whether or not she returned to the OQA in time for the competition. Candace had asked the group what they wanted to do, and they discussed it at length. There were more reasons to use Betty Lou’s square than there were reasons not to. For one, they didn’t have time to replace her contribution. More importantly, the group expected that Betty Lou would come back. It was impossible for them to imagine her missing out on an SFQE. They knew Betty Lou lived for these events. She planned her life around them. She talked to anyone who would listen about their importance. She cried every time they received their assessment from the judges, even that one time they scored an eighty. And she bored the rest of the OQA to tears on their long drive back home after each competition with strategy proposals to up their game for the next event. Surely the fire in her heart for this would overpower the sensitivity that was keeping her away.

But, with just six weeks to go, Candace was growing less and less confident Betty Lou would come back. She had given up calling Betty Lou weeks before. Betty Lou hadn’t returned or acknowledged a single message. To Candace’s knowledge, no member of the OQA had seen or communicated with Betty Lou in months.
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It was a snowy Saturday afternoon when Candace began disassembling the Christmas tree next to the fireplace in Fab Funky Fabrics.

Byron was restocking some supplies in the same room, where Candace carefully retrieved glass ornaments to place in boxes. Large snowflakes fell slowly outside. The view out of the east-facing windows, pointed toward the white Wasatch Mountains, gave the store the sense that it abutted a snow globe.

Rob sat between Candace and Byron at the room’s worktable, fiddling with yet another watercolor, this one a simple bowl of fruit. A mug of steaming coffee perched in front of him, and his black cat, Gus, was curled up at his feet. Candace didn’t particularly like cats, but she never protested when Rob brought Gus around on Saturdays to spend a few hours at the worktable keeping Candace or Byron or both company. Usually at least one of them was at the store on Saturdays. Today, Byron was scheduled to work—Candace had come in to finally devote some time to taking down the Christmas tree.

“I think we’re going to have to plan for some late nights or schedule additional days if we’re going to finish this in time,” Candace said of the OQA quilt. The fire crackled and the bell above the front door jingled. An employee, a young college student and sewing enthusiast who had recently been hired to work weekends, greeted a customer in the next room. Byron tilted his head, listening to the conversation and ready to run to the front to interject as needed.

Candace sighed. “Leave it, B. She’ll never learn if you constantly hover over her.”

Byron waved Candace off with his right hand and then responded to what she had said about their quilt. “I’m not disagreeing with you, but good luck convincing Leera to let us stay at her house any longer than usual. Have you noticed lately how she seems to be kicking us out earlier and earlier each week?”

Rob joined in. “Alice doesn’t seem to have more than an hour in her at a time either.”

“Well, and she didn’t even come last week,” Candace added. “I don’t think I really appreciated how good Betty Lou was at keeping everyone on task. She paid a price for it—developed a reputation for being a nag. But as it turns out, our group could definitely use a nag.”

Byron shook his head. “I’m annoyed with Betty Lou. I can’t believe how much I care about this, but the SFQE is around the corner and I’m starting to get stressed about our stupid quilt. She’s behaving like a child and now we’re all suffering because of it.”

“I don’t know,” Candace said. “I’m trying not to take it personally.”

“Look.” Byron turned from the button cabinet, both hands slightly raised. “We all get upset from time to time. I understand that. But it’s been, what, four months? And she won’t even return a phone call. What could that woman possibly have going on in her life right now that makes her too busy or too important to return a phone call? I don’t understand how the rest of you aren’t more frustrated with her. You all have been friends for decades. She has one outburst and won’t talk to you again. And she left us all in a mess trying to finish getting ready for this competition. I think she owes all of us an apology.”

“You might be right,” Candace said. “But I wouldn’t count on getting one. And at this point, I wouldn’t count on seeing Betty Lou come back. For her to be gone this long, well, she must be really upset. The kind of upset you don’t really get over very easily.”

There was a lull in the conversation as Byron and Candace went about their work. Rob set his paintbrush down and began petting Gus, who had climbed onto his lap. The bell at the front door jingled again and Byron walked to the entrance of the room and watched the conversation between this new customer and the employee manning the front desk.

“Honey, we do carry that,” Byron called out. “Check the top drawer. No, the one above that. That’s what ‘top’ means.”

“B,” Candace hissed at him. “She knows.”

“She’s doing a good job pretending otherwise,” Byron whispered.

Candace looked at Rob. “He thought the word ‘micro’ was at the front of the job title when I promoted him to manager years ago and I’ve never been able to demote him effectively.”

“I heard that,” Byron said, walking to a shelf that he began reorganizing. “Anyway, Betty Lou—would it make sense to reach out to Marvin? Maybe he can help encourage her to come back.”

“Oh,” Candace responded in discomfort. “That’s intrusive, don’t you think? That seems really intrusive to me. I wouldn’t be very happy if my friends contacted Walter to try to get him to persuade me to do something. Besides, I’m not sure what kind of state Marvin is in these days.”

A glass ornament slipped from Candace’s hands and shattered on the hardwood floor. She sighed and retrieved a small broom to clean it up.

“I suspect Betty Lou’s stress in trying to take care of Marvin is at least part of the impetus for her outburst,” she continued. “She has seemed really stretched thin emotionally for a while. Of course, it’s hard to know with her. In the twenty-five or so years I’ve known Betty Lou, I’ve never seen her open up very much about how she’s feeling. Seems to keep things bottled inside. I think that’s why it was such a surprise when she unloaded on Lucy. None of us had ever heard her talk like that before.”


Candace looked at Rob as he shifted in his chair and Gus jumped from his lap and ran out of the room. “She never seemed shy to me,” Rob said.

“Shy isn’t the right word,” Candace replied. “Quiet, maybe. Or, not that either. Private. I do think she struggles to be vulnerable.”

Candace watched Rob shift again and wondered what he was thinking. She often wondered what Rob was thinking. In most ways, he was so different from Betty Lou. She was chattier and more full of anxious energy than he was, for example. He would never have the desire to lead a group like the OQA or try to control its projects. But in that moment it occurred to Candace just how much they both kept their emotions and feelings close to the chest. After eight or so months in the OQA, it still wasn’t uncommon for an entire evening to go by without Rob saying a single word.

When Rob didn’t respond to Candace, she turned back to her Christmas tree and continued to talk with Byron. Rob picked up his paintbrush once again as the bell at the front door jingled.






Chapter Twenty-Seven


Tensions and anxiety among the OQA ranks had reached an all-time high. There were only four weeks left until the SFQE. Candace calculated that at their current rate, the group would need at least twice the amount of quilting time currently scheduled in order to complete the decorative hand quilting and finish up any final touches. Her pitch to meet on Saturdays received a lukewarm response from at least a couple of the OQA members, but Candace had insisted this was the only way they would have any hope of presenting a completed project at the competition.

Patricia Davies was still not bothering to return Candace’s phone calls, leaving Candace to conclude the Logan Quilters Society had been insincere in their request for additional help for the competition. This was just fine, as far as Candace was concerned. The last thing she needed was another task on her to-do list—another obligation for this quilting group that, as it turned out, was more difficult to corral and lead than she had ever imagined before she ascended the throne. The lack of communication from the LQS didn’t stop at least a couple of OQA members from complaining to Candace that they still hadn’t received an SFQE administrative assignment. As it turned out, the prospect of helping run the event had incited a few aspirations of grandeur.

Candace had booked some modest rooms at a motel in Logan, something the group had intended to do months before she finally got around to it. There weren’t many options left by the time she started looking for accommodations, at least not many that would allow the entire group to stay in the same place. Their rooms wouldn’t be side-by-side, but at least they wouldn’t have to stay on different ends of town from one another.

When the average age of the group was much younger, they might have considered not booking a hotel at all for this, considering that Smithfield was just over an hour away from Ogden (forty or so minutes longer for Candace, Byron, and Rob from Salt Lake City). But making that drive three days in a row seemed a bit daunting to the group. More importantly, the SFQE days would be long. Competition check-in would take place on Friday evening beginning at five o’clock. The competitors would then be afforded a few hours to erect their display and enjoy a simple snack and cocktail at a meet-and-greet to socialize with other Western States attendees. The quilts would be shown for the ticket-purchasing public from 8:00 a.m. until 8:00 p.m. on Saturday and Sunday, with judging to take place on Sunday morning. Winners would be announced, and scorecards disseminated, on Sunday afternoon.

OQA members would need to staff their station at all times to answer questions and otherwise make sure no one touched the quilt. This was a rewarding but exhausting chore. Alice would need somewhere to go lie down periodically. Frankly, they could all use an accessible resting place.

Candace had booked four rooms: Byron and Rob would share one, Leera and Lucy would stay in another, and Diane and Alice would be in an accessible room on the ground floor. Diane called Candace and told her she’d need this since she planned to bring Alice’s wheelchair, amidst protests from Alice. Diane reasoned that it would be difficult for Alice to have to move around and be on her feet for those three days—her balance had become less predictable in recent months, as had her endurance. Alice began to shout at Diane when she heard Diane explaining this. “It will be easier on you and everyone else if we have a chair for you,” Diane shouted back to Alice, who sat slumped in her armchair pretending to work on her daily crossword.


The final room would be for Candace. “I don’t mean to hog a room all to myself,” she told the others one Wednesday evening. “But I thought it would be good to have an extra spot—with me—in case we have one additional member unexpectedly show up.” The other group members nodded.

Candace sent a card to Betty Lou after booking the motel rooms:


Dear Betty Lou,

You may not want to hear from me right now, but I thought I would at least let you know we will be staying at the Cherish Inn in Logan while attending the SFQE. I have a spot for you, with me, in my room. We hope you will come.

Candace



Byron had encouraged Candace not to send the note. “She hasn’t returned your calls and she hasn’t shown up to help in months. This is all such an overreaction and we’re only making it worse by coddling her.”

“I understand what you’re saying and why you’re saying it,” Candace told him. “But I’ve known her for a very long time and she is not acting like herself. I think something we don’t understand is going on and the least I can do is keep the door open so she hopefully knows we are here for her if and when she’s ready to come back.”

Betty Lou may have stopped coming to OQA meetings, but that didn’t mean there were fewer people in attendance, much to the confusion of most (all?) of the group members who had gossiped together about this. The following Wednesday after Leera’s Christmas party, the OQA convened in front of an unexpected guest sitting in Leera’s armchair just to the side of the Forbidden Relationships quilt.

“You don’t need to participate in this, Arnie,” Lucy told him as the group stood to recite the OQA oath. “This is only for OQA members.”

Arnold sat, gently rocking, with a large, tattered book open on his lap as he fiddled with knitting needles. “I thought it was time to pick up a new craft so I bought a beginners guide and decided I’d just come sit with you all on Wednesdays so I can hopefully be inspired by your talents!” he explained. Leera sighed and shot an exasperated look at Lucy, clocked by most of the rest of the group members who had a lot of questions they’d never dare to ask.

Byron, unable to help himself, would periodically push his chair back from the quilt to go help Arnold. “That poor yarn is stretched within an inch of its life. Relax. Don’t pull it so tight,” Byron told Arnold while slapping his hands. “What are you trying to make anyway?”

“I’m not sure. A scarf?”

“Okay. Come back to me in a couple weeks when you get sick of the scarf project and I’ll get you started on a simple hat.”

[image: ]
With two weeks to go before the SFQE, the registrants received an official communication, via email, from Simpton Family Quilting.


Dear Western Quilters:

Alert! Alert! We are two weeks away from Simpton Family Quilting’s 35th Extravaganza!

We know you are excited, and so are we! Attached you’ll find a detailed schedule for the event as well as a copy of the competition rules.

We’d like to thank Smithfield City as well as the local quilting groups who have pitched in to ensure this event is a success. A special thanks to Patricia Davies and reigning regional champion, the Logan Quilters Society, who we understand recently absorbed the original named host group for this competition, the Smithfield Sewers.

It is our understanding that, unfortunately, parking at the Smithfield Community Center will be very limited. We encourage you to take the shuttle, provided courtesy of Logan City, from neighboring Logan, where we expect the majority of participants will be staying.

Finally, we want to remind everyone that Simpton Family Quilting insists on civility between fellow competitors. A recent rule change does allow the judges to dock points for poor sportsmanship due to an unfortunate incident that occurred during the Southern States’ Extravaganza. Among other unprofessional acts, heckling and booing competitors is inappropriate and will result in penalties up to and including disqualification.

We look forward to seeing you soon! Good luck and happy quilting!

Simpton Family Quilting








Chapter Twenty-Eight


Byron climbed the icy steps to a dark front porch. A plate of freshly baked and sliced banana bread balanced on his left hand as he gripped a frosty railing with his right. His moderate breathing from the short journey had already dampened the scarf that was covering his mouth, an elaborate cable-knit project made from baby alpaca yarn that he’d made the prior winter. It was usually quite cold in Ogden in late February, but the single-digit temperatures in recent weeks were well below the historic average, and Byron had been complaining about this for the better part of two months to anyone who would listen.

Byron pushed the button for the bell, but hearing nothing, he leaned forward, knocked hard on the door, and peered through the large window just to the left of it. The house was mostly dark, except for a dim light coming from a back room into which Byron couldn’t see. He waited a minute, and then knocked again, louder this time. A moment later he saw a shadowed figure work its way toward him from inside the house, flipping on the light inside and peeking out at Byron, who was still staring through the window. Byron waved and then held up the plate, pointing at it with his right hand and giving it a thumbs-up, nodding. The figure inside tilted her head at him, sighed, and then opened the door.

“Well, come on in then, honey,” Betty Lou said to him. “You must be freezing.”

“Listen,” Byron told her as he kicked his shoes against the porch’s concrete before entering the home, “I don’t have much time, and I’m sorry for stopping by unannounced, but I brought you a peace offering.”

Betty Lou took the plate.

“Banana bread,” Byron explained. “You can’t be mad at someone who just brought you banana bread.”

Betty Lou gave Byron a weak smile. “That’s very nice of you, but I don’t need a peace offering, really.”

Byron shook his head at Betty Lou. “Honey. If that’s true, then why are you still avoiding us? We all want you to just come on back and pretend this whole stupid thing never happened. I know you probably feel silly about how you overreacted That Night, but I bet no one even remembers it at this point!”

“It’s not—” Betty Lou began to say. But Byron talked over her.

“You know, we have two little old ladies who used to come sit at the worktable at Fab three, four times a week. They’d gab and work together and laugh. Marianne and Sybil. You couldn’t even say one of their names without saying the other’s. They grew up together in Alabama of all places, lost touch for most of their adulthood, and then reconnected in their seventies when they both found out they happened to have each relocated to Salt Lake City and lived within ten minutes of each other. It was the most amazing thing.”

Betty Lou blinked at Byron as he pressed on.

“Well, they became best friends again—attached by the hip—and thank God they found one another because Marianne is about the dullest person I’ve ever met but Sybil thinks she’s funny. I’ll tell ya, one thing I’ve learned in my life is actual talent doesn’t matter as long as you find an audience who thinks you have it.”

“What does this have to do with the OQA?” Betty Lou asked.

“I’m getting to that,” Byron said, holding up one hand. “One day about six years ago Sybil comes into the store by herself and plops down into a chair in a huff and starts working on a project. So I go over and say to her ‘Sybil! I don’t think I’ve ever seen you without your other half!’ And she jumps down my throat! Tells me to mind my own damn business. Well, I later find out the two had gotten into a fight because Marianne told Sybil she thought Sybil’s children were taking advantage of her financially. Even made a report to Adult Protective Services. Or maybe Sybil accused Marianne’s children? I don’t remember. But it got ugly and as far as I know, the two haven’t spoken to one another since then. Both in their early nineties and absolutely refusing to swallow their pride and mend the most important relationship in their lives all over a disagreement I’m not sure either of them really even remembers anymore. And you know what?”

Betty Lou tried to interrupt again, but Byron couldn’t be deterred. “These two ladies who used to be the happiest women I knew both seem absolutely miserable. They are willingly deciding to spend the final years of what has been a great life mad and lonely.”

Betty Lou raised her hand to stop Byron from going any further.

“Listen,” she said. “I’m not mad. And I’m not coming back. I’m sorry if you think I’m overreacting. Honestly, no. I don’t care.”

Byron straightened himself and widened his eyes as Betty Lou continued. “I have recently spent some time thinking about my priorities and relationships and I think this is a perfectly fine time for me to move on from the OQA.”

Byron was dumbfounded. “I don’t understand,” he said. “I know you all get on each other’s nerves here and there. But I can tell you, these women don’t mean any harm, and they just can’t believe you have cut them out of your life without any explanation. By the way, I swear you being gone has made Leera grumpier and that has not been fun for any of us. You know, I have a neighbor—”

“Please.” Betty Lou’s request that Byron not launch into another anecdote was accompanied by a polite but strained laugh. Byron stopped himself and nodded.

“Listen,” Betty Lou told Byron, extending her hand toward her front door, “I need to go. I really do appreciate you coming by and this banana bread looks delicious. Please tell the others hello, if you’d like. But I really don’t need anyone to try to convince me to come back. I’m really comfortable with my decision. Oh, and good luck at the SFQE. That’s coming up soon, isn’t it?”


Byron opened his mouth and looked at Betty Lou like someone had possessed her. “Honey,” he said, “you know damn well it’s next week.”

Betty Lou’s eyes suddenly became watery, ever so slightly. “Yes,” she whispered. “I know.”

Byron descended the porch steps holding onto the handrail, careful not to slip on ice. He climbed into the passenger’s side of an old Buick. “Well,” he said to Rob in the driver’s seat. “I think that may have been a wasted trip. She insists she’s not coming back. She … I don’t know. She seems lost to me. Like a ghost of a person.”

“Did she say why she won’t come back?” Rob asked.

“Wouldn’t say a damn word about it,” Byron said, throwing up his hands in defeat. “I told her she was being silly and that we all just need to get over this absurd overreaction, but that didn’t seem to persuade her one bit.”

Rob looked at Byron and furrowed his brow in deep concern, before turning to look at Betty Lou’s house. Rob subtly shook his head.

“What are you thinking?” Byron asked. But Rob didn’t respond. Instead, he sat, silent apart from the sounds of his breath that suddenly grew quicker and more shallow. Suddenly, Rob reached for the handle on his car door and yanked it open, hoisting himself out of the vehicle and slamming it shut, just as Byron began to ask what Rob was doing.

Byron sat in the passenger’s seat, watching in amazement and confusion as Rob carefully stepped across the icy walkway, shivering, underdressed to be outside. Rob climbed the stairs, and then, as he stood on the front porch, Betty Lou opened the door. Rob disappeared into the house.

Byron sat in Rob’s vehicle, craning his neck for a better view. Through the window next to Betty Lou’s front door, he could see Rob and Betty Lou facing one another, talking. He watched them, wondering what they could possibly be discussing. Byron was quite sure he had never seen Rob and Betty Lou have a one-on-one conversation. Apart from Candace, he had never really seen Rob have a one-on-one conversation with any of the women in the OQA.

Betty Lou began wiping tears from her eyes. Rob spoke to her almost emphatically, in a way Byron had never seen him act before. Betty Lou, clearly interrupting him, threw her arms around Rob and pulled him into a tight hug. The two held onto one another for nearly a minute.

“What the hell?” Byron mumbled.

They let go of one another, and Rob said something to Betty Lou. Betty Lou looked at him, nodding, before finally stepping back through her front door. Rob emerged from Betty Lou’s house, made his slow way across the walkway, climbed into the car, and fired up the engine.

Byron stared at him, his mouth slightly agape, as Rob put the car in reverse to back out of the driveway and held the one hand he wasn’t using for the steering wheel against a heating vent.

“Excuse me,” Byron snapped.

“What?” Rob said.

“What do you think I want right now?” Byron was nearly yelling. “Obviously tell me what you talked about in there.”

“Marvin had a stroke, and I think it was really bad,” Rob said, before falling silent.

“Oh, my God,” Byron shouted. “Why are you so bad at sharing detail? Tell me everything she said.”

“No,” Rob mumbled. “But we need to tell the others about this.”

Byron breathed in total exasperation. “Did she tell you she would come back?”

Rob ignored Byron’s question. “I think … well,” he said. “She needs help. She really … she needs them. And they need to see that.”

Byron shook his head. “If she needs them so much, why is she avoiding them?”

Rob used his sleeve to wipe the fog from his window. He peered out of it before making a left-hand turn, sliding ever so slightly on the road as he pressed the gas pedal. “She’s … she’s very alone. It’s a lot, with Marvin. Her kids aren’t helping at all.”


Byron sighed. “Little assholes,” he whispered. “Well, I’m glad you got her to talk. I didn’t know how I was going to manage this geriatric soap opera by myself.”

“Yup,” Rob said.

Byron sat, processing the situation, and recalling his own conversation with Betty Lou. “I am so confused right now,” he said. “She was pretty closed-off with me not twenty minutes ago. Wouldn’t tell me a thing. Why did she open up to you?”

“I don’t know,” Rob said. “I’m not very good at … I just had a feeling I could get through to her.”

Byron sighed and turned to look out the passenger window, watching a quiet farm pass by. Rob drove, gripping the steering wheel and staring at the road in front of them.

“You don’t give yourself enough credit,” Byron said. “You know, people really like talking to you.”

“I doubt that’s true,” Rob said.

Byron flicked Rob’s forearm with his pointer finger. “I don’t know what I have to do to convince you you’re a special person. My favorite person I’ve ever met, in fact. And you barely seem honored to know that!”

Rob opened his mouth as if to say something, but then closed it and swallowed hard. Gentle snowflakes began drifting down onto the windshield. Rob tapped the fingers of his right hand on his steering wheel, his fidgeting playing a chorus of melodical thumps. “Hey, Byron?”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t … I want to be better at telling people how I feel.” “Okay …” Byron said, cautiously.

Rob cleared his throat. “I don’t think I tell you this kind of stuff often enough … or ever.”

Rob fell quiet again.

“What kind of stuff?” Byron asked.

Rob’s eyes suddenly became misty. He opened his mouth to speak, but it took several more seconds for any sound to come out. “I just … I guess I just want to tell you—you’re a good person and I need you to know I feel really lucky to know you.”

Byron’s heart fluttered so hard he felt he could float right out of the car. With his left hand, he reached over and gripped Rob’s arm.

“Rob?” he said.

“Yeah?”

“You are lucky to know me.”

Rob looked to Byron, tears still in his eyes, and the two began laughing.






Chapter Twenty-Nine


Leera helped Candace lay the quilt onto the floor in Leera’s living room. The hand quilting was done, and in just six days it would be hanging on display at the SFQE. Candace thought it all felt rushed, and there were mistakes, but none the group could reasonably address at this point.

“Well,” Candace said in a tone of optimism, appropriate for a leader, “we’ve done it. And I think we should all be quite proud. This was some feat.”

The OQA members stood around the quilt, admiring it. The top three blocks consisted of Leera’s Cheshire Cat (the name “Chuck” embroidered in thin black lettering in the bottom right corner), Lucy’s ambiguous cross-stitch of two children with an umbrella, and Rob’s appliquéd scene depicting a seagull trying to give a bouquet of flowers to a shark. Candace had put together Rob’s block after he designed it.

The bottom row displayed Alice’s biblical serpent offering Eve the Forbidden Fruit, Diane’s east and west superimposed landmarks, and Byron’s embroidered fire-and-ice-themed block. He told the others he thought his was the “sexiest.” He did not admit Candace had made it and that he never could manage to produce a respectable replica. Just as well, he was proud of how it turned out and the experience made him admire the others more.

In the middle row, Betty Lou’s Romeo and Juliet block was positioned on the left, Candace’s similarly styled Cleopatra and Marc Antony on the right, and in the center, a simple black and white block with embroidered calligraphy letters reading “OQA.” Since Candace had made the center block, this meant she ended up creating four of the nine squares on the quilt.

“Not bad,” Leera said, nodding at the final product. “Not perfect. But not bad either.”

“I think it looks cozy and warm!” Lucy said, smiling and clasping her hands under her chin.

Diane agreed. “You can definitely tell a lot of work went into it.” She reached down to pick a piece of lint off one edge.

“I know I hardly did anything compared to the rest of you,” Byron said. “But I’m really proud of this. I think I finally understand why it’s such a thrill to display these at the competitions.”

“Well!” Arnold stepped forward, adjusting his glasses, which had slid down his nose. “No one asked me, but I think it’s a winning quilt! Should give those Loganers a run for their money!”

Lucy gave Arnold a grateful side hug and asked the others what they thought the LQS had chosen to do for their quilt.

“Oh, I’m sure ol’ Patty Davies will make sure we hear all about it the moment we arrive Friday night,” Leera said with disdain. “I’ll admit, I’m going to miss seeing Betty Lou play the diplomat with that woman. It’s about the closest you’ll ever see Betty Lou get to snapping. Well … almost the closest.”

Everyone fell quiet.

Rob cleared his throat. “We visited her,” he said.

The women turned and looked at Rob, as if they didn’t know he was in the room until this moment.

“You visited Betty Lou?” Candace asked, glancing at Byron in confusion.

The group turned their attention to Byron, in anticipation of hearing the full account. “It’s Rob’s story to tell,” Byron shrugged.

“Dear,” Leera sounded stern, “did you make contact with Betty Lou?”

“Yeah,” Rob said.

The women continued to stare at him.


“You have the floor. Use it,” Byron whispered to Rob.

Rob looked around the room. “She’s not doing well,” he said.

Diane stepped forward slightly. “What do you mean, dear?” she asked gently. “Is she sick?”

“No,” Rob said. “But Marvin is. He had a stroke. And it’s … it’s bad.”

The group stood in silence for a moment. Leera stared offat a wall, her lips tightly pursed. She leaned down and began mindlessly straightening the quilt that didn’t need any straightening.

“Did she …” Lucy began to ask timidly. “Did she say anything about the SFQE? Is she coming?”

“No,” Rob said. “She’s not coming.”

Lucy began to cry. “Maybe we should all go over to her house and visit her.”

Candace shook her head. “Honestly, I think that might be overwhelming right now. She hasn’t returned any of my calls. Maybe after the SFQE I could try to go by on my own and have more of a conversation with her and see if I can get more information.”

“You do that, dear,” Leera said curtly, standing up straight. “We’ve got enough on our plates right now getting up to the SFQE. Let’s not get distracted.”

Rob looked at Leera. His eyes were sad, but he said nothing.

No one objected to Candace’s plan, and then they changed the subject back to SFQE logistics, though the room had noticeably grown more somber. Candace said she could drive everyone to the event in Martha the van, as long as they all packed light. The trip would be short enough that squeezing in the seven OQA members who would be traveling to Smithfield wouldn’t be too uncomfortable.

It was settled. Byron and Rob would meet Candace at Fab Funky Fabrics in Salt Lake City, and the three would drive to Ogden to pick up the others. Leera planned to carefully pack the quilt. Candace would be responsible for typing up, printing, and laminating the title card, which would include a description of the quilt and a small amount of information about the Ogden Quilters Association. They had decided to name the quilt “All Shapes And Sizes.” The explanatory card would include what amounted to a justification for the decisions they made for their project.

It had taken over an hour for the OQA to agree on the wording for their quilt’s description, which Candace had scribbled into her notebook as they each shouted over one another. When she read the final version back to them Lucy gasped and announced she had goosebumps. Leera said the description managed to make the quilt look more beautiful. Even Alice, who had been particularly critical of their work in recent weeks, admitted this all seemed to have turned out much better than she had imagined. Candace smiled, in near shock that they had somehow pulled this all together.

“I don’t know what to expect,” Byron said. “But I can’t imagine anyone else put as much effort into their quilts.”

“Oh, don’t underestimate the competition,” Leera said. “Patricia Davies will have something up her sleeve.”

“I hope it’s shingles,” Lucy said.

Byron smirked. “I know I keep saying this, but I literally don’t know if I can wait even one more day to meet this woman.”

The group turned back to their quilt to admire it for another few minutes.

It was remarkable. In a matter of days, the doom and gloom of an anticipated failure had dissipated. The OQA was ready for battle, each of the veteran members expressing that they felt more confident than they could ever remember feeling heading into an SFQE.






Chapter Thirty


Leera rang the bell and knocked hard on the door as she stood shivering on Betty Lou’s front porch. When Betty Lou opened the door and saw Leera, she sighed, and suddenly looked several degrees more tired. Betty Lou was wearing jeans and a t-shirt, with a nametag attached on the upper-left side reading “Betty Lou.” She had just returned from a shift at Trucky’s.

“Dear,” Leera greeted her, stone-faced, “I hoped you would be home now.”

“Come in, then, Leera.”

Leera stepped inside and turned down Betty Lou’s offer to take the thick black coat that was nearly drowning her, promising not to stay long.

“I assume you are here to try to get me to come to the SFQE this weekend,” Betty Lou began. “I’m not going. I have a shift on Saturday and I really shouldn’t leave Marv. I assume the boys told you all about our situation.”

Leera shook her head and looked into Betty Lou’s eyes with genuine sadness and sympathy. “Dear, I am truly sorry to hear about Marvin. I wish we had known. We would have liked to send something— come and visit—show support in some way.” Leera shook her head again and her face became stern. “But, no. I’m not here to try to talk you into anything. I am here to ask you why you think it’s okay to just abandon the group without any explanation. And I don’t want to be harsh, but my understanding is Marvin’s incident was in December.


You walked out on us long before that. I’m honestly a bit upset with you and I want to know what gives you the right.”

“Excuse me?” Betty Lou’s tone was already defiant. “Did you … you came here to pick a fight with me?”

Leera scoffed. “As if it’s even possible to fight with you, Betty Lou. I’ve known you for thirty years—since you were a young lady—and besides that night when you exploded on Lucy, I’m not sure I’ve ever once heard you actually say what you’re really thinking. You’re a mystery to me, and I’m tired of it.”

“You know,” Betty Lou began, her voice rising slowly, “maybe the people around you don’t feel very safe expressing themselves.”

“And what is that supposed to mean?”

It was Betty Lou’s turn to scoff. “Oh, don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. You’re so aggressive—so critical of others. Some of us are just trying to keep the peace and stop you from making everyone else feel like they’re two inches tall.”

Leera leaned in, lowering her voice upon hearing a cough from Marvin in the next room. “I do not make others feel small. And when have I ever been critical of you?”

Betty Lou laughed. “You … you can’t be serious! I can’t say a word at OQA without having you take a dig at me. I can’t possibly be the first person to let you know this—Leera, you’re an asshole.”

Leera jolted upright in surprise and drew a breath. “How dare you?”

“Oh, yes,” Betty Lou said in a mocking tone. “How dare I stand up to a bully.”

“I am not a bully,” Leera objected.

“Well, you’re certainly not pleasant,” Betty Lou said. “There’s a reason you haven’t made a new friend in thirty years.”

“I make as many friends as I’d like,” Leera responded.

Betty Lou laughed. “I’ve seen you meet new people again and again, and your first impulse is always to ice them out and treat them like a nuisance. You find something wrong with everyone and then you treat them like all they are are their flaws.”


“That is not true!” Leera raised her voice, but its shakiness betrayed her confidence in what she was saying.

“Oh, it is true and you know it,” Betty Lou responded. “I’ve watched you for the past year treat Byron and Rob like they are beneath you.”

“Oh—” Leera tried to interject.

“Honestly,” Betty Lou continued, “it was nice to feel like I wasn’t the only person in the OQA you look down on. Nice to finally not feel so lonely in taking your abuse.”

“You only think you’re a victim,” Leera hissed. “It’s not my fault you are so sensitive that you’ll abandon longstanding friendships just because someone disagrees with you.”

Betty Lou gasped, raised her eyes, and pointed at Leera with one finger as she spoke. “Oh, Leera. If I was willing to abandon the OQA over one senseless thing you said, I would have left decades ago.”

Leera couldn’t help but push back. “Again, this insinuation that I’ve been unkind to you over the years. When have I ever said anything to you to merit this kind of tantrum?”

“‘Can’t you do something to make yourself useful for once?!’” Betty Lou quoted Leera.

“Excuse me?”

As Betty Lou continued, Leera recognized the look on her face; it was unique, the kind one can only conjure when reliving an old hurt. “Of course you don’t remember. Why would you remember one thoughtless and cruel thing you said nearly three decades ago when you’ve spent a lifetime saying these things to everyone daily?”

“I hardly have the time or patience for you to be passive-aggressive or vague,” Leera snapped back.

“Darlene’s heart attack.”

“What about it?”

“That night when everyone was running around trying to figure out what to do, I was scared. I … well, I know I’m not good in an emergency. I know … look, I know I’m a simple person. I’m not quick on my feet like Candace. I’m not strong like you. I’m not likable like Lucy. I’m … well … you looked up at me that night and that’s what you said to me. ‘Can’t you do something to make yourself useful? For once?’ You’d think I’d have left long ago if all it took was one mild moment of adversity to do me in.”

Leera was quiet for a moment. She could see the hurt in Betty Lou’s eyes continue to grow—the same hurt she now wondered if she had often mistaken for self-pity—but it looked different to her just then.

“Dear, you’ve been holding onto that for all these years? I … I don’t even remember saying that.”

“You did. And on top of that, you’re always making snide remarks about me and my ideas. You make me feel small, and I don’t need any help with that.”

Leera stared at Betty Lou in confusion. “What … why does it matter to you what I think?”

“Excuse me?” Betty Lou said.

“It never occurred to me you give a damn what I think about you. You have a full life—a family who loves you. Your church. Your soulmate who has always been by your side. Listen, I know I can be snarky. I know we bicker and I know I can be cutting. I’ve always been that way. But what does it matter to you what a bitter, lonely old cat lady has to say?”

Betty Lou looked disarmed, and stared back at Leera, wide-eyed. “I …” she stammered. “How could you possibly think after all these years I wouldn’t care what you think of me?”

“Well,” Leera said, “I shouldn’t have said the thing about making yourself useful. Look, that was a stressful night for me. A dark one, too. Darlene wasn’t the same after that—I don’t think she ever really recovered. She was one of my closest friends—she was like a mother to me. And when we lost her … well …” Leera’s voice cracked a little.

Betty Lou now had tears in her eyes. “She was my friend, too, you know. I miss her too.”

The two stood in silence, both looking downward. Betty Lou sniffled. Leera nervously tugged on a button on the front of her coat with her left hand. She shivered and placed both her hands in her coat pockets.

“What was it she used to call children?” Leera asked.

“Little ones,” Betty Lou said.

“That’s right. ‘It’s nice when you bring your little ones to my home.’ Other than my grandmother who taught me to quilt, I never knew a single person who seemed to have no guile for anyone. She was a friend to all of us. The reason you and I know one another, for better or worse. She’s the reason we’re friends.”

Betty Lou leaned back, her eyes wide, like Leera had started speaking a language she didn’t understand.

Leera had never used that word before to refer to her relationship with Betty Lou. “Friends,” she had said. Leera folded her arms and turned to look out the window. She hadn’t really put much thought into it before this moment, but now Leera realized she had never really thought of them as having a friendship, and she assumed Betty Lou probably felt the same way. Even after all these years. Hundreds of nights sitting together, quilting together. Dozens of competitions and quilt shows and charity projects. The sharing of common enemies and gossip. The mourning of mutual friends they had lost. Was this friendship? Leera usually thought of this more as a partnership of circumstance—of convenience. And yet, she had just—almost subconsciously—called Betty Lou her “friend.”

Leera imagined an OQA scene with Betty Lou, in shock, descending into shallow breaths and slumping over her chair and onto the floor. Leera felt a pain—like her heart was going to fall out of her body at this thought.

Just then, the screeching of car brakes sounded outside. Betty Lou leaned to her right and glanced out the window. “That’s Matthew,” she said. “I’m sorry, but I have to walk you out. He’s here for dinner.”

“I said I’d only stay a minute,” Leera muttered. “And I’m a woman of my word, even if I’m also apparently a thoughtless and cruel asshole.” Leera turned and walked a few paces back to the door. “Anyway,” she said, one bony hand on the doorknob, looking back to Betty Lou. “Goodbye. Please tell Marvin hello and give him my best wishes that he gets feeling better soon.”

Leera walked out into the cold as Betty Lou stared after her. Matthew was still sitting in his car, talking animatedly on his phone, as Betty Lou slowly shut the door.
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Leera couldn’t help but smile when the firm knock on Matthew’s car window made him jump. He rolled the window down.

“Oh. Hi, Leera.”

Leera hadn’t seen Matthew in years. He always seemed scared of her. Other than a few brief exchanges here and there, she had never really had a conversation with him before.

“Why don’t you finish your little call,” Leera said to Matthew. “We need to have a quick chat.”

Matthew ended his conversation and, still sitting in his car, looked at Leera, puzzled.

“Listen, dear. I’ve known you your entire life. You once ran around my house in diapers while we were trying to quilt. Drove your mother crazy.”

Matthew smiled. “Okay?”

“That mom of yours in there? She needs help.” Leera was now leaning down, her arms resting on Matthew’s car window frame, her foggy breath blowing in his face. “Are you a grown man now?”

Matthew stared at Leera, confusion growing on his face. “… Yes?”

“That’s right,” Leera agreed. “A grown-ass, lucky man who was raised by two of the best goddamn parents I’ve ever seen in my life. That mother of yours … well, she’s an angel. Maybe the kindest woman I’ve ever known, and my dear friend of thirty years. One of the best friends I’ve ever had, now that I think of it. She needs you to help her and she’s too considerate of your time to ask. But she shouldn’t have to! So you’re going to start showing up at this house more often. Give her a break. Cheer up your dad who’s always craved your company like it’s oxygen he needs to breathe. And tell your siblings that living far away is no excuse not to help out. No one is too busy to be there for the people who gave them the world. Understood?”

“Yeah,” Matthew said. Leera nodded as Matthew’s eyes became distinctly wet.

“Good!” Leera said, her voice suddenly cheery. She pinched Matthew’s cheek hard and then tapped it twice with the palm of her hand.

She felt better than she had in years as she walked back to her old Cadillac, which was dented on every side. She drove away, practically disappearing behind the vehicle’s giant steering wheel.






Chapter Thirty-One


“Welcome, one and all, to the thirty-fifth Simpton Family Western States Quilting Extravaganza!”

There was excited applause as Marty Simpton, president of Simpton Family Quilting, made his announcement over a stubborn and crackling audio system. Marty stood quite round and five feet tall, with a prominent comb-over and wearing a blue button-up shirt, a too-small blazer, and pleated dress pants. Marty was just entering his tenth year as president of SFQ, but he had been a fixture in the organization for decades, having served on the board for several terms and acted as a judge at a dozen prior SFQEs. Marty was generally liked and respected by the veteran competitors, despite his reputation for fully lacking a sense of humor and having a short fuse when it came to accusations around rule compliance. He took his competition seriously, and competitors liked that his tone and demeanor gave the event more legitimacy.

Most of the attendees had completed their check-in at the Smithfield Community Center by the time Marty began his announcements for the evening. The check-in desk had to be relocated from the foyer to the large exhibit room because the foyer had been roped off due to ongoing roof leaks that had left the area prone to flooding and visible water damage. Just as well, the gym inside the Smithfield Community Center was more than big enough to accommodate a check-in area just in front of the twenty rows of designated quilt exhibits.

Each row included long interlocking aluminum rods draped with black material in front of which the quilts were hung. To the right of each quilt sat a basic easel meant to prop up the display sign listing the name of the quilt and other basic information. The long rows of quilts facing one another created small cozy canyons throughout the community center, inviting and warm, even for what was normally a drab and drafty venue.

The OQA had arrived at exactly 5:00 p.m. on Friday evening. They were assigned quilt station number 37, somewhere in the middle of the room. Lucy told the others this was a perfect number.

“If the judges go in order starting with number one, you don’t want to be first or last, and our number has a seven in it so it’s lucky.”

No one argued with her logic. Why would they?

“Before we launch into our announcements for this year’s event,” Marty Simpton continued, “I would like to recognize Mayor Samuel Woodruff of Smithfield and Mayor Tami Valdez of Logan, both of whom were instrumental in ensuring this Extravaganza’s success. Mayors Woodruff and Valdez insisted on taking a moment to speak to you, something we don’t normally do … but please give a warm welcome to these community leaders.”

Mayor Valdez was the first to make it to the center of the stage. She retrieved the microphone from Marty Simpton just as Mayor Woodruff reached them, having approached from the opposite end of the room from where Mayor Valdez had originated.

“Well! Isn’t this fantastic!” Mayor Tami Valdez shouted into the microphone. “As I’ve been watching all your quilts getting set up this evening, I’ve just been in awe of each and every one of you! When I was re-elected in the wonderful city of Logan, I knew I would be faced with a lot of challenges and some very hard days. But it’s moments like this that make being a mayor worth it! Thank you for gathering in this beautiful place. Logan welcomes you and we hope you enjoy your stay in our home.”

Mayor Woodruff’s hand was gently resting on the microphone in Mayor Valdez’s hand as she finished her last sentence. An almost-imperceptible tug-of-war was occurring. Mayor Valdez grimaced slightly but relented and allowed Mayor Woodruffto take the mic.

“Thank you, Tami. I am so glad you were able to take time from your busy schedule to come to Smithfield to attend this event in our beautiful town. I know you have a lot on your plate trying to fix your city’s toughest issues around its pervasive crime and poverty, and it is always a pleasure for us to have you take a break and enjoy our great community. When members of my town told me they wanted to submit a bid for Smithfield to host this wonderful event, I’ll admit I didn’t know the first thing about quilting competitions!”

The crowd of quilters hummed with hundreds of hushed individual conversations. A few women toward the front politely laughed in accord with Mayor Woodruff’s joking inflection.

“But I told our Smithfield Sewers that this sounded like the exact kind of thing Smithfield would be proud to host. We are grateful to the Simpton family for entrusting us with this sacred task, and we hope you will all enjoy the warm hospitality of Smithfield during your stay in our town.”

Tami Valdez took a step forward to stand slightly in front of Samuel Woodruff, waving at the crowd who engaged in scattered unenthusiastic applause at the conclusion of Woodruff’s welcome. The two mayors exited the stage from opposite ends as Marty Simpton retook the microphone and continued, walking through a number of housekeeping items.

“Look!” Lucy whispered to Leera as Marty started reading some information about the Logan shuttle. “She’s over there!”

Patricia Davies had just walked into the gym, appearing from an unseen back room. She was wearing a long black cardigan tied with a silver belt around her waist. She was looking thinner than usual and appeared to have recently had some work done—at least, that’s what Lucy and Leera guessed was the explanation for Patricia’s neck, which seemed tighter than they remembered. Patricia stood with her long arms folded, facing the stage and listening to Marty. Another Logan Quilters Society member stood on her toes to reach up and whisper something into Patricia’s ear. Patricia smiled and rolled her eyes.


“She always looks so proud of herself,” Leera whispered to Lucy.

Diane stepped up behind Leera and Lucy. “Did you two see Patricia? Do you think she looks like—”

“A neck procedure?” Lucy finished Diane’s question for her. “Yeah, that’s what we’re guessing.”

“What are you all whispering about?” Byron leaned in to ask. “You have the posture and mannerisms of general gossiping.”

“That’s Patricia Davies,” Lucy answered, pointing.

“Her?” Byron said, louder than he meant to, drawing the eyes of a couple of women standing in front of them. “She’s gorgeous. How old is she?”

“In her seventies, I think,” Leera responded.

Byron gasped and put one hand flat against his chest. “Would it be tacky if I asked her for her skincare routine?”

“If you flatter that woman, I will finally read Betty Lou’s damn bylaws and figure out a way to oust you from the OQA,” Leera snapped, causing a muffled giggle through the group.

“And I believe that’s all we needed to go over this evening,” Marty continued, now glancing at a piece of paper in his left hand to make sure he had covered all the bulleted items on it. “Yes. So, please feel free to hang around and mingle a bit longer. We will be shutting off the lights promptly at nine and securing the building, so we’ll just need you to be out the doors by then. The last shuttle will head back to Logan at about 9:05 p.m. so please make sure you don’t miss that or you’ll be stuck here for the night. We look forward to seeing you all bright and early tomorrow morning for the public display of your quilts!”

The assembled crowd applauded and cheered as the custodial employee of the Smithfield Community Center resumed the Bruce Springsteen background music.

It wasn’t quite eight o’clock when Diane suggested it was time to get Alice back to the Cherish Inn. “I can hear you,” Alice shouted from her wheelchair. “You don’t need to make plans for me.”

“I’m not trying to make plans for you,” Diane shouted back to Alice. “What do you want to do? Do you want to stay a bit longer?”

“Hell no,” Alice barked.

Diane looked to the others and rolled her eyes.

Candace glanced across the room, taking a quick inventory of the familiar faces from past competitions. “I think heading back now sounds like a good idea. We’ll have plenty of time in the next two days to mingle and look at the quilts. I was able to see a few as they were getting set up around us. It’ll be interesting to find out how everyone interpreted the theme.”

“I think we’re going to give folks a run for their money this year,” Diane said with a smile. “The more and more I look at our quilt, the better I feel about it.”






Chapter Thirty-Two


Candace was the first to arrive on Saturday morning. The OQA really only needed one representative there at any given time. They would certainly all want to be present for the judging and for the award ceremony on Sunday, but otherwise, it would be fine to take shifts at the quilt.

One of the OQA’s favorite parts of the SFQE was critiquing the other quilts in a small huddle after they’d had an opportunity to look at all of them. These weren’t mean-spirited reviews, and they didn’t turn petty as a matter of course, but the OQA didn’t hold back if they saw a quilt they didn’t believe was worthy of display. They always found several things to pick apart when it came to the Logan Quilters Society’s submission.

Usually, Betty Lou would come up with a little game to play among the members of the OQA at these events. She’d pass out a small card to each group member and have them write down their top five favorite quilts. The judges’ scores of the five quilts written on the card would be added up and whoever had the highest score would win (no prize other than bragging rights). No one ever guessed all three ribbon winners, partly because no one besides Candace was willing to write down the Logan Quilters Society on their card. One year Candace got two out of the three. Lucy fared poorly every time, choosing the quilts from whichever groups were the friendliest as she walked around looking at each entry. “I’ve got to stop voting with my heart,” she’d say.


This year, it would be Candace’s turn to manage all of this, and she couldn’t help but feel a little somber about it the moment she walked into the musty Smithfield Community Center that morning.

Excited chatter echoed through the large hall. Candace was in the middle of straightening the sign on the OQA’s easel just as a woman the next station over did the same for quilt number 36.

“I was just admiring your beautiful work,” the woman next to Candace said with a large grin on her face. “That decorative stitching is breathtaking!”

Candace smiled. “Well, that is so nice of you to say. My group spent months on the hand-quilting. Oh, and I love yours. Are those … rabbits?”

Candace stared into the quilt, littered with appliquéd animals in various shapes and sizes. The neighbor’s grin vanished from her face in an instant and she turned several degrees colder.

“Rabbits?” she snapped. “Those are cats and dogs, obviously. Maybe you need to get your eyes checked.”

Taken aback by the sudden hostility, Candace attempted damage control by admitting she wasn’t wearing her glasses—before realizing she was wearing her glasses. The woman’s decisive turn back to her own station suggested the conversation was over.

Candace turned back to the quilt and began mindlessly tugging, as if to straighten it. Just as she looked at her watch, Lucy and Leera turned up in the OQA’s aisle. Lucy called out to Candace. “We thought we’d get an early start on looking around at the other entries,” she said, beaming, like a child at Disneyland.

“She’s been up since five-thirty,” Leera explained in a very certain tone.

“Oh! You know I can’t help it,” Lucy said. “I just get so excited and can’t sleep with all the anticipation. We only get to do this every other year and after all the waiting and all the work we put into this, well, I can hardly stand to wait another minute!”

“Seen anyone we know yet?” Leera asked Candace.

“Some familiar faces. I did notice the Walla Walla Sew-ciety is back. I didn’t realize their ban was already lifted, but I guess it has been five or so years since the voting scandal. And I tried to get a minute with Patricia Davies this morning to ask, again, whether there was something we were supposed to be doing to help, but as I approached, she was suddenly swarmed by a handful of people wanting to talk with her.”

Leera rolled her eyes. “Oh, I’m sure she hated getting all that attention.”

“I’ll admit, she seemed to be relishing it a bit,” Candace said. “And by the way, did Marty Simpton say in his welcome yesterday that the LQS absorbed the Smithfield Sewers? I think the SFQ email that went out last week said the same thing. That was news to me. I guess I assumed there wasn’t anything left to absorb.”

“I hope this isn’t uncharitable to say,” Leera responded, “but I’ll miss seeing an entry from the Smithfield Sewers. Their last several quilts have been a true sight to behold.”

Just then an announcement blared through the crackling loudspeakers.

“I’ve just been informed that the women’s restroom on the north side is out of order,” said Marty Simpton from the stage. “I’ve been promised several times that the custodian is actively working on addressing this issue and the standing water in the foyer. We appreciate your patience.”

Loud feedback shot through the speakers as Marty stuffed the microphone back onto a mic stand in a huff and exited the stage in a brisk walk. Patricia Davies beelined to him and began what appeared to be an emphatic, and perhaps heated conversation. Patricia towered over Marty, whose face was bright red.

“Maybe I should go over there and see if I can help,” Candace said, watching this interaction. “I’m getting the sense the Simptons aren’t very happy with how things are going here and if they think we are supposed to be helping … well, I don’t want to get blamed for anything.”

“We can man the post for a bit,” Leera offered.


Candace approached Patricia and Marty in time to hear a frustrated Marty say, “If we had known these problems weren’t resolved, we would have accepted Logan’s offer to find a new venue weeks ago.”

Patricia fired back. “That, you surely recall, was my recommendation. But your board opted to rely on Mayor Woodruff’s assurances, so here we are.”

“Hi,” Candace said, drawing their attention. Patricia’s face flashed an ever-so-subtle grimace as she half-returned the greeting.

“Mr. Simpton, we’ve had the pleasure of meeting before but I’m sure you don’t remember. My name is Candace Braithwaite and I’m with the Ogden Quilters Association. Patricia here asked us a while back if our group could be available to help with any needs during the competition, and I just wanted to let you know we have a good group of seven who are available if there is anything we can do to assist.”

“Are any of you plumbers?” Marty asked, grimacing at Candace.

Candace smiled, not really sure how she was meant to respond.

Patricia turned back to Marty. “I will personally see to the custodial issues. I can assure you we are working as quickly as we can to get this resolved.”

Marty rolled his eyes, threw his arms up, and stormed away.

“Well,” Candace said as soon as Marty was out of earshot, “he seems like he could use a drink. Or twenty.”

Patricia whipped her head in Candace’s direction, stone-faced. “I don’t mean to be rude, but it would be helpful if you would stay out of this.”

Candace, furrowed her brow. “Patricia, do I need to remind you that you called us and asked for help? We aren’t butting into anything here. And I don’t mean to be rude, but I would appreciate it if you would return my phone calls when we are actually trying to help.”

Patricia flicked the back of her hand at Candace. “I never expected you people to do anything. I figured Betty was enough of a basket-case we’d never hear again from her. I just needed to put on a face for the Simptons so they don’t blame the rest of our state for this disaster.”

Candace shook her head. “That unjustified comment about my dear friend aside, if you are going to use our name and tell the Simptons we are involved in this competition, then I absolutely insist that we actually be involved in this competition. But if you are going to keep icing us out, I would be perfectly happy to inform the organization that you never bothered to involve us in any way so they can focus all the blame on you.”

Patricia eyed Candace. “Fine. You want to help? We need some extra support at the ticket table. I assume that’s not going to be too much to handle.”

Candace refused to take the bait. “I’ll coordinate shifts with your team selling tickets now.”

“Great,” Patricia responded. She turned her back and marched away.

Candace returned to the OQA station to find Byron and Rob chatting with Lucy and Leera. The women were giving a rundown on which groups were the ones to watch based on past SFQE results and scandals. “The Bakersfield Broads are the most unfriendly of all the regulars, besides the Logan Quilters Society, of course,” Lucy said before turning to Candace. “How did it go over there?”

“Well,” Candace said, “I’m coming around to your opinion on Patricia Davies and the LQS. Anyway, we’re now helping on ticket table duty. I’ll go chat with some people and work out a schedule.”

Lucy clapped her hands together. “An official assignment! I’m starting to feel like the who’s who!”

“Settle yourself,” Leera responded. “It’s grunt work. No dignity in it.”

“Could be worse,” Candace said. “They’re looking for someone to help with restroom maintenance.”

Candace said she would be back in a few minutes with some assignments and Byron offered to man the OQA station with Rob so Lucy and Leera could begin their quilt tour.

“Let’s go start with number one and work our way through in order,” Lucy said to Leera. As they walked past quilt number 36 on their way to the front of the venue, she shouted enthusiastic support to their neighbor: “I love yours, by the way! Rabbits are my favorite!”

Candace, walking toward the ticket table, winced a bit as a very-displeased quilter grunted.






Chapter Thirty-Three


Lucy and Leera managed to check out half the SFQE quilts by early Saturday afternoon, at which point they offered to sit at the OQA station so Diane and Alice could head off to explore next. The two had arrived around lunchtime and Diane told the others she didn’t think Alice would have it in her to stay past 5:00 p.m. “I think we better make this a short day so she’ll have the stamina to be here for all of the festivities tomorrow,” Diane whispered.

Alice sat slumped in her wheelchair, sipping coffee from a large thermos. “Is that one ours?” she shouted, pointing at the OQA quilt.

“You know it is,” Diane shouted back at her. “You did that block there, remember?” Diane pointed at Alice’s serpent block.

Alice nodded at it. “We did good,” she added softly. Diane and Leera exchanged a worried look.

As Diane and Alice set off, Lucy whispered to them, “Apparently those aren’t rabbits on that quilt.” Confused, Diane glanced at quilt number 36 and then nodded to a very stern and unhappy-looking woman sitting next to it.

“Oh! We once did a kangaroo-themed quilt for the SFQE,” Diane said from a true place of innocence.

Byron and Rob were stationed at the ticket table, which had bottlenecked after lunch when a rush of spectators started to trickle in, only to get trapped in meandering conversation with Byron, who seemed to think he was at a book signing. “Make sure you stop by quilt number 37,” he’d say to people as he collected their ten dollars in exchange for a handstamp of a purple elephant that would require days of scrubbing to remove. “That’s the best quilt here.” Then he’d wink and whisper, “I’m biased though. That’s my group’s quilt.”

As Candace dropped off sandwiches for the two men, she twirled her finger at Byron as if to say, “Pick up the pace and stop talking to everyone.” Byron ignored her gesture and waved her off.

Just then, another announcement from Marty Simpton: “Attention, guests. I have now learned that both women’s restrooms are out of order. We are working to ascertain how this has happened and I’ve once again been promised these issues are being addressed. In the meantime, we will be converting the north side men’s restroom into a women’s restroom. We have placed a sign on the door to this effect. I regret to inform you the men’s restroom only includes one stall and a surprising number of urinals. I’m not sure who designed this place. But we’ll need to make do for now.”

Candace had arrived back at the OQA quilt just as Marty finished his announcement. “Oh God,” she said to Leera and Lucy. “They are never going to bring the SFQE back to Utah, are they?”

“It’s not looking good,” Leera responded, taking a sandwich from Candace. “I saw Davies walking by about ten minutes ago and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say she may have just returned from killing someone in cold blood.”

Candace handed Lucy a sandwich. “Have you seen the LQS quilt? I haven’t really had time to take a look at anything yet. What did they decide to do this year?”

Lucy shook her head. “I don’t know. We only made it through about half of them when Diane and Alice showed up, so we thought we’d take a shift at the quilt so they could look around. They can’t stay very late because Alice doesn’t have much stamina today.”

Candace pulled out the map that had been disseminated to each of the quilt participants at check-in the night before. “It looks like theirs is quilt number 52. Just two rows that way.” She bit her lip and looked around for a moment. “It’s not very busy yet. I think we can leave our quilt unattended for a few minutes. Want to run over there with me real quick and see it? I’m so curious.”

Lucy and Leera jumped at the invitation and the three hurried down their aisle and turned right to head toward the Logan Quilters Society station. Lucy counted out loud in excitement as they passed 49, and then 50, and then 51 …

“Oh. My. God.” Candace whispered.

“Of course,” Leera said.

There was, fortunately, no one currently stationed in front of the LQS quilt, no doubt because the LQS members were occupied with damage control efforts with Marty Simpton.

Lucy began to giggle as they stared. The irony!

Candace read the description of the quilt and information about the LQS out loud to the others in a sing-songy, almost mocking tone:

“The award-winning, nationally-renowned, reigning regional SFQE Western States champions, the Logan Quilters Society, proudly presents this year’s Forbidden Relationships quilt, featuring the captivating tale of a forbidden love of yore, that of Romeo and Juliet.

Our mixed-technique quilt features nine intricate story panels depicting this classic and timeless Shakespearian play. We blend pieced, appliquéd, and embroidered depictions of key moments in the lives of these two iconic fictional characters. The piece is bound through decorative hand-quilted stitches featuring tiny calligraphy letters R and J, patterned in the style of Shakespeare’s own handwriting, an example of which is shown in the below photograph of a preserved Shakespearean letter.

Please pay special heed to the gorgeous quilt backing, depicting nearly life-sized silhouettes of the stars of our story.

The Logan Quilters Society, led by award-winning author and speaker Patricia Davies, has operated in the Logan area for nearly forty years. This group’s rigorous membership application process has enshrined the LQS as a prestige quilting group, well-known throughout quilting communities in the United States and Canada.”


Lucy pretended to stick her finger down her throat and vomit as Candace read the last line.

Leera stared at the quilt for a moment. “Well, I just want to cry.”

Candace smiled and put her arm around Leera. “I can’t decide whether or not I wish Betty Lou was here to see this.”

Even filled with hostility and disdain, the three women standing in front of the LQS quilt couldn’t pretend it wasn’t a beautiful work of art. The stitching was perfect—consistent from top to bottom. Candace noted that the cohesion and detail between the story panels had the effect of making the story feel like it was moving. It was clear that a lot of work and talent had gone into this quilt.

Lucy sighed. “I can’t keep looking at this. Let’s get out of here.” The three women walked, shoulders slumped, back to the OQA quilt, where they found Byron and Rob.

Candace glanced down at her watch. “Is your shift over already?”

Rob smiled. “We got fired.”

Byron was fuming. “Some squatty woman with a carrot for a nose apparently thinks she was coronated queen of the Smithfield Community Center this morning.”

“The line wasn’t moving fast enough.” Rob interjected, now putting one hand on Byron’s shoulder and giving it a squeeze. “For some reason.”

“Apparently nobody in this place gives a damn about customer service,” Byron continued. “They want robots to sell the tickets. Can’t even say a goddamn hello to people as they’re coming in. So she marches right over to us and”—Byron summoned a nasally voice for this next part—“‘Okay. You are dismissed. Patricia told us to monitor you and step in as needed and obviously you aren’t up to this task.’”

“Long story short,” Rob interrupted, “we were booted from the table and we didn’t make any friends in the process.”

Byron was still going. “I tried to tell her we were perfectly capable of stamping people’s hands like this is some kind of Saturday morning senior citizen rave—”

“I’m sorry,” Candace said. “We have been warning you that the LQS members can be a bit intense.”

“They did Romeo and Juliet for their quilt,” Lucy blurted out. “A storyboard. Exactly like Betty Lou wanted to do.”

“Is it any good?” Byron asked.

The three women stood in silence for a moment before changing the subject.

[image: ]
A steady but modest stream of spectators continued to trickle by the OQA quilt. Many only slowed down as they walked by, but a good number of others actually stopped in front of the quilt and looked at each of the blocks. A few even bothered to read the sign listing information about the entry and the OQA. The OQA members took turns sitting with the quilt, trying out different approaches when it came to interacting with the attendees. Diane largely remained quiet, looking pleasant and approachable should anyone have questions for her. Lucy insisted on giving anyone who made eye contact with her a full tour of the quilt. Byron was even chattier, although much of what he had to say wasn’t really about the quilt at all. Leera asked spectators which quilts had stood out to them so far in an effort to gauge how the competition was stacking up. And Alice simply fell asleep, loudly snoring for the better part of an hour.

When off shift, the members of the OQA would keep themselves occupied in one way or another. Each of them took an opportunity to head back to the motel for a nap or some shopping in town. A few wandered around looking for acquaintances from other groups for catch-up chats. By the evening, everyone had made it around to look thoroughly at every quilt, and all seven of the OQA members had filled out their prediction cards.

The Asswhoopers, a rough-around-the-edges group out of Medford, Oregon, was always a favorite among the OQA members. They had elected to make a self-reflective quilt featuring their other shared hobby, motorcycles. Their description card explained that society tries to forbid old ladies from doing a lot of things, but the Asswhoopers never were very good at listening to what society had to say about them.

At least ten quilts had gone with a cats and dogs theme. A good number were LGBTQ-inspired. One quilt was so explicitly sexual that SFQ had set up that station down a side hallway and included a warning about it on the map of quilts in case anyone wanted to shield their eyes as they walked by.

Candace offered to stay at the venue until the 8:00 p.m. closing time. “No sense in having us all wait until the end,” she told the others. “Why don’t you head on back, eat some dinner, and try to get to bed early. Tomorrow is going to be a long day.”

Diane and Alice had already taken off. Leera, Lucy, Byron, and Rob were standing with Candace at the OQA quilt when she offered the suggestion.

Lucy looked at their submission one more time. “Do you think the judges are going to like this?”

“I think we did a nice job,” Candace assured her. “No reason to think we can’t score in the eighties—beat our personal best score. There’s some stiff competition, though.”

Byron chuckled and the others looked at him. “I have to admit,” he said, “when you all strongarmed us into joining the OQA, I didn’t think I was ever going to care about any of this. But I legitimately feel nervous. Like, I have a pit in my stomach.”

Leera sighed. “I’ve been to dozens of competitions over the years, a lot of them with this group, and I’ve never been able to get through a single one without butterflies. I don’t know if I’ll sleep a wink tonight. I rarely get any sleep the night before the judging.”

The crew said goodbye to Candace as she sat back down on a chair just to the side of their Forbidden Relationships quilt. A stern-looking woman sitting at the check-in table exchanged quite a nasty look with Byron, who stuck out his tongue at her as the group of four exited the community center to stand in line for the Logan shuttle.






Chapter Thirty-Four


On Sunday morning, the entire group arrived early. Not all of them admitted it, but each was too nervous to sleep in and too eager to get back to the Smithfield Community Center to dilly-dally. The judges would be making the rounds all morning, and each quilt was required to have at least one group member present at all times in case the judges had questions. The SFQE rules stated that if a quilt was unsupervised when the judges showed up, that group would be disqualified from the competition and their quilt would not receive a score.

Alice and Diane offered to take a shift at the check-in desk, but they were fired after thirty minutes when Diane had to step away to use the restroom and got stuck in the very long line for the only women’s stall. When she returned to the check-in area, she found Alice in her wheelchair, discarded ten or so feet from the check-in area, replaced by a white-haired hunched woman wearing a lace shawl and looking perturbed.

“What are you doing over here?” Diane asked Alice.

“Beats me!” Alice yelled.

The woman at the check-in desk cleared her throat. “She was just sitting there waving everyone in for free! She must have let twenty or more people go by before I took over!”

Diane looked back to Alice. “Weren’t you taking money for the tickets?” Alice shrugged.
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Per the competition schedule, the judges would finish visiting the quilts by noon before taking some time to deliberate and tally all the scores. Typically, scores were made available to each individual team by one o’clock. The competitors were invited to retrieve a small envelope with their quilt number printed on the front, which included a scoring sheet that listed their point total out of one hundred and some comments from the judges. The award ceremony would take place around 3:00 p.m., when each of the top three point-winners would be honored and invited to attend the June national competition with the finalists from the other divisions. Runner-up groups would be honored as well and invited to take the place of one of the three finalists should they not be able to make it to nationals for any reason. Once the finalists were announced, SFQ would publicly display the scores near the front of the venue so the competitors could see how they stacked up against one another.

The judges didn’t visit the quilts in numerical order, and the OQA members spent hours speculating on how they were picking which quilt they’d judge next. Occasionally a gaggle of officials with clipboards would show up in their row and inspect a quilt, whispering to one another, before leaving for another part of the venue.

“This is excruciating,” Lucy said at one point after it looked like the judges were walking toward the OQA quilt, only to stop at a station two down from theirs.

Around 11:00 a.m., Patricia Davies confronted Candace as she was walking back to the OQA quilt from the restroom.

“We have a serious problem,” Patricia said. “I need your entire group to come talk with Marty Simpton.”

“What’s going on?” Candace asked.

“Oh, I’ll explain to everyone together,” Patricia said. “Can you herd your group over to the office on the northwest corner of the community center? Immediately.”

“No,” Candace said. “We can’t leave our quilt just now. We haven’t been judged yet.”

“You’ll be fine for a bit,” Patricia told her. “I’ve seen the judging schedule. You aren’t up for another forty-five minutes.”

“Oh,” Candace said. “I … in that case, I guess so. Just give us a minute.”

Candace walked back to the others and told them what Patricia had said.

“Are we in trouble?” Lucy asked.

“I genuinely don’t know,” Candace said. “But it sounds serious. We better get moving.”

The entire Ogden Quilters Association retreated toward the main office. Diane pushed Alice’s wheelchair behind the others. “Where the hell are we going now?” Alice shouted.






Chapter Thirty-Five


Moments after the OQA members left their quilt to meet with Marty Simpton and Patricia Davies, a woman dressed in black slacks, a white blouse, and an appliquéd vest covered with dangling trinkets stepped up to the check-in desk to purchase a ticket.

“You don’t need to buy a ticket,” the woman manning the desk said. “Competitors don’t need to pay.”

Betty Lou recognized Sylvia from the Logan Quilters Society and opened her mouth to explain that she was no longer a member of the OQA—but then she thought better of it.

“Oh, right,” Betty Lou said. “Of course.”

Betty Lou picked up a map and scanned it. Her heart sank a little as she saw the three words printed near the center: Ogden Quilters Association. She pretended to consider looking at the quilts in order, but she knew she couldn’t force herself to wait another minute before going to see how the OQA quilt had turned out. It would be awkward, to say the least, but if she had built up the courage to come, she should probably go and get this over with. She’d be friendly and cordial.

When she arrived at quilt number 37, she was surprised to see that no one was sitting near it. When she was leading the OQA, she would never have allowed a moment to go by without having at least one member there to supervise and answer questions from the public. Just as well. She looked at her watch. The judging had surely been completed by now. Maybe it didn’t matter as much anymore.

“Are you the representative for quilt number thirty-seven?” a voice nearby asked. Three women and two men, each holding clipboards, looked at Betty Lou expectantly.

“I …” Betty Lou stammered, looking around for any other OQA member. Still seeing no one, she looked back to the judges. “Yes. I am the representative for this quilt by the Ogden Quilters Association.”

“We’ll read the description,” one of the judges said. “But is there anything else you’d like us to know about your quilt?”

Betty Lou’s heart raced. She had only just stepped up to the aisle and hadn’t even looked at the quilt yet. She hadn’t read the description herself. And yet here she was about to explain the quilt on the fly.

“Well …” Betty Lou said, reaching for some detail from those early discussions last fall. “You can see this quilt employs a variety of techniques, from appliqué to piecework to …” She pictured Lucy’s block. “To cross-stitch. The Ogden Quilters Association has been together for nearly thirty years, and we have attended each SFQE since the group was founded. The OQA is comprised of some of the most talented quilters in the western United States.” She paused. “Our most important quality is our devotion to teamwork. No one is more important than anyone else, and everyone’s work is equally valued.”

The judges smiled and thanked her before turning their attention to the quilt, crowding around it and obscuring Betty Lou’s view.

In past years, the judges had peppered the quilters with questions, but this new group of judges just looked at the quilt and written description in silence. Occasionally, one would jot down a note on their clipboards. Betty Lou wondered if their silence was a bad sign, but then decided this more sterile—though perhaps also more unfriendly—way of conducting the official SFQE business was a good thing. It seemed more objective, even if it was disarming.

Several of the judges scribbled notes on their clipboards. They thanked Betty Lou again and departed.

She let out a deep breath that she felt like she had been holding in the whole time. Thank goodness I was here, she thought to herself. Why on Earth would they have left the quilt when they knew the judges were coming?


Betty Lou sighed and shifted her focus to the quilt itself. She took another deep breath and felt her heart flutter as she began to take it in.

Then she saw it: They had used her block.

She was happy to see it again, sort of. But the happiness was somehow enveloped in melancholy. Her jaw quivered. It was odd seeing something she made be part of something that felt foreign—like finding that her hand had been attached to another person’s body.

The quilt had come together nicely, she thought. The quilting looked tidy, and Candace’s stitch design was beautiful, as she’d known it would be. Betty Lou smiled a little. “They should really be proud of themselves,” she whispered.

Betty Lou looked at Lucy’s square and chuckled a little, wondering how on Earth they had attempted to explain whatever she was going for. She looked over at the description, propped on the easel.

“What makes a relationship forbidden? Is it a law of nature? Is it a manufactured rule that cares not about the passion that drives two to become one? Is it inherent danger? Perhaps a fiction?

“It is all these things.”

Betty Lou’s eyes went wide. This was one of the best openers the OQA had ever written to introduce its SFQE quilt. This wording sounded like Candace, she thought. And Lucy. She read on.

“The Ogden Quilters Association proudly presents its inspired offering, All Shapes And Sizes, signifying and representing a variety of forbidden relationships, each operating within their own sphere and without regard for the broader tapestry that binds them together. Spend some time in our whimsical world and seek to find the different forbidden relationships in this cozy quilt. Please pay heed to the decorative stitching that binds the quilt and each of these stories together in a union of love, misunderstanding, and differences that start to look like similarities if you dwell on them within the correct frame of mind.”


Betty Lou smiled again. “The description makes the quilt look more beautiful,” she whispered, staring again at the quilt, feeling goosebumps.

She nearly skipped reading the information about the OQA at the bottom of the display poster. The OQA usually reused the same paragraph at each competition. But after looking at the quilt for another moment or two, her attention wandered to those small paragraphs of text. Betty Lou never really knew how to improve this part, and nobody ever had any suggestions. Unlike the Logan Quilters Society, the OQA had never won anything. And it wouldn’t be true to pretend they had a rigorous process for accepting new members—especially not after inviting Byron and Rob to join the group knowing full well they didn’t even know how to quilt. Betty Lou always managed to be proud of their quilt, but their description of the OQA sounded pathetic. She was embarrassed by it.

Sure enough, it hadn’t really changed from the last SFQE.

“The Ogden Quilters Association began nearly three decades ago when our dear friend, Darlene Burton, gathered some quilters and stitched them into a family. Although Darlene has been gone from us for many years, her spirit and her love for this beautiful craft has remained in our hearts and has bonded us together. A few of us have left our little group, but each of their names are quilted deep into the fabric of our love, and they are the reason we are still here, respecting ideas, cherishing souls, and never at the expense of courage.”

It had been Leera’s idea long ago to include that last part from the end of the OQA Oath. Betty Lou read over those familiar words another time or two before noticing there was some additional text. This had always been the end, but it appeared the others had written more.

“We dedicate our All Shapes And Sizes quilt to our fearless leader and dear friend Betty Lou Dearden. Betty Lou has been the glue of the Ogden Quilters Association for many years, and although circumstanc- es were such that she was unfortunately unable to attend this year’s SFQE, her work is included in our quilt, and our thoughts and love are always with her.”

Betty Lou stared at these words, blinking away the tears that began to fill her eyes. A lump in her throat surprised her, and she swallowed hard against it.

“Betty Lou?” She turned at the sound of Lucy’s voice, kind and hopeful as always. “We didn’t think you were going to come.” Candace stepped forward and put her arm around Betty Lou as the others filled in around her. A tear—or several—fell down her cheeks.

“You didn’t need to …” Betty Lou whispered, her voice cracking. “You dedicated it to me. That was so kind of you. You didn’t need to do that, especially after—”

“It was either you or some woman who died of carpal tunnel,” Byron said.

Betty Lou looked at him, and then did something she didn’t often do. She began laughing. It was an infectious laughter that hit Lucy first, and then Candace, and then one by one, the rest of them.

“I still can’t believe carpal tunnel was the first thing that came to my mind,” Candace said through tears, wheezing.

Betty Lou was wiping her face with a handkerchief she had pulled from her purse. “I truly didn’t know what to say That Night when you made up that elaborate lie about me teaching a class at your store,” she said. “I assume you all know now that Marv was having some health troubles when I asked Candace to step in as chair. Candace was trying to protect me from having to talk about all of that when I clearly wasn’t ready.”

Lucy gasped. “There’s no embroidery class? Or carpal tunnel?”

The group began to laugh again, harder this time.

“By the way,” Betty Lou said, “where were you?! You missed the judges!”

“What?” Candace gasped. “The judges came by while we were gone?”


“Oh, no!” Lucy yelled. “Are we disqualified?”

“No,” Betty Lou said. “I happened to be here so I told them I was the representative, but it was a very close call.”

“Thank God you were here,” Candace said. “Patricia Davies told us we needed to go to a back office to meet with someone right away. We waited for ten minutes, and no one showed up so we finally decided we needed to get back to the quilt to wait for the judges. I can’t believe that woman lured us away when she knew damn well the judges were about to get to our quilt. She flat-out lied to my face and said we weren’t scheduled to be judged until later.”

“Asshole,” Leera muttered.

“How did it go?” Candace asked.

“They were tightlipped,” Betty Lou answered. “Didn’t really ask any questions, but I think it was okay.”

“Did they seem mad while they were looking at it?” Lucy asked.

“Why the hell would they mad about a quilt?” Leera said.

“I mean, did they seem disappointed?” Lucy corrected.

Betty Lou told them everything she could, but said there wasn’t really much to report.

After she finished, Diane asked, “By the way, how is Marvin? Are you able to leave him alone at home?”

“Not really,” Betty Lou said. “Matthew is with him today. He … well, he offered to hang out with him so I could come up and see the show. Marvin just seemed so thrilled. It’s the first genuine smile I’ve seen from him in weeks.”

Leera, standing across from Betty Lou, looked down and stifled a smug smile.

“Well, I thought I’d finally make my way over here to see your quilt,” a voice said from the side of the group.

Candace turned and looked first to see who had joined them. “Oh. Hi, Patricia.”

“Have the judges been by?” Patricia asked, the left side of her mouth turning upward.

“You know they have,” Candace said in a very strained tone. “Fortunately, Betty Lou was here to represent while we were in the back office waiting for the meeting that never happened.”

Patricia looked at Betty Lou. “That is fortunate,” she said. “Nice to see you Betty. You look … well … dressed in your signature style.”

In her three-inch stilettos, Patricia towered over the other women even more than usual. She turned, arms folded, and began reading the quilt description, a slight smirk on her face, and then she glanced up at the quilt.

“We did a bunch of different blocks,” Lucy explained, sounding slightly nervous. “We wanted to represent all kinds of things. And Candace designed the decorative stitch.”

Patricia stared at several of the blocks, one by one, not attempting to mask a puzzled look. “I know I’ve told you this before—I think it’s so great that you come to this competition. But have you all thought about trying to enter a smaller, more local show? You would probably fare much better. I know there’s an amateur competition—no professional quilters allowed—in Rigby, Idaho.”

The members of the OQA stood, visibly deflated. Byron opened his mouth to say something.

“You know what, Patricia,” Betty Lou beat him to it. “I’ve been coming to these events with you for decades now. I’ve always been friendly to you. I think we all have. Maybe none of us have published a book or won a competition, but we’re damn good quilters, and we don’t need advice from you or your rotten plastic face.”

The other members of the OQA stood, wide-eyed and silent. Byron gasped a little.

Patricia stared at Betty Lou, her mouth agape. Betty Lou was pretty certain no one had ever talked to Patricia like this before.

Several of the trinkets hanging from Betty Lou’s vest bounced on her chest as she stepped forward to get closer to Patricia. “And maybe we won’t win this time,” she continued. “Or next time. Or even the time after that. And maybe you’ll keep cheating your way through these and collecting your regional ribbons only to be embarrassed by the Amish, year after year, when they kick your ass at nationals. But we aren’t going to stop showing up and giving it our best, and I think that scares you.”

Patricia huffed and took one small step backwards.

“Oh, go ahead and act like I’m not right,” Betty Lou said. “It scares you that there is another group around here that cares about this at least as much as you do. And if it didn’t scare you, you wouldn’t feel the need to come over here and try to tear us down. So go on back to your little quilt that no doubt features some obscure pretentious forbidden relationship no one has ever heard of—”

“They did Romeo and Juliet,” Lucy stepped forward and whispered into Betty Lou’s ear.

Betty Lou paused and blinked several times, processing this information, before continuing. “Go on back to your … Romeo and Juliet quilt with your group members who are so afraid of your temper and your need to control everything and everyone that none of them will ever be actual real friends to you. We don’t need your opinions. Our opinions of our own work and of each other are the only ones we care about.”

Patricia looked around the group for a moment. It appeared she was trying to decide whether it was worth it to say something in response to what was truly a surprise tirade from Betty Lou, who had never before spoken to her without her voice shaking.

Before Patricia had a chance to say anything, Alice yelled from the back, “I let people in for free and I’d do it again, too!”

“You what?” Patricia asked.

“You heard her,” Candace confirmed, before glancing at Alice in confusion.

Patricia looked around again, glaring at each of the members of the OQA. “Good luck,” she said, not an ounce of sincerity in her tone, and walked away, her heels clacking.

As soon as she was out of earshot, Byron let out a breath and turned to Betty Lou. “I know you’re a married woman and I’m a very gay man, but I think I might be attracted to you.”

“We all are,” Candace added.


“I can’t believe you swore,” Leera said. “You sounded like me.”

“Did they really do a Romeo and Juliet quilt?” Betty Lou asked in exasperation.

“Yes,” Leera responded. “And don’t go look at it. It’s beautiful.”

[image: ]
The moment Patricia disappeared from the aisle, another visitor arrived at quilt number 37.

“Arnie!” Lucy shouted. “You made it!”

Arnold’s pants were pulled up past his navel and his recently-pressed shirt was tucked in, pulled tight on his bean-like torso. “Have I missed any action? I was hoping to make it before they announce the winners so you would all have a cheering section!”

Betty Lou looked at Arnold, confused and very much wanting to know why her old friend from church still seemed to be hanging around the OQA. The last time she had seen him was months earlier at Trucky’s when she learned he had recently reunited with Lucy and Leera, but she didn’t get the impression from that conversation that Leera was interested in maintaining any kind of contact with Arnold.

Arnold noticed Betty Lou and grinned. “I was hoping you would be able to come! It’s so great to see you again!”

Betty Lou greeted Arnold. “I … I didn’t know you were into quilt shows,” she said.

“He’s a friend of ours,” Leera interjected. “Basically an honorary member of the OQA at this point. And he can keep coming to quilting night as long as he doesn’t touch my sewing machine.” She shook her finger at him when she said the last part. Betty Lou didn’t know if this was a reference to some particular incident that had occurred just between Leera and Arnold. She couldn’t help but notice he blushed a little.

“I have an announcement.” Marty Simpton’s voice came through the speakers. “I have just been informed the judges have completed their review of all the quilts. They are double-checking the scores now, and your scoresheets will be available at the desk next to the stage in approximately five minutes.”

A rush of excited chatter filled the Smithfield Community Center.






Chapter Thirty-Six


The OQA members looked around at one another. “Are we ready for this?” Candace asked.

“An entire year of work all comes down to a number on a piece of paper,” Lucy said. “Doesn’t that feel strange?”

Diane asked, “Who wants to go get our envelope?”

Candace suggested Betty Lou retrieve it.

“Oh, no.” Betty Lou shook her head and placed one hand on her chest. “It should be one of you. I’m just here as a spectator.”

Lucy placed an arm around Betty Lou. “We’re all too nervous. Besides, you always pick up our score sheet. Please, will you go get it?”

Betty Lou agreed, and seeing others making their way toward the stage, she crossed her fingers on both hands, held them up for the others to see, and then turned to make the long, lonely walk. Even after all these years she still felt trepidation as she trekked toward the throngs of competitors crowding the judges’ table.

It felt like an eternity, but eventually Betty Lou made it back to the group clutching an envelope with the number “37” scribbled across the front. “Do you want me to open it?” she asked.

The others encouraged her to do so. Excited chatter filled the venue. A group of women on the other side of the OQA quilt cheered, and the members of the OQA could hear the slaps of vigorous high fives. Betty Lou carefully broke the seal on the envelope, retrieved the paper from inside, and unfolded it. It surprised her when she realized her hands were shaking a little. She never could get used to this part either, no matter how many times she went through it.

Betty Lou looked at the paper for a moment, scanning through the categorical scores, and then down to the total. She stared at the number and blinked several times.

“Is it good?!” Lucy asked, hope bursting through her voice.

Betty Lou shook her head a little.

“How bad?” Leera asked.

Betty Lou looked up at the group in sympathy.

“You got a sixty-two out of one hundred,” she said.

Diane’s mouth fell open. Lucy placed both hands on her face. “What the fff—” Byron began to say before Candace interrupted him.

“How is that possible?”

Diane stepped toward Betty Lou to try to peer over the top of the score sheet. “What … what do the comments say?”

There were only four:


• Lacks cohesion and seems to have been made without much coordination.

• At least half of the blocks do not appear to have any relation to the theme or one another, and several look rushed.

• The decorative stitch is tidy and creative.

• The abstract Romeo and Juliet block is absolutely spectacular.



The group fell silent as Betty Lou finished reading aloud.

“Well,” Arnold said, “we still don’t know if you made it in the top three!”

Leera frowned at Arnold. “Dear, a sixty-two isn’t enough to get us anywhere near the top three.”

Diane looked at the quilt and tilted her head a little. “Several of the blocks look rushed? Really?”

The rest of the group turned to view their quilt once again, now through the judges’ eyes. They were quiet for nearly a minute, just staring, deflated and disappointed.

Betty Lou nervously fiddled with a trinket hanging from her vest, a small pair of silver dice. She looked at the others and her eyes were sad. “This is all my fault. I am so sorry, everyone. I walked out on you and threw a fit like a little child and you all had to finish this with one person down.”

Candace stepped toward Betty Lou and placed her hand on Betty Lou’s arm, just as a small giggle erupted from the back of the group. And then it quickly grew. The group turned and looked at Lucy.

“What are you laughing about, dear?” Leera asked.

Lucy was now bent over, trying to regain her composure, laughing harder than she had in a very long time. The members of the OQA watched her wheezing and trying to get a word out until she blurted, “It’s a mess!”

Everyone stared at her like she had lost her mind.

“My block … it doesn’t even make sense!” Lucy said. “It’s two children holding an umbrella! What does that have to do with anything?”

Diane threw her head back and chuckled. “Why did I think the Statue of Liberty and the Golden Gate Bridge had a forbidden relationship? Why didn’t anyone stop me?!”

Rob, who hadn’t said much all day, made one more observation. “Did we even really try to settle on one consistent color scheme?”

“It looks like the Care Bears vomited all over it,” Byron said, smiling. “Now might also be a good time to finally confess that Rob and I were such a disaster that Candace made our blocks for us.”

“Dear,” Leera tilted her head toward Byron. “Do you really think we believed you two made those blocks? You boys wouldn’t be able to identify a sewing machine if we shoved one up your ass.”

“Is that a gay joke?” Byron said. “We’d have to check with Betty Lou, but I’m pretty sure the bylaws prohibit homophobia in the OQA.”

Now everyone was laughing, except for Betty Lou, as they each took turns making fun of their own contribution to the Forbidden Relationships quilt.

“We obviously should have listened to Betty Lou from the beginning,” Candace said. “What a mess.”


“I’m …” Betty Lou stammered a bit as the others continued laughing, holding onto one another. She looked at Alice, surprised to find that she, too, was shaking in a giggle fit as she sat in her wheelchair. It was the happiest she had seen Alice look in years.

“Well, I guess I’m glad everyone has such a good attitude about it,” Betty Lou said. “But don’t you feel a little frustrated about how much time we all—I mean, you all wasted on this?”

Lucy smiled at Betty Lou and shook her head. “I never wasted a single minute.”

“Me neither,” Leera added.

Bryon nodded. “I never thought I’d say this, but it was fun. At least it was fun.”

“It was,” Rob agreed. “It was fun to make, even if it looks like shit.”

“Maybe I’m not really as cut out for this as some others,” Lucy said, shrugging her shoulders a bit. “And don’t get me wrong, I love the competition and I will definitely cry on the drive home. But quilting has never been the reason I show up on Wednesday nights—just the excuse.”

The group continued to laugh together, breaking out into several smaller conversations, just like on OQA nights. Diane and Leera were giggling as Alice pointed one shaky finger at the quilt and shouted something about kangaroos. Betty Lou made brief eye contact with Rob, who smiled and nodded slightly at her. “Thank you,” she mouthed to him, before he looked away and put one arm around Byron.

Out of the corner of her eye, Betty Lou caught a smug-looking Patricia Davies, marching back from the judges’ table, carrying an envelope she had already opened toward her quilt station where the other LQS members were waiting. Betty Lou then looked again at Candace. It was strange—Candace was obviously a talented quilter, and Betty Lou knew she was competitive. At times, Betty Lou had wondered if Candace ever felt like she was limiting herself a bit by sticking with the OQA. Candace knew enough highly talented quilters through her business with whom she could form a group—maybe even one that would make the Logan Quilters Society look like drunk toddlers. She could quilt with absolutely anyone she wanted to, and she could win.

Suddenly, it occurred to Betty Lou that maybe she and Candace and everyone else all stayed for the same reason. They all showed up year after year despite losing every time. Yes, it was always devastating. Yes, it would be nice to win or even come out of one of these not feeling embarrassed. But now, surrounded by her dearest friends, friends she had known most of her adult life, she realized she would never in a million years trade places with Patricia Davies.

This was her family.






PART FOUR


March 12, 2018

Quite a lot has happened in the last week since I wrote in this journal about the fight I had with Betty Lou at her home.

We returned from the SFQE yesterday. These long weekends are getting harder for me to bear. Living in my daily routine in my home all by myself, I forget I’ve somehow become an old lady. When did this happen? Yesterday I was nine, sitting with Grandma Tracy, staring into her wrinkled face and suddenly, today, that face is mine.

I’m lucky, I know, to feel as good as I do. I see Alice and I realize my body and mind could have started betraying me in much more significant ways long ago. I’m worried about her. I can tell the stress is wearing on Diane. People sometimes act like it’s not as sad when someone old passes away or loses their memory because at least they’ve lived a long life. Year after year, I’ve watched my friends go, and the older I get the more I think we don’t really mourn these losses enough. Shouldn’t they affect us the most because the holes they leave are the deepest since they spent so many years digging them?

This year’s SFQE was one of our poorest showings (a 62!) but we all had a good laugh once the shock settled in a bit. I had to admit, we convinced ourselves the quilt was much better than it really was. In the end, this may have been the most fun I’ve ever had at an SFQE. We even had a little cheer squad: Arnold made the drive. I still find that man annoying as hell, but there is something comforting about having him around and I’ve recently started to wonder if I’ve been too hard on him. It’s possible I’m too hard on a lot of people. Anyhow, Lucy won’t stop making comments about Arnold allegedly wanting more than just a friendship with me. I think it’s all nonsense! But there is absolutely no way, even if he does have some feelings, I would ever reciprocate any of that.

It pains me to report that the Logan Quilters Society won the competition. They scored a 98. Second place got a 90. It wasn’t even close. Patricia acted like the entire awards ceremony was a celebration of her life specifically! She took the microphone once she got onto the stage to speak to the crowd. It was the most condescending speech I’ve ever heard, and I didn’t hear her once give any credit to the other members of her group. Say what you will about Betty Lou, she would have never done that.

Speaking of Betty Lou, she surprised us and showed up at the eleventh hour. My last interaction with her could have been handled a little more delicately, I’ll admit. I think she knows I’m sorry. One thing is for sure—it meant a lot that we dedicated the quilt to her. I’m glad I thought of it.

I’m not sure whether Betty Lou is going to come back to the OQA. This weekend she acted like she wasn’t a part of the group anymore. Candace sent around an email this morning reminding everyone we would be meeting at my house again this week. She included Betty Lou on the email, of course.

It’s been some year. Terry’s departure after the needle incident ripped a large hole in my heart. It somehow made way for us to let a couple of young men into the group, something I never thought I’d see in a million years! But I’ll admit, Byron has brought life and color into the OQA that we all desperately needed. And Rob is a kind soul. I think poor Lucy is in love with him. I hate to break it to her, but based on what I saw of him and Byron this weekend, it looks like he may already be taken. I hope I’m right about that. When Rob first showed up at OQA he seemed like a lost puppy. This weekend, for the first time in the last year, he seemed like he was at home. Both of the boys did. I’m glad they get to be young in a different world than I had.

Things are good. I’m feeling grateful.






Chapter Thirty-Seven


The smell of baking brownies wafted through Leera’s kitchen, tempting the members of the OQA sitting around the table. They had arrived before the scheduled 7:00 p.m. start time. Leera had sworn loudly when the doorbell first rang—Diane and Alice were nearly ten minutes early. The Salt Lake folks were the last to arrive, five minutes later. They waited ten or so minutes to see if Betty Lou would show up. When she didn’t, they decided to get started on the items of business for the night. The first point on the agenda was to brainstorm project ideas they could work on as a group during the SFQE off-year, since the next theme wouldn’t be announced for another twelve months.

Diane knew an organization that was collecting handmade quilts for children undergoing chemotherapy. “They set a goal to have five hundred completed by Thanksgiving, and I thought we might make that our project this year—donate a handful. We could get at least a dozen small quilts done by then, don’t you think?”

The others liked the idea. The OQA members, and Arnold, began pulling out supplies and equipment to work on their own personal projects.

“Oh, wait until you all hear what happened at the store today,” Byron said while feeding some white thread through his sewing machine. “So Linda Nelson comes in … have I told you about Linda Nelson?”

No one around the table responded.

“Well, Linda Nelson used to come to our appliqué classes, but she’d monopolize the time by asking question after question that had absolutely nothing to do with appliqué. Finally, I had to pull her aside and ask her to either shut up or stop coming, except I said it in a way that made it sound more like a compliment.’”

“Is this a real class or are you making this one up, too?” Lucy asked.

“This one is real,” Candace said.

“Anyway,” Byron continued, “Linda is nice enough, but she always smells like pickled cabbage, and I’ve never been able to figure out why. Candy, you remember Fabby Fickle Fabrics Day?”

Candace nodded. “I kept having to step outside to take a breath,” she said.

“Honey, I emptied about six bottles of Febreze into the store that night.” He turned to the others to explain. “We do this big party every year at the store, and I swear on my aunt Beth’s ratty wig I could already smell Linda when she was just walking past Twilda’s Paint Supply toward us.”

The group laughed.

“Well, I finally solved the mystery today. In walks Linda and she’s carrying a large bucket and has a bag draped over one shoulder. That bucket—I could hear it sloshing as she moved it. I couldn’t really ask her what was going on because I was in the middle of listening to minute twenty-two of a very boring story from Mark Blackerby about how his yam farm underperformed last season—some people really have no self-awareness when it comes to telling stories that go on and on.”

Several looks were exchanged in rapid succession across Lera’s kitchen table. Rob reached over and gave Byron’s back a gentle rub.

“But I finally escaped from Mark and rushed to the back room to see what Linda was up to, and there she is, at the worktable, making sandwiches.”

Candace looked up from her embroidery hoop. She had a piece of thread hanging out of the side of her mouth, which she was about to feed into the eye of a needle. “She was … what now?” she asked, alarmed.


“Sandwiches! She had about fifteen pieces of stale bread all laid out flat on the worktable. And the bucket—oh my god, that bucket. My eyes started watering the moment I walked into the room. I forgot my own name for about ten seconds. I said to her, ‘Linda! What the hell are you doing?!’”

Byron was now no longer attempting to sew.

“Well, she looks right up at me and says, ‘It’s lunchtime. I’m making everyone sandwiches. Pickled cabbage sandwiches.’”

“And by the way, that’s the only thing in these sandwiches. Just pickled cabbage. Have you ever heard of such a thing? So I ask her why she is making pickled cabbage sandwiches on my worktable in the middle of a Wednesday, and she says it’s because her bucket of pickled cabbage was about one day from ‘going bad,’ and I told her I thought maybe that ship sailed about six months ago based on the smell.”

“This story is making me queasy,” Diane said.

Byron nodded. “So she starts getting all hissy with me and says she’s just trying to do something nice and the next thing I know in walks Mark Blackerby, right into the room, and asks ‘What smells so good?’ and Linda looks at me like she had been vindicated and I’m some kind of monster. Mark sits down at the table and eats at least three pickled cabbage sandwiches, white juices just gushing down his greasy beard.”

Lucy gagged a little.

“I couldn’t even stay in there anymore,” Byron said. “But I told Linda she needed to get the bucket of slop out of the store. Twenty minutes later, Mark is carrying her bucket out to her car for her and she looks like a giddy teenager. I swear to God the two of them got into the same car and drove off together, I assume to start selling pickled cabbage yam sandwiches.”

Byron fiddled with a piece of green fabric that was in a wad under his sewing machine’s needle. “Kind of a sweet ending, now that I think about it. When my aunt Nadene got married, my mom said, ‘This just proves there really is someone for everyone,’ and as Linda and Mark drove away I couldn’t help but think about that.”


The rest of the members of the OQA sat, quietly working, while they ruminated on Byron’s story. No one had brought up the SFQE. It wasn’t uncommon for the first OQA night after an SFQE weekend to be a bit quiet—the fatigue and disappointment was usually a universal feeling among the group members.

Leera’s front door creaked open. “Yoo-hoo. Sorry I’m late,” Betty Lou’s soft voice called out. “And sorry for barging in. Didn’t want anyone to have to get up.”

Everyone turned to look. “We’re just glad you made it,” Candace responded. “I hope you don’t mind, but we did the oath and got started without you since you were running a little late tonight.”

Betty Lou found her chair next to the head of the table where Leera was sitting. “Oh, of course not,” she said in a friendly voice. “You’re the boss and you can’t wait around for latecomers.”

Candace laughed a little. “My reign was only meant to be temporary. Are you ready to take over as chair now that we’ve got the SFQE out of the way? I’m happy to keep helping if you need me to, but, boy, will I be relieved to hand this back to you when you’re ready.”

Betty Lou glanced around the table. “Well, I … I just thought, since I … well, since I left you all, I thought you’d want to replace me as chair. I would certainly understand that and would have no hard feelings at all.”

“I think we’d all really like to have you step back into the leadership role, if you can,” Candace said. The others around the table nodded.

“You must know we missed you,” Diane added.

Betty Lou swallowed hard. “I would be happy to do that. And I promise not to be late next time. I was just waiting for Matthew—he got held up at work. He’s going to start coming every Wednesday to hang out with Marv. I think it will be very good for both of them.”

“Good,” Leera said, softly, as she snipped her black thread with a tiny pair of sewing scissors.

Betty Lou pulled out her sewing machine. She’d recently committed her church group to another round of refugee quilts. She would spend the next several months complaining about it. This, of course, would not be the last time she’d sign up for one of these efforts.

The room was filled with the hum of sewing machines, some sniffles from Alice (she told the others she may have caught a cold at the SFQE), and the occasional knitting question from Arnold, who so far had only managed to tie several balls of yarn into knots. Rob sat hunched over a new watercolor he had just started painting—a depiction of the All Shapes And Sizes quilt. Lucy, to the left of him, flipped through an old magazine she had brought. “I’m going to plant onions this year,” she announced.

When no one was really paying attention, Leera reached out, placed her bony right hand around Betty Lou’s left hand, and gave it a gentle squeeze. Betty Lou looked at Leera, her eyes filling. Betty Lou nodded her head almost imperceptibly and gave Leera’s hand a gentle squeeze in return, before letting go and running a piece of fabric through her sewing machine.
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