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They were best friends who fell in love, but that was high school. Life and families and other loves had happened since that dear and distant time. They’re friends again, comfortable with each other and having so much fun at Christmas time in Dickens. They’re not still in love, but...wait...could it be happening again?
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A New Kind of Hope is dedicated to everyone who ever loved a quilt. Whether you’ve made them, owned them, coveted them, or worn them out. The word Quilt, as you all know, is synonymous with warmth, tenderness, and love. I wish you all of those. 
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Fee’s mother had been born in Kinsale, Ireland, and she’d named her firstborn daughter after her own mother, which meant Fiadh Aisling Brady had been spelling her name out for everyone she met for her entire thirty-eight years. She looked like everyone’s idea of what an Irishwoman should look like—with gold fire shooting through her red hair and eyes the shade Jed Healy’s mother called bottle green. 

Her skin was fair, almost translucent. He used to tease her about the freckles that sprinkled her shoulders. She would tell him haughtily that the spots were angel kisses, but he’d play connect-the-dots with them until she collapsed laughing.

He sat at the corner of Main Street and Cratchit Lane, his rented SUV pulled into a no-parking space beside a fire hydrant, and watched Fee as she hurried along the cobbled sidewalk of Cratchit. She was as familiar as if he’d seen her just yesterday. 

The street, two blocks long and barely wide enough for two lanes of traffic and a parklike median down its center, had no parking. He hadn’t seen where she came from, if she’d parked in the municipal lot or if she was on foot. He knew she’d left Dickens shortly after he did, but he had no idea where she lived now. What she did.

If she was married. Or a mom. She’d wanted those things once, but that was twenty years ago. 

She went into one of the stores on Cratchit. The buildings there were so cute the sweetness of them almost made his teeth ache, but there was no denying their charm. 

He waited a little while to see if she came back out, feeling increasingly stalkerish. Interested looks for a few passersby reminded him of his illegal parking status, and he started the car and pulled into traffic. He looked around as he drove the rest of the way through Dickens on his way to the lake camp that was the only Healy property left in or around town. His parents lived in Sedona, Arizona, eschewing ever spending another winter in New England, no matter how pretty the little town was. His brother was a lawyer in Boston, his sister a dentist somewhere in New Hampshire’s White Mountains. They called him the family underachiever. Affectionately. Maybe.

Nothing much changed in Dickens. The town always looked like a movie set. The first pictures he’d ever sold were ones taken during the winter holidays. The shots and the cozy stories he’d written to go with them had gone into a travel book that made him a nice nest egg and was still on the shelves in New England bookstores. There had been a few times when its royalties had made the difference between ramen noodles and hamburgers for dinner.

He’d left town in that first heady rush of success, taking his camera and laptop and following floods and tornadoes and hurricanes. He’d shot disasters for adventure, beauty pageants for the money, and things of incredible beauty because everyone needed beauty in their lives. He found it in people who’d suffered and been shunned because they were scarred, in areas that were scarred as well, in places stark with pain and broken hearts. 

He’d never looked back, only come back for fleeting family visits. But he couldn’t deny the ache he often felt when he thought of the redhead who’d disappeared into a store on Cratchit Lane. A part of him would always wonder what it would have been like if she’d gone with him.

Although he was anxious to get to the camp, he was also hungry. Lunchtime had been a couple of hours before, and he’d missed it altogether. He drove back into town, parked in the municipal lot, and got out of the car, an instant shiver making him dive back inside for his coat. Oregon had been cold when the plane had left it sometime in the middle of last night, but New England’s cold was...colder. He slipped a little bit on a sidewalk and grinned wryly. Whiter, too, with some ice hidden under the snow just to trap a guy who’d forgotten to be careful. 

“Watch your step, young man!” 

The husky voice, laced with laughter, got his attention. Good grief, it was Mrs. Withers, the woman who’d taught geography and gotten him interested in both photography and travel. She’d aged some, but she’d done it well, still standing a straight and angular six feet, still wearing a sweater, pearls, and a skirt that reached her calves. 

“I can’t believe that’s you, Mrs. Withers.” He gave her a hug, wondering if it was an omen of some sort that the second person he’d seen that he knew was one of his favorites in a lifetime of them. “It wouldn’t be my first time to land wrong side up.” In more ways than one. He looked up at the storefront where she was sweeping snow from the entryway. Miss Amelia Crumpton’s Tea Emporium. Was that new? He didn’t remember having seen it on previous trips back to Dickens, but he couldn’t recall what had been in its picturesque building on Main Street, either. Maybe things changed more than he thought.

“Call me Edna—you’re not in class anymore. You look cold,” said Mrs. Withers, beaming. “Won’t you step inside and warm up? I have some gingerbread still warm from someone’s oven. Not mine—I just look like I should be able to bake gingerbread.”

He really wanted a beer and a sandwich and a whole platter of French fries, but thirty seconds later, Jed found himself in a store full of—every kind of tea known to man and a few that probably weren’t. Pots, both modern and traditional, filled shelves. Gift sets of cups with saucers, tea, and teaspoons were tucked into empty spaces. 

Virtually everything had to do with the upcoming holiday. Themed Christmas trees were everywhere. “This is a lot of Christmas,” he said, blinking. 

“’Tis the season,” she said cheerfully, handing him a plate that looked a whole lot like real crystal with a perfect square of gingerbread on it. “Coffee, too? Or would you like some tea?”

“Coffee, please. Just black.” About a quart of it might keep him awake long enough to settle in at the camp. 

“Go ahead and look around,” she invited, handing him a cup a moment later. “Let me know if there’s anything I can help you with.”

He wanted to thank her and leave, but the coffee smelled rich and the gingerbread was quite possibly the best thing he’d ever eaten. So he walked around carrying the crystal plate and vintage blue-and-white cup and looked at more Christmas stuff than he’d ever seen in one place. And more tea stuff than he’d seen in a whole bunch of places.

Near the back of the store, he stopped in front of a green tree covered in 1950s-era glass ornaments and remembered the ones his mother had wrapped and unwrapped carefully every year. They’d belonged to her parents and Jed thought his sister had them now. 

How many years had it been since he’d had a Christmas tree?

He walked on, coming to a stop in front of a small white tree covered with red ornaments. Bells and cardinals so realistic he could almost hear their beckoning chirps. 

A few minutes later, he carried his empty plate and cup back to where Mrs. Withers was rearranging things on the counter. “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

Not that he was going to have a Christmas tree this year, either, but walking around the store with its creaky floorboards and wonderful smells had made him long for...something. He passed the photography tree with its myriad of miniature cameras and tripods, paused at another one with dozens of different snow people gamboling over its branches, and returned to the one with the red birds on it. 

He loved cardinals, had spent hours at the camp photographing them and even more time just watching them. While he had a ton of pictures of them in all seasons and situations, they were glorious against a backdrop of snow. He hoped the fresh stuff falling out there now would hang around for a few days. Winter shoots were among his favorites. He took one of the feathered ornaments off the tree, admiring the artisanship in its construction. If he let his mind wander enough, he decided with a mental eye roll and full realization that he was way too tired, he could feel the little heart beating under his fingers. And he remembered...

He put the bird back on its branch, stroking its feathers with a forefinger, and stood and looked at it for a long moment, taking a couple of deep breaths. Why would a thirty-nine-year-old man get emotional about a bird? A bird that wasn’t even real, for God’s sake.

Never mind. He knew, but he didn’t want to think about it right now. No, he’d just buy an ornament because his former teacher had always been so nice to him and then be on his way. He’d get one of those glass things to go with the collection his sister had. Then he needed French fries and a beer and sleep, in that exact order. 

But when he handed his debit card to Mrs. Withers, it was the bird she wrapped carefully in tissue paper and placed in a decorated brown paper bag. She handed it to him, leaning toward him on a soft wave of peppermint and gingerbread. She searched his gaze, her expression concerned “There’s magic in Christmas, you know, Jed. All you have to do is find it.”

He smiled his thanks, feeling another rush of the emotion that was both unusual and not quite comfortable. “Could you tell me where to get some more of that gingerbread?” he asked. “It’s a little magic all by itself.”

“Certainly.” She grinned at him. “Silver Threads & Golden Needles is the quilt shop on Cratchit Lane. Just three doors from here heading toward the Common. You can’t miss it. The proprietor offers homemade gingerbread as well as the best fabric selection in town.” 
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Fee refilled the coffee urn on the antique sideboard and restocked the cookies and gingerbread inside the small pastry display case she’d found in the back room when she bought Silver Threads & Golden Needles. The Klatchers, the traditional quilting group, came when she left at six. She used to close the shop and hover in the background when the quilters came, but had soon learned they were perfectly able to run the group without her. Even if they bought fabric or notions, they left everything just as they’d found it and put payment with purchase details in an envelope in the drawer of the cutting table.

She felt as if she’d been running all day. The morning had been busy in the store—customers who gave handmade holiday gifts bought fabric and sewed right up until Christmas Eve. People who loved sewists bought gift certificates with generosity, always grateful for the free package of hand-quilting needles included with the present. Fee had even opened the shop early one Christmas morning because a customer had ruined a quilt block by laying the fabric’s pattern the wrong way and hadn’t had enough to replace it.

In the afternoon, Ailey had minded the store while Fee went to the post office, stopped at home to get the baked goods she’d forgotten that morning, and sneaked into the tea shop for a cup of Earl Grey with Edna, leaving a pan of gingerbread with her. 

With less than a half hour before official closing time, Fee straightened the bolts, smoothing her fingers over the fabric and noting which inventory needed to be reordered. It was one of her favorite things to do—the crisp and clean texture of new fabric offered hope. Always. It was something most people probably didn’t understand but every person who sewed did. She straightened the rulers on their hangers, secured new pictures of projects on the bulletin board, and took care of the day’s end accounting. 

The bell over the door got her attention, and she looked up with a smile when a tall man in a dark blue coat came in. “Welcome to Silver Threads & Golden Needles,” she said. “May I help you find something?”

He didn’t look at her, just at the vast rainbow of colors that filled the room. “This is a great looking place,” he said. “Edna told me I could get some gingerbread here. Am I too late?”

Fee hadn’t heard that voice since she was eighteen and its owner a year older, but it was as familiar as if it had only been yesterday.  I have to go, Fee. You understand, don’t you? I won’t have a chance like this again. Why don’t you go with me?

She wanted to tell him, as soon as she recognized his voice and the loose-limbed grace with which he moved, that she’d wished a thousand times she could have gone with him, but the secret she’d held close had been stronger than wishes. She hadn’t felt as if she had a choice. She may have wrecked her own life—a huge exaggeration if there ever was one—but she wasn’t going to take him down with her. 

She’d loved him too much.

“Jed?”

His head swung, the silky light brown hair still shaggy, still straight. How she’d envied him that hair. His eyes, the same blue as an afternoon storm cloud, met hers. “Fiadh.”

Only he and her mother had called her by her full name, and she still loved the way the Fee-ya came off his tongue. “You’re here,” she said. Nothing like stating the obvious. She shook her head at her own inanity and stepped out from behind the table. “I’m so glad to see you.”

He met her between the flannel and the fleece, and there was no question that they would hug each other. He had stolen her heart and then broken it all those years ago, but he’d also uncovered courage in her she hadn’t thought she possessed. She’d understood when and why he’d left. The secret had kept her from looking for him later, from seeking a new beginning from the place they had stopped. 

“You look wonderful.” The squint lines she’d always told him he’d get from looking through viewfinders had materialized, but he wore them well. He was broader than he was as a kid, but still built like the basketball player he’d been. She’d kept up with him, buying the travel books and coffee table books he contributed to or wrote and copies of magazines that featured his photography. She’d even gone to a book signing once, for The Other Side, his book on bridges, but had left when he entered the room with a tall blond woman on his arm.

She’d known he married, and even hoped for a chance to meet his wife, but when the time came, she couldn’t do it. Her relationship with Jed Healy was something so personal and private she couldn’t share it with anyone. If there was a part of her that mourned the fact that he’d fallen in love with someone else, she chose not to acknowledge it. 

“So do you.” He held her hands, spreading her arms so he could look at her. He didn’t seem to notice the silver threading through her red hair, the waistline that seemed to be disappearing no matter what she did to retain it. What he did notice, though, didn’t surprise her at all. 

When he touched the tea stain near her collarbone, the texture of his fingers warmed her right through the fabric of her green cotton sweater. “I’m glad to see not everything has changed,” he said, laughter crinkling the lines around his eyes. “You still enjoy what you’re drinking.” 

“Fully,” she said solemnly. “I don’t have a single article of clothing that hasn’t enjoyed it with me.” She slapped lightly at his fingers, then held them in hers. “It’s so good to see you. Are you staying out at the camp over the holidays? Is your family coming?”

His smile slipped a little. “I’m staying at the camp, but no one’s coming. Can we have dinner while I’m here, though, and catch up?”

“Of course. I’ll even cook if you can get your courage up, Healy.”

“Count on it.”

He still held her hand...or she held his. She couldn’t have said which. And his smile...she loved that smile as much as she had a lifetime ago. She wondered where his wife was, if they had children—

“Mom?” Ailey’s feet on the stairs at the back of the shop announced her entrance into the room. “Mrs. Lindstrom’s quilt is done, but it’s still on the quilter. I’m meeting the girls for tacos at Los Tres Caminos, okay? I won’t be home late.”

“Sure.” Fee stretched her free hand toward her daughter. “First, I want you to meet Jed Healy, a real blast from the past you never knew I had. Jed, this is my daughter Ailey.”
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He’d known it was possible, of course. He hadn’t seen Fee since he’d left Dickens, hadn’t even heard anything about her beyond the fact that she’d left soon after he did, moving with her parents somewhere in the Midwest. He’d thought she might be married, thought she might have kids. But not one as grown up as Ailey was, or as beautiful. 

Not one with Roger Kroft’s brown eyes and wide cheekbones. Even with her mother’s hair, there was no doubting who her father was. No denying that at some point Fee and Roger had gotten together. Even after the going-down-in-flames their only encounter had been. Even after a rape that had nearly culminated in Jed’s getting arrested for beating the hell out of Roger on school grounds. 

Surely not. Surely to God, no. 

He withdrew his fingers from Fee’s and smiled at her daughter. “Hello. It’s nice to meet you.” Truth be told, he’d love to photograph her. 

“Hi.” Her smile was all Fee, he was relieved to see, and although her eyes were like Roger’s, her face had none of the hardness of his. She extended her hand, and he took it, appreciating the firm handshake he’d bet she learned from her mother. “I knew Mom went to school here, but I haven’t met anyone she knew then except Joanna, who works here. As far as I knew, she was born when I was.”

“You’ve been in college ever since we moved here,” said Fee, rolling her eyes at her daughter. “You hardly know anyone from Dickens at all.”

“Where do you go to school?” asked Jed, accepting the container of gingerbread Fee handed him.

“Michigan State. We lived there until Mom got the chance to come here and open this shop. I’m going to be a veterinarian, but I get to spend the next year in Ireland on a work-study program. I’ll be right in the county where my grandmother grew up. I’m so anxious.” Ailey’s face was wreathed with excitement. “Mom’s not,” she added, her eyes sparkling so that she looked nothing like Roger. Nothing at all. “She’s afraid I’ll take up Irish dancing and major in Guinness.” 

Jed laughed, and Fee shook her head at him in mock sternness. “Don’t encourage her,” she said. “It’s hard enough letting her go without worrying about Guinness and dancing.” She leaned to kiss her daughter’s cheek. “Have fun. Be careful.”

“You, too.” She left in a twirl of the plaid cape she was wearing.

He watched her go, thinking that if things had just been different...

Fee spoke into the silence that followed her daughter’s departure. “I’m sure you have questions.”

He did. There was no denying that, but— “It’s not my business.” He looked at the clock. “It’s time for you to close, isn’t it? Let me pay for this and I’ll get out of your way.”

“No pay.” She shook her head. “It’s a welcome-home gift.”

“Would you have dinner with me tonight? No need for you to cook.” What was he saying? He was so tired he could barely stand up, but he couldn’t bear the idea of losing this thread of connection. Not yet.

She was putting on her coat, the teal parka he’d seen hurrying up the sidewalk earlier. She stopped, one arm in, and met his gaze. “How about tomorrow? You look ready to drop.”

“I am, but I’m hungry, too. Is Antonelli’s still out on the lake?” The Italian eatery had been a favorite. 

“It is.” She hesitated, then pulled her coat the rest of the way on. “I’ll meet you there. Are you going to stop by the cottage first?”

“No. The people next door turned the heat and water on.” He knew if he went into the house, he wouldn’t want to come out until he’d slept. 

“Okay. Twenty minutes? I walk to work, so I’ll need to get my car.”

“Great. Let me take you home, though.” He stopped. “Unless you’d rather I didn’t know where you live.”

She laughed, pulling on gloves and picking up a purse. “Why would I care about that?”

He was surprised. “That’s part of dating now. You don’t let anyone know where you live.”

She punched him lightly on the arm. “This isn’t dating, Healy. This is two very old friends having pizza and a beer. Which you’re paying for—the gingerbread, you know.” 

“Yeah, right, Brady. I offered to pay for the gingerbread, remember?” He stopped, suddenly embarrassed. “What is your last name now? Do you have a husband who might not appreciate old friendships?”

“Still Brady. No husband. Never a husband.” She grinned at him, although there was a certain tightness to it. “There, we got that out of the way. My turn now, where is your wife, and are there little Healys running around somewhere I haven’t seen?”

The door of the shop opened before he could answer, and a group of women streamed in. All of them seemed to be talking at once.

Fee introduced them en masse as the Klatchers. A few of them looked vaguely familiar to him, and he watched as they got coffee and pastries and went toward the stairway.

“Have fun,” Fee called, and went toward the door, waiting for Jed to follow her out and locking it after him. “They’ll turn on the alarm when they go,” she explained. “Now, you said something about giving me a ride to my house? It’s only a few blocks from here, so I can walk, but I really don’t mind if you know where I live.”

The Klatchers’ entry had saved him from answering the questions Fee had asked. Not that he minded telling her, but sometimes he had to build up to it. 

They were at Antonelli’s within the twenty minutes she’d promised, with breadsticks and craft beer on the table in front of them and music playing on the jukebox Jed thought looked like the same one that had been there when they were kids. When a song from their high school days began to play, he was sure of it. 

They played the “whatever happened to...” game for a while, at least until the pizza came and they changed out beer for soft drinks. Then, with a healthy slice of Antonelli’s best combination on her plate, Fee said quietly, “Tell me.” 

He remembered the last time one of them had said those two words, when he’d found her in the picnic pavilion at the lake shuddering and sobbing, with her arms clasped around her knees. He’d known somehow not to touch her, when normally he would have put an arm around her trembling shoulders. Instead he sat on the bench at the next table, facing her. He’d never been particularly glad that his father had forced the habit of carrying a clean handkerchief on his sons, but he was then. He laid the soft white square on her arm and waited until the storm within her calmed.

Then he said, “Tell me.”

She shook her head, and he waited, his heart beating so hard it was nearly painful. It had been so new to them, the discovery that the way they felt about each other was more than friendship. They’d laughed at the very idea of dating—they were best buds, for God’s sake—but by the time he walked her up to her front porch at three minutes before her midnight curfew on their first date, they’d known better. By the third date, everyone knew they were a couple. By the fifth, she was wearing his high school letter jacket instead of her own winter coat. 

It was when he came to meet her for the sixth date that he found her crying. That he said, “Tell me.” 

And then she told him what had happened, about a ride home in the rain that had gone horribly wrong, and things had never been the same again.

Looking at her across the scarred table at Antonelli’s, Jed remembered how he’d felt about Fee. How unfinished their relationship had been. Life seemed to be all about unfinished things. 

He also knew she wouldn’t back away until he answered. He had more questions for her, too, but she’d asked first. 

“Heather died,” he said, the words making his throat feel raw even after all this time. “Two years ago, of breast cancer.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“We didn’t have kids together, although I have two stepsons—one a junior in high school and the other in college. They live with their dad, but they travel with me sometimes.” Whenever they were with him, he felt the weight of Heather’s passing more deeply, yet he missed them when he didn’t see them. 

“It’s been hard.” It wasn’t a question, just a statement of fact, and he appreciated it. “Is that why you’re here?”

He shook his head. “No one in my family was having a celebration for me to crash. The folks are going on a cruise and Mark and Lacey are spending Christmas with their in-laws and then taking their kids skiing. Dad suggested I come back and get the camp ready to sell since no one uses it anymore.” 

“None of them asked you to go with them?” Fee looked surprised. 

He grinned at her. “They did, but you remember seeing me ski, right? All the kids were better at it by the time they started kindergarten than I am to this day. I remember Mark’s oldest patting me on the back and saying, ‘You’ll get better with some ’sperience.’ He was four and I was twenty-three.”

She laughed, the deep, full-throated sound he remembered. It was such a surprise coming from such a sparkly person, but there it was. He felt better, warmer. More hopeful and less sleepy.

It was her turn to answer questions, but he couldn’t bring himself to ask them. He knew she’d be honest—they’d always told each other the truth. Or, if they couldn’t, they stayed silent. He had a feeling she’d stayed silent for a long time.

Then, as if she’d heard his thoughts, she spoke. “She’s nineteen. She was born six months after you left.” Fee turned her glass in the wet ring it had made on the cardboard coaster. Around and around. She stared at the glass. So did he. “I was going to get an abortion, you know. That way, no one but you and I and Roger would ever know what had happened. He was out of my life after that night, not that he’d ever really been in it. I’d be able to go on as if I’d never even heard the term ‘date rape.’ It wasn’t even a date—you know that. Just a ride home because it was raining. But it wasn’t that easy, because the baby would be a part of me, too, not just him, and I couldn’t do it.” She let go of the glass and looked up, meeting his gaze over the flickering candle in the middle of the table. “She’s the best thing that ever happened to me.”

He thought of Heather, of the pain of the past two years. Of the joy of the ten years they’d had together. Not that they’d been easy, by any means, but they’d loved each other every day of them. They’d been worth everything. “I get that.” But, still... “You knew you were pregnant when I left.” There was no changing that.

“I couldn’t tell you before you went,” she said, still holding his gaze. “You’d have stayed.”

“You might be giving me more credit than I deserve.” There wasn’t a maybe to that—she was giving him more credit than he deserved. He thought most nineteen-year-olds were pretty selfish, but he’d excelled at it.

She smiled, shaking her head. “I don’t think so.”

***
[image: ]


He didn’t kiss her when they parted outside of Antonelli’s, but they shared another hug, and Fee would have been happy to have just stood there for a while with his arms around her. She didn’t know how his scent and his warmth and his heartbeat against her ear could be so familiar after all this time, but they were. Being with him, sharing the same air and laughing at memories in common had made her feel something so...special she didn’t even know what identifier to give it. 

Except that, other than Ailey, no one had ever made her as happy as Jed Healy. She was contented with her life and with being single, but human contact came rarely. Especially with someone male who roused more emotions and hormones than she’d realized she had.

“Get some sleep,” she said. “Let me know if I can help with anything.”

He nodded, his lips lifting in the half smile that had a whole page of its own in her life’s scrapbook. “Can I call you tomorrow?”

“Sure.” Please.

“Be careful going home.”

Antonelli’s open sign flickered off as they talked between their cars in the restaurant parking lot. Fee laughed, startled. “I can’t believe we sat there all that time.”

“I can.” He cupped her cheek, the touch so light it was all she could do not to lean into it. “It was so good to see you, Fiadh.”

“You, too, Healy.” She had more to say, but stopped herself. She smiled instead, and patted his arm, fancying she could feel his warmth through the thickness of his clothes. 

The ten-minute drive to the rental house in Dickens that she shared with Ailey would be forever a mystery to Fee. She knew she didn’t meet any other vehicles on the lake road, but it was a little worrisome that she’d made all the right turns without realizing she’d done it. For that time in her car, she was eighteen-year-old Fiadh again, a new kind of hope making a place in her heart. Something else making her long-neglected girl parts zing. 

The lights were one in the kitchen, and she went inside. Ailey was at the table, books open in front of her. She looked up, her smile bright, when Fee entered. “Did you have a good time with your friend?”

“I did.” Fee hung up her coat. “Did you?”

“Yeah. I think we got all the problems of the world and boyfriends figured out for while I’m gone.” 

Something in Ailey’s eyes alerted Fee’s mom sensor. “You okay?” she asked.

Her daughter nodded. “Maimeó called tonight.”

“Is she all right?” Fee hadn’t talked to her mother for a few days, which wasn’t unusual. Kate Brady was the busiest person she knew. When she’d retired from the florist’s shop where she’d worked for years, she’d fulfilled her lifelong love of travel by becoming an escort car driver for a trucking company. Fee never knew where she would be.

“Yeah. She wanted to talk to you, but I finally talked her into telling me what she was calling about.”

Fee got down cups and cocoa mix for hot chocolate, waiting. Finally, she said, “And?”

“She’s going to Ireland for the holidays.”

That was no surprise. She often had since Fee’s father’s death many years before; all of Kate’s family was in Kinsale except for Fee and Ailey. She always invited them to go, too, but they never had. Fee could never take the time away from whatever her job was and she and Ailey were attached at the hip—Ailey wouldn’t go without her. 

Fee knew suddenly and without doubt what Ailey was reluctant to say now. The thought of a Christmas morning without her daughter almost brought her to her knees, but she was nineteen; she’d graduated from high school at sixteen and never looked back. It was time to loosen the invisible cord. 

“You want to go with her.” She saved Ailey the trouble of saying the words. 

“I do. And when she comes home, I can stay at Aunt Siobhan’s house until classes and my job start in January. I can change my ticket—I already checked.” Pink rushed over Ailey’s cheeks and excitement brightened her eyes. “You could go, too, Mom. You could close the shop over the holidays and—” She stopped. “No, you couldn’t, could you? We can’t afford it.”

For just a minute, as she poured the chocolate into the Christmas mugs she’d bought at Trim-A-Tree the Christmas season before, Fee considered it. The assistant manager, Joanna, could reduce the store hours and the Klatchers would be willing to help. 

But she had projects lined up for the longarm quilter, all due before Christmas. Even though Jo could run the machine Ailey had named Eleanor after a master quilter Fee admired, no one understood its eccentricities the way Fee did, and she couldn’t yet afford to buy a machine that didn’t come with built-in foibles. Besides, the weeks between Thanksgiving and New Year’s were the most valuable ones to any retailer—especially in a town like Dickens. 

“No, I can’t,” she said briskly, sitting across from Ailey and warming her hands around the cup. “But you can, and it will be wonderful. I went to Ireland with Maimeó when I was a few years younger than you, and it’s one of my favorite memories in the world.”

“I know.” Ailey looked near tears. “Will you mind, Mom? I mean, what will you do on Christmas if I’m not here?”

“I’ll sleep until the sun’s up, is what I’ll do.” Fee grinned at her. “I’ll go to church on Christmas Eve like we always do, then wear my old robe you hate and read books and watch old Christmas movies all day long on Christmas. I might even ask Jed Healy to have dinner with me if he’s around. We can talk about the old days.”

She wouldn’t do that. Of course, she wouldn’t. But Ailey worried far too much about her mother’s mostly nonexistent social life. Pretending she had one wouldn’t hurt anyone, and Jed would go along with it. It would be fun being allied with him again. 

Ailey looked sly, the expression so unaccustomed on her face that Fee nearly burst out laughing. “So, tell me about Jed, Mom. He’s sure good looking. For an old guy, I mean.”

“Old? He’s thirty-nine. Just a little more than a year older than me.”

“Like I said, an old guy. And you’re stalling. Is he a major blast from the past?”

The only one who ever counted. The thought startled her—it had been a long time since she’d allowed herself to delve that deeply into how she’d felt in those days. 

“We dated my senior year,” Fee said carefully, “but we were friends long before that. His sister and mine were best friends and we were always tagging along and bothering them.”

“Are you going to date him now? It’s not a dirty word, you know—dating. I’ve been doing it for about five years now.”

“I know.” Fee forced a laugh. “That’s why I have all these little silver things showing up in my hair. Let’s talk about you, speaking of dating. How does Peter feel about you leaving four weeks earlier than you’d planned?”

Ailey and Peter had been together since the beginning of Ailey’s second year at Michigan State. Fee had been surprised when her daughter applied for the international studies program, knowing she’d be gone for at least a year and possibly longer, but Ailey had shrugged. “If it’s meant to last, it will.”

Fee wondered sometimes where she’d gotten such a sensible child. It certainly hadn’t come from her.

“He doesn’t like it much, but he understands it. I’ll miss him,” Ailey admitted. “I’ll miss you, too, but I don’t want to let these chances pass by, Mom. You understand, don’t you?”

“I do, and what’s more, I agree with you. I’m depending on you to keep Mam out of trouble, though.” 

Ailey laughed. “I’ll give it my best shot, but you know Kate Brady. She dances to her own tune.” She took off the glasses she wore at the end of the day and closed her books. “Now, about Mr. Healy...”

“We’re friends, Ailey. We were friends before we were a couple and now we’re going to be friends again.”

She meant those words. Really she did. An hour later, after she’d rinsed the mugs, locked the doors, and kissed the top of Ailey’s bright head, she lay in bed and thought about the evening with Jed. 

He looked so much older than the kid who’d kissed her goodbye all those years ago. 

Feeling like an idiot even as she did so, she got up and went into the bathroom, turning on the harsh light bar over the sink and looking anxiously into the mirror. If Jed looked older, what about her? She hadn’t been kidding about the silver sparkles in her hair. Little crows’ feet were working themselves into the soft, thin skin below her eyes, and her lips weren’t as defined as they used to be. On the days she took the time to wear lipstick, she had to start with a defining liner.

She thought of Jed as she looked at herself, thought of those few months when they’d been a couple. It had been the only time in her life she’d ever been sure of anything. Not counting the day Ailey was born, that was.

Back in bed, she realized that here she was again, hoping he’d call and hoping he wouldn’t. Glad he’d come back to Dickens and wishing he hadn’t. Aching for his touch and to feel those sensations they hadn’t allowed themselves to experience when they’d been together. 

Aching, period. 

She rolled over, opened one eye to look at the clock and groan, and fell asleep. If she dreamed of silky light brown hair and stormy blue eyes and a certain scent she’d missed for more than half her life ... well, that’s just the way it was.

***
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“We don’t want to sell this.” Jed sat on the deck that overlooked Tamarack Lake and spoke to his sister and brother on a conference call. His feet were on the rail, his coffee staying hot in an insulated cup beside him. “It feels just like it did when we were growing up. Can’t we talk Mom and Dad into just keeping it?”

“They want to stay in Sedona permanently, Jed,” said Mark, “and they don’t want to have to worry about the camp. Tab and I are too deep in college bills to buy them out and Lacey—” 

“Can speak for herself,” came their sister’s laughing voice. “But Finn and I can’t afford to buy in now, either, and I know Mom and Dad would feel better if they had the money selling the camp would bring. They could afford a mortgage on where they live now, probably, but they don’t want to.”

Jed finished his report to his siblings about the cottage, promised he’d install the new sink faucet that was still in its box in the kitchen, compared notes on how the folks had been feeling the last time he saw them, and disconnected. He went inside, pouring more coffee and sitting at the kitchen table to drink it. It had been a long time since they’d all been in the same place at the same time. The last time had been at Heather’s funeral, and he’d been so numb he didn’t remember much. 

It grieved his mother that their lives were so separate, but he’d never thought that much about it. He saw everybody a couple of times a year, sent gifts from wherever his travels took him, and made sure he never put himself in the position of failing anyone else the way he’d failed the two women he’d loved.

He changed the faucet, glad there were enough tools in the garage to do the job. While he was at it, he tightened screws in the cupboard door hinges and measured the spot where the refrigerator used to sit. Whoever spent time at the camp had been living out of coolers in the cottage ever since the old one with the compressor on top had died. 

While he was at it, he measured the stove. It wasn’t as old as the fridge had been, but only two burners worked on it, and he wouldn’t have the nerve to try the oven or the broiler. Most of the cooking had been done outside in the days they spent time at the camp, but it had almost always been summer. 

It felt a lot different being here with snow on the ground and Christmas songs filling the air everywhere he went. Not worse, exactly. Just different. 

He and Fee had exchanged phone numbers the night before. It was a workday for her, and he hated to bother her, so he texted instead of calling. Lunch? 

She responded a few minutes later. 1:00 dorrits i may be late order me a blt

He laughed aloud. Omitting punctuation and capital letters wasn’t her style, but he liked it on her.

After lunch, he would get to work. The nice thing about doing a photo feature for a big magazine was that they also paid well. That the article might encourage entrepreneurs to bring development to Dickens gave him pause, but the town—like most any other small community with tourism as its main draw—suffered from a severe lack of revenue. It was a twofer, too—he was also shooting at different holiday locations throughout the year for a celebrations book. 

Fee’s bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich hit the table just as she rushed through the door at Dorrit’s Diner, her hair wild around her face. She yelled a thank-you to the server and slid into the booth across from Jed. “So, how are things at the camp?”

“Great, really, although I’m in the market for a stove and fridge. We were going to sell it for Mom and Dad, but after being there, I’m reluctant.”

She took a long drink of ice water. “Lots of memories there.”

“There are.” 

As she always had, she tracked the route of his thoughts. “So, why don’t you buy it? Do you own a home somewhere else?”

“No. We never got around to it.” Never wanted to. Owning a home was too much like settling down. He’d put Heather off on that until it was too late. 

Remembering that was like a gut punch that kept hitting again and again. Every time he heard of a woman with breast cancer, he remembered not being there when his wife had needed him. Every time he thought of leaving Fee behind, he remembered that she needed him to stay. He hadn’t known she was pregnant, but he’d known she needed him. He’d known.

“Maybe it’s time,” said Fee. “I was going to buy a house. It would have had a thousand-year mortgage, for sure, but the opportunity to buy the store here came up at the same time. I never intended to come back, you know, especially with Ailey at Michigan State, but I wanted to be home again. I loved Michigan, but never really belonged. Dad grew up there, but my roots were planted in New England. You know?”

He did know, because he’d never belonged anywhere, especially after Heather’s death. 

Maybe Fee was right. Maybe it was time to put down those roots she mentioned. The apartment in Portland was no more than a place to keep his clothes. Why not buy the camp and make it his home base? Admittedly, it wasn’t convenient to an airport, but he didn’t mind that; the train station was right in town. He hadn’t owned a car in years, choosing to rent one when he needed it, so he’d have to buy one. He wouldn’t mind that, either, if he got right down to it. He wasn’t even sure when he’d stopped having one of his own.

He wouldn’t even need to have the house appraised. Not really. He knew how much his parents hoped to make on the sale, and it was well within his means. They’d be thrilled to have one of their kids take ownership of it. Mark and Lacey would be thrilled, too, thinking he wouldn’t charge them rent if they came to stay while he was traveling. They’d be right, too. 

The thought made him chuckle. “I do believe I’m going to do it. I’m going to become a homeowner.” He was more excited by the thought than he’d have expected. “Merry Christmas to me.” He might even have a tree, a place to hang the cardinal that was still in its bag at the cottage. Not this year—he was too busy—but maybe next.

He raised his water glass and tapped it against Fee’s. “Thanks for helping make that decision. Now you can help me pick out a stove and fridge.”

“I’m happy for you.” Her smile assured him that she was. So did her laugh when she spilled water on the front of her sweater. “And I’ll have some free time to help you, too. Ailey’s leaving early. She’s taking the train to New York and flying to Ireland with my mother.”

Although Fee’s smile didn’t waver, something stricken crossed her eyes. 

“What are you going to do for Christmas?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I’ll stay busy. You remember what Dickens is like during the holidays. There’s never a lack of entertainment.”

“Will you spend it with me?” he asked, reaching for her hand where it lay between them. “Not just Christmas, but the other stuff. The tree-lighting and maybe a sleigh ride and whatever else we can come up with. We were friends before we were anything else, Fiadh. Let’s be friends again.”
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Chapter 3
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Jed helped Ailey finish packing, an exercise that had Fee laughing so hard she almost forgot she was going to spend her first Christmas as a mother without her daughter in the house. 

“They have shampoo in Ireland,” he promised, “and even underwear. Don’t waste space. Take your favorite jeans, but only a few pairs—with the intent of wearing them more than once so you don’t wear them out too fast. Don’t take sweaters—their sweaters there are beautiful.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt what I’m sure is a commonsense approach to travel,” said Fee, laughing at her daughter standing with sweaters in both hands, looking back and forth between them, “but we really can’t afford full replenishment of her wardrobe. Underwear is one thing, sweaters are quite another.”

“Oh.” Jed looked thoughtful. “Okay, pack the sweaters, but not the shoes. They take up way too much room. Wear your most comfortable pair when you go and buy more when you get there.” He held up a silencing finger to Fee, shaking his head in a sorrowful way that made her laugh again. “Since, had I known of your existence, Miss Ailey, I most certainly would have been your favorite pretend uncle or maybe even your godfather. I would have been buying you presents for nineteen years. Therefore, I’ll keep you in shoes and socks for the next year. I’d pay for the underwear, too, but even I think that’s creepy. How’s that?”

“Jed!” Fee glared at him.

He looked back, six feet two of gorgeous innocence, and she had to stop herself from gasping just a little.

“What?” he asked. “I’m being reasonable.” He raised imploring hands to Ailey. “Don’t you think I am? It’s your opinion that counts here. Your mother’s just being squirrely.”  

“Squirrely?” Ailey squinted at her mother. “That kind of fits.”

“I am not,” said Fee, falling headlong into their trap. “I’m...concerned. And beyond it being your turn to pay for pizza, Healy, you don’t owe either of us anything.”

“Are you saying I can’t be Ailey’s godfather?”

No, because even all these years later, I wish you were her father. The thought nearly brought tears to Fee’s eyes, and she got up, going into the kitchen and calling over her shoulder, “Does anyone want more coffee?”

She heard a murmur from the next room, then sensed Jed’s presence when he came into the kitchen. “I upset you, didn’t I?” he said, stepping close enough to her that she felt his heat. Or maybe she just wanted to. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’m just having some moments, thinking of my baby leaving home.” She turned, right into the waiting circle of his arms, and leaned against him without even giving it any thought. “You’ll be a great godfather. Any chance you want to help out with the college loans? She has a huge scholarship, but there are a still a lot of expenses.”

He didn’t hesitate. “Anything you need. Or she needs.”

She laughed, although his instant offer broke her heart a little—or mended it. She wasn’t sure which. “We don’t need anything, but thank you.”

He waited, just a heartbeat, then asked, “Does Roger—” 

“He’s not involved. He’s never met her, nor acknowledged her. He knows, because he saw her when she was little and figured it out. He called and asked. I told him to stay away from her and he has.”

“Does Ailey know?”

“She knows...part of it. Not everything.”

“You’re an amazing mother. You know that, don’t you?”

The words were like a cleansing shower. Every day of raising her daughter had had new mistakes in it. “I have an amazing child.”

He grinned. “And now I have an amazing goddaughter.”

“You do.” Ailey’s voice warned them that she was coming into the room, and Fee stepped away from Jed. “One who plans on developing an expensive taste in shoes. That all right with you?”

“It is.” Jed’s grin softened into a smile when he looked at Ailey. 

Later that afternoon, she dropped her daughter off at the train station with scarcely a tear shed, although on the way home, she drove past her house twice before she remembered to stop. She reflected that once again her life was changing in ways she wasn’t ready for. The house felt empty and lonely, even with the Christmas tree twinkling brightly in front of the living room window. She thought about going to the shop and getting together with Eleanor to work on a project, but she didn’t have the heart for it. 

She wished she had a date, not that dating often proved to be a positive thing—she’d come to the conclusion that it was something she just wasn’t good at. Her mother used to tell her not all men were like Roger Kroft. Although a few years of counseling had gotten Fee past the worst of believing they might indeed all be, the sad truth was that there weren’t all that many like Jed Healy, either. 

Maybe there was only one.

Frowning and feeling sorry for herself, she stood at the door of the refrigerator, chewing absently on a piece of pizza left over from lunch. The night shouldn’t feel much different than if Ailey had only returned to Michigan, but it did. It was if her daughter had taken a longer step into adulthood—one Fee wasn’t invited to join. She couldn’t drive to Ireland for a long weekend the way she could to East Lansing, although she was glad their proximity to Canada ensured that her passport was up-to-date in case, God forbid, something happened that required her to make the trip to Kinsale.

Her phone was ringing when she went back into the living room. “Hey,” said Jed when she picked up, “want to go ice skating?”

“The lake’s not frozen.”

“No, but Grosvenor’s Pond is. The skate shack’s open so you can even rent skates.”

She had her own, although she hadn’t skated since Ailey’s middle school years when she’d spent much of her time as either a chaperone or a volleyball mom or both. “How long’s it been since you’ve skated?” she asked, although if she was going to look like an idiot, there were worse audiences for it than Jed.

“Long enough that you’d better be prepared to hold me up.”

Her response that scenario created startled her. Yes, she had found Jed Healy more physically exciting that anyone she’d ever known—there was no denying that. However, that had been twenty years before. She hadn’t exactly lived in a cocoon since then, although she hadn’t loved anyone, either. 

He had. He’d loved and he’d lost and there was no way he was ever going to look his old high school buddy and  girlfriend-for-a-few-weeks in any way other than as someone to drink coffee with. 

Why not? The thought worked its way into her consciousness and wouldn’t leave. It wasn’t realistic to avoid hurt at all costs, was it? Even if it was, it was lonely, and she didn’t want that. She’d never liked the way her mother avoided it—Kate Brady always seemed to be running from something—but maybe being overly cautious about relationships wasn’t the best way, either. 

Why not indeed?

“I can do that,” she said. “Shall I meet you there?”

“I’ll pick you up. That way, whichever one of us doesn’t break something will only have one vehicle to worry about.”

She laughed. “Good point.”

“See you in thirty.” He hung up before she could change her mind, and she put the half hour to good use. 

The hunter green insulated leggings she’d bought on clearance in the spring went perfectly with the sweater her mother had brought from her last trip Ireland. The long underwear she wore under the sweater wasn’t particularly sexy, but her plaid hat was, and the gloves and scarf that coordinated with it were warm. 

She took care with her makeup, scowling at the eye shadow that had dried in its container since the last time she’d worn it.

Her first thought when the doorbell rang was that he should have come on in as he would have in the old days. But this wasn’t the old days. They weren’t in high school or best friends anymore. 

Right. They weren’t in high school. They weren’t kids. She didn’t expect every emotional or sexual experience to end in happily ever after. 

She opened the door, feeling heat in her cheeks she hoped he wouldn’t notice. 

“Wow,” he said, closing the door behind him, “you look gorgeous. Does Ailey know you dress up and go out with strange men as soon as she leaves town?”

Fee had to catch her breath. Speaking of gorgeous... When she found her voice again, she said, “Why, no, she doesn’t know that, and I’m counting on it staying that way. As far as she’s concerned, I’ve only ever had sex once.”

“Does she—”

“No.” Fee interrupted him with a shake of her head. “She knows it wasn’t a relationship in any good definition of the word and that I was seriously young and stupid and so was he. If she knew it all, she’d want to know why he got away with it. Why I didn’t turn him into the police and press charges.” She lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I think I’m a pretty good mom, but courage wasn’t my long suit. I was afraid to do it then and I’d be afraid to do it now.”

“What would you do if it were Ailey?” He held up a hand to stop her from answering and went on. “I’m not criticizing you. As far as I was concerned, me beating the hell out of him was a good response and I’m still glad I did it. I’d be glad to do it again if you need that—for Ailey this time. But I’m sure things are different from a mother’s point of view.”

She turned off all the lights except the one over the kitchen sink, reflecting that maybe her daughter had been right with her last direction that day. “Get a cat, Mom. You know you want one.”

The house was so lonely.

“I hope I’d encourage Ailey to press charges,” said Fee when they were in the car. “I’d make sure she went to the doctor right away, that we’d do everything right. But I didn’t tell my folks, remember? I didn’t tell anyone but you until I figured out that there was going to be a lasting little repercussion. I didn’t tell anyone at all about Ailey until I’d already decided what I was going to do.” She hesitated for a minute, staring through the windshield at the clear dark night. “There’s nothing I’d change, Jed, because changing anything would mean I wouldn’t have Ailey or she wouldn’t be who she is.”

He didn’t answer, but reached for her hand and held it. 

Blinking hard, she held her fingers very still in his so that he wouldn’t let her go. Sometimes the need to be touched was painful in its intensity. Not settling for less than what she really wanted in a relationship often came at a high cost. 

“Sometimes,” her friend Joanna said—more than once, “you just need to have a good time. You don’t have to always be in love.”

Fee knew that was true, and she hadn’t spent the last twenty years as a nun, but a good time had never been enough. Maybe now, with Jed, it could be. 

She curled her fingers into his.
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It stood to reason, Jed thought, that the first time since high school that he and Fee went skating on Grosvenor Pond, they’d see the last person either of them would have wanted to see.

Roger Kroft stood alone on the periphery of the small pond, his arms folded over his chest. He wore glasses these days, one of those karma things. He had broken more than one pair of glasses in day-to-day bullying, and Jed hoped it was an act that got paid back to him in kind. He looked dissipated, and Jed was happy to see he was losing his hair—the brave comb-over did little to hide that fact. His linebacker shoulders seem to have dropped to his stomach.

Fee skated beside Jed on their first wobbly lap around the pond, her gloved fingers clasped loosely in his. He knew when she saw Roger, feeling her tighten up as certainly as if he’d been holding her. She stumbled, and he put his arm around her waist, pulling her into his side. If she went down, he’d go with her. Maybe this time, unlike that long ago other one, he’d cushion her fall in the process instead of making things worse. 

“Well, hell,” she mumbled, her voice so low that he had to bend his head to hear it. “I haven’t seen either of you in twenty years and now here you both are. Is it a new kind of déjà vu where the script has changed? If it is, I want to do the rewriting.” 

“I think you should. And I’ll keep my fists to myself.” He was feeling more sure on the blades of his skates—maybe that made him able to say the words that came next. “I’m so sorry.”

She looked up, and stumbled again. They were going to fall yet. He tightened his arm around her. “Sorry for what?” she asked.

“When I fought with him, I made it worse. Like I said, I’m still glad for beating the hell out of him, but I should have done it later. The main hall at Dickens High School wasn’t the best place to have done it.”

“Don’t you dare apologize.” She sounded breathless, and he slowed the strokes of his skates. “No one but you ever knew the full truth of what happened that night with Roger. He lied and I wouldn’t say, so his friends believed him and mine supported me. After I graduated, when I knew I was carrying Ailey and you’d already left Dickens, but before he’d moved to wherever he went, it was what kept me going. I wouldn’t go anywhere by myself, and even when I was with a friend, he’d give me this menacing look, but I knew he wouldn’t do anything because he was afraid of you. Even after you were gone, he didn’t know you weren’t coming back.”

“I’m glad I didn’t make things harder.” He was relieved by her response. He had enough regrets in his life.

Roger didn’t move from where he stood, although he did drop his arms and occasionally sip from a flask he took out of his pocket. Jed met his gaze as they skated past and was pleased when Roger grew pale. 

“I hate to be a whiner, but my ankles haven’t had this much of a workout in quite a while. I need a break,” said Fee. “Preferably on the other side of the pond.”

“That can be arranged. Hang on. We’re going fast.”

A food truck had lifted its side panel, and they got hot chocolate and took seats on one of the park benches that formed conversation areas around the pond. 

Jed watched Fee. She’d avoided looking at Roger whenever they’d skated past where he’d stood. Her empty hand moved restlessly on her leg. The liquid in her cup had little waves in it, and he saw that she wasn’t restless—she was trembling. “Are you afraid of him?”

She straightened beside him, and both her hand and her hot chocolate went still. “I don’t have to be, do I?” she said.

“No.” As far as he was concerned, she never needed to be afraid of anything or anyone ever again, but that was just a guy wishing he was Superman when he was probably closer being to Clark Kent, up to and including his press credentials. “I would be glad to beat him up again, since you’ve forgiven me for the first time. He’s bigger than me these days, but I’m pretty sure if I sneak up on him, I can still get the upper hand.” He looked hopefully at her. “Heather used to tell me I must have flunked sensitivity, but she gave me extra points for making her laugh.”

He stopped. He hardly ever talked about Heather except to her boys. Not that he minded talking about her—sometimes he even wanted to—but his family and friends were reluctant to bring her name up in conversation. 

It felt really good. 

“What was she like?” Fee spoke softly from beside him. She set her empty cup aside and tucked her hand through his arm. “How did she keep you on the straight and narrow? Or did she?”

He chuckled, relaxing on the bench and tightening his arm around her hand. “She was two inches shorter than me, which made her six feet, and five years older, which worried her a lot more than it ever did me. Neither of us had marriage in mind, but at the end of the day, it seemed like the better option for the kids. Their dad is a good guy and a decent father, but he doesn’t like the messy parts of parenting—his answer to everything was send them to their rooms and ground them—so they were with us most of the time.”

“Was that hard?”

“It was when we first started seeing each other, when they hated me and I wasn’t too crazy about them. But we grew on each other.” He grimaced. “They call me Pops. Can you believe that? Do I look like a Pops to you?” He jerked his head in the direction of Roger, who’d been joined by a boy and a girl carrying their skates. “His, do you think?”

Fee shook her head. “He doesn’t have any, although I know he’s been married a few times, but his sister Sharon does. Those are her kids.”

“What will you do if Ailey wants to meet him? Wants to meet her cousins.”

“She knows them. Sharon called and asked if she could come to the shop and bring them. We were friends in school and we’re friends again. I’m surprised she didn’t let me know he was going to be in town.” She straightened, pulling her phone out of the little crossbody bag she wore and looking at the screen. “Actually, she did. She texted while I was at the train station with Ailey.”

It bothered Jed that Kroft was free to show up in Fee’s and Ailey’s lives if he chose to. He wouldn’t if Jed was around, but that wouldn’t always be the case. Buying the lake camp didn’t mean he’d be living at Dickens fulltime. It would be a home base, not a home. 

“He won’t come around.” Fee sounded certain.

“How can you be sure? He’s right over there. What’s to say he wouldn’t approach you if you were alone?” Fee laughed, and he glared at her. “It’s not funny, Fiadh.”

“It is funny. Oh, not that it would be if he did that, but I’ve been single my whole life, Jed. I can take care of myself, and so can Ailey. Bad things happen—there’s no denying that—but standing around with can of mace in my hand isn’t going to be a part of either my life or hers.”

After a moment of righteous, macho outrage, Jed laughed, too. “You asked me what Heather was like,” he said. “Well, she was like you is what she was. Or maybe you’re like her because she was older than you.”

After a few more leisurely laps around the pond, during which Jed noted that Roger had left, they changed out of their skates and headed back into town. 

“That was fun,” said Fee, smiling up at him when he walked her to the door of her house. She looked down at the zippered tote that blocked the door. “What’s this?”

Hopefully it was what Jed had arranged with Joanna to have dropped off. If not, Fee had an empty an empty animal carrier. A strident pair of meows instantly assured him Joanna had done her part. Now, if Ms. Independence hadn’t completely changed in twenty years, the surprise he and Ailey had managed to pull off would be a good one. 

“Awww...”

Oh, thank God.

The pair of kittens had been born of a Ragdoll mother and a father from a nice neighborhood, as the breeder had said with a rueful shrug. Their lineage had made them both beautiful and affordable. The fact that they were the last two siblings in the litter explained Ailey’s reluctance to separate them. 

“Everything you’ll need for them is in the house,” he said, taking her keys from her and unlocking the door, since she showed no sign of doing it on her own. She held a kitten in each hand. “Joanna took care of all of that this evening while we were gone. Ailey and I picked them up yesterday while you were working. They spent the night with me last night. They’re really good roommates.”

Inside, Jed poured them each a glass of wine while Fee got acquainted with Mistletoe and Holly, the names she gave the fuzzy kittens immediately. When they’d fallen asleep on the cushioned bed on the hearth of the pretty but nonfunctioning fireplace in the living room, Fee sat across the table from Jed. She mopped at the tears that insisted on rolling down her cheeks.

“I never wanted Ailey to feel responsible for me, but she was worried about me being alone through the holidays. I hate that.”

“No, you don’t, and you’ve got black gunk on your face. It means you raised a good kid. What more would you want from her than that she be a compassionate human being?” Like her mother. 

“Oh, good grief.” She went down the hallway to the bathroom, coming back a few minutes later with a scrubbed-clean face. “That’s what I get for trying to look good for a date.” She blushed as soon as she’d said the words, and looked around as if she was searching for something to unsay them with. 

Jed got up, going over to where she stood and taking her into his arms. For a moment, he just held her, giving all of her curves time to adjust to his planes and angles. Then he kissed her, taking his time about it, thinking ... no, not thinking at all. Just feeling. It had been so long since he’d held a woman he lo ... he cared about. Too long, Heather would say, but she’d know, too, what he’d been waiting for. 

“You were my best and last love,” she’d told him once during her illness, holding his hand in her thin one and laying her fingers up against his. “I’m not going to be yours. I’m good with that.”

It should have felt wrong to let go of one love while holding another, but it didn’t. For the first time since Heather’s death, Jed gave credence to the thought that he might someday be happy again. Not yet, but someday.

“The tree-lighting at the Common is Saturday night,” he said. “Want to go with me?”

She nodded. “Most of the stores are opening back up afterward. A couple of the Klatchers are going to open Silver Threads after the lighting and man the cutting table. Ailey and I had planned to go.” She smiled, but there was an extra shine in her eyes. “Maybe you should kiss me again.”

“Maybe I should.” 
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She hadn’t expected to sleep after seeing Roger Kroft at the pond. She had sore ankles and a place on her elbow that had started hurting by the time Jed walked her to her door the night before. She was so very conscious of the emptiness of Ailey’s room across the hall from hers. She took the kittens into her room with her, setting their bed near the heat register. 

When she was under the covers, she lay with her eyes closed and thought of being in Jed’s arms. Of the kisses that were undoubtedly the best kisses she’d had since kissing him back in high school.

Not that there’d been that many, she reflected ruefully. She hadn’t been celibate her whole adult life, but she’d never gotten good at either full-blown relationships or being friends with benefits. There always seemed to be something lacking, and she’d finally decided the shortcoming was hers. 

Could she do it? Could she enter into a “happy for now” time with Jed? Even more, could she be the instigator? She didn’t consider herself shy—retail wasn’t exactly a walk in the park for non-people-persons—but she’d never done the asking. He’d say yes, wouldn’t he? They liked each other a lot—there was no issue with that. Tomorrow, after the tree-lighting, maybe she’d—

Not expecting to sleep had lasted less than five minutes, she thought when she woke to two balls of fur batting paws with each other on her chest. She wondered vaguely how they’d gotten onto the bed, then played with them until nature urged her to get up.

The following days in Silver Threads & Golden Needles were busy ones. She and Joanna prepared sale displays for the tree-lighting shoppers and put almost all the holiday fabric on a clearance table. Each day, groups of women came in to choose and buy for quilts they were making at the beginning of the New Year, which involved the taking out and putting away of at least fifty bolts of fabric in every color and pattern imaginable. 

Arranging things in the store window and filling a raffle gift basket with sewing notions and fat quarters on Friday, she looked up in time to meet Roger Kroft’s eyes. She felt the color leave her face. She wanted to lock the door and hide in the back of the store, but her words from the day before ... standing around with can of mace in my hand isn’t going to be a part of either my life ... stopped her. She nodded stiffly and looked away.

Don’t let him come in.

The next time she looked up, he was gone. 

She called Sharon when she had a break. “Why is he here?” 

Sharon hesitated. “It’s not my story to tell, Fee, but he won’t cause trouble.”

“You’re sure of that?”

“Positive.”

While it didn’t make her feel perfectly safe, it helped. She put him out of her mind. Life was too busy. Too much fun.

She left the store early on Saturday, stopping on the way home to replenish the cat food and litter supply. Snow was falling again, and Dickens seemed to vibrate with the holiday preparations that filled it from the first of November through New Year’s. She couldn’t stop herself from looking around as she walked home. 

Her life hadn’t been very exciting, she acknowledged. Being a single mom was more about working hard than being adventurous. The biggest risk she’d ever taken was when she loaded up Ailey and a U-Haul and come back to Dickens to buy a failing business. It wasn’t failing anymore, but the risk wasn’t all gone—it remained built into a mortgage that might very well survive longer than she did.

But too many changes were happening at once. Christmas without Ailey. Her daughter going away for at least a year. Seeing Roger Kroft for the first time since long before the birth of the child he’d fathered. Two fuzzy kittens residing in her house. 

Jed Healy.

Even thinking about him made her ... hungry. Oh, good God. Hungry? But there wasn’t a better word, although the pangs of yearning weren’t in her stomach, but lower, creating curling sensations in her abdomen she’d forgotten existed. Her breasts, which she’d have sworn she hadn’t once paid attention to since nursing Ailey, were both heavy and tender. 

She laughed, carrying the bags of food and litter into the house. That was probably where the illusion of added weight came from, not her suddenly active libido. 

Mistletoe and Holly charged to greet her, and she plugged in the Christmas lights and sat down with the kittens in her lap. What a good idea they had been. She took their picture with her phone, messaging the photo to Ailey. “I miss you,” she texted, “but they’re a good substitute!”

She showered and changed into yet another holiday sweater and black leggings and French braided her hair. She started to put on makeup, remembered the mascara on her face the night before, and elected to stick with moisturizer and lip balm. 

She and the cats opened the door when Jed rang, and they all jumped back when his camera flashed. “Sorry,” he apologized, scooping up Mistletoe. “I wanted candid.”

“Let me see it to find out if your version of candid is grounds for a lawsuit.” Fee leaned in to look at the image in the camera. “Wow, that’s a little better than I get on my phone. I guess there’s a reason people pay you for what you do, huh? Will you send that to me so I can send it to Ailey?”

“I’ll send it to her,” he promised. “And you.”

“You have Ailey’s phone number?” She didn’t why she was surprised, but she was. 

“How do you think we made the arrangements for Mistletoe and Holly? And”—he looked hilariously smug―“she is my goddaughter.”

They walked downtown, their booted feet crunching on the snow. Jed held her hand much of the time, but released it so often to take pictures that they finally gave up the effort. 

“Was it this much fun when we were kids?” he asked as they listened to the high school choir sing a couple songs before going on. “My folks liked coming downtown for this, but I don’t remember us doing it, do you?”

“We didn’t do it. We were too cool. And even when we did, you were taking pictures and I was with girlfriends pretending not to notice guys.”

“Good point.” He put the cover over his camera lens and slipped his arm around her, pulling her in close and holding her gaze. “So? Are you noticing now?”

“Noticing what?” She fluttered her lashes and grinned at him, wondering if there’d ever been a day that he was around that she hadn’t noticed him. And longed for him. And wondered what it would feel like to be as close physically as they were mentally. She’d wondered a whole lot about being close emotionally, too, but she didn’t want to think about that. Not yet, at least.

She wanted to think about the warmth of him at her side, about her heart racing, and about the touch of his finger where it just barely stroked her cheek. 

They walked on, talking to old friends and new acquaintances. They stood and watched and laughed uproariously at the snowman-building contest across from the Common. 

At a certain time, as if someone had whistled them into silence, the crowd grew quiet and watchful. They waited for the announcements that preceded the tree-lighting, looking around as other lighting in the area dimmed and went dark. Squeals of both fear and excitement came from children. Even the Christmas music that seemed to come from all directions became quiet and promising. 

Then the tree lit, thousands of bulbs waking and glowing on the huge fir tree that had held the place of pride on the Common for more years than most anyone in town could remember. Following the universal breath of “ahhhh ... ” came cheers and applause. 

“Do you need to stop by the store?” asked Jed, as they walked away from the milling crowd.”

“No. Actually, I was invited not to.”

“You want to stop at Marley’s for a drink? It’s a good night for something mulled.”

She waited for just a few beats, her nerves zinging almost painfully. She felt herself blushing—she fully expected she’d be blushing in her coffin—and reached for his hands, holding them and looking down as if something about their joined fingers was completely fascinating. 

“I have some cider at home,” she said, “in a slow cooker on the counter with mulling spices in it. And popcorn. And a fireplace even if it doesn’t work. We could pretend. And we could call out for pizza if we were hungry, too. You could—” She stopped, uncertain how to go on. How could a person be thirty-eight years old and scared to ask a man— “You could stay for a while.”

He drew his hands away and lifted them to her face, holding her cheeks so that she had to meet his eyes. Oh, that mesmerizing storm cloud gaze. She couldn’t have looked away if her life depended on it. 

Even if she’d wanted to.

“For breakfast?”

She smiled back into his eyes, smoothing their crinkling edges with her fingers. She wasn’t calm when she answered. But she was certain.

“Yes.”
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Jed woke with kittens sitting on his chest staring curiously into his face. One of them—he thought it was Holly—reached with a fuzzy paw and patted his scruffy cheek. “Where’s your mother?” he asked, stroking them under their chins.

“She’s getting ready for church,” a voice called from the bathroom, “and she’s not their mother.”

“They think you are.” He set the kittens aside and got up, pulling on underwear and jeans. Naked might be natural, and he was comfortable with his own body, but he wasn’t sure how Fee would feel about it in the daylight. Or how she’d feel about him. “Do you have a toothbrush?” 

“I do. Ailey’s friends never seem to come prepared.” Fee appeared around the edge of the door, wearing a dark blue dress that fit her curves as well and lovingly as his hands had the night before. “I laid it out in the hallway bathroom. You can shower if you like.”

“I would.” 

She smiled at him and laid a small hand on his chest. “You don’t have to put your shirt on if you don’t want to, though. I really like you without it.”

He grinned back. “I like you without yours, too.” He loved the pink that washed her cheeks, and he kissed one of them before pulling back. I’ll see you in ten.”

She didn’t ask him to go to church with her and he didn’t offer. He knew from conversation that her faith was important to her. She knew from the same conversation that his was spotty at best. Having photographed nature at both her best and her worst, he had faith, but Heather’s end-of-life suffering had left him with residual anger. 

“What are you doing today?” he asked, putting his dishes into the dishwasher after they’d shared pancakes and bacon. 

“Nothing, really. Ailey leaving changed things. I usually clean the shop on Sunday afternoons, but the Klatchers did that last night. I’ll probably bake.”

“Why do you sell pastries in a quilt shop? I never did ask that. Not that I’m complaining, but the two things don’t seem to match up.”

“I found the pastry case in the shop storage room and I’d already planned to make coffee and tea available to shoppers. I was alone so much of the time with Ailey in college in Michigan, and baking gave me something to do when I wasn’t at the shop.”

He frowned. “You could have had a social life.”

“That wasn’t something I wanted. An experience like mine with Roger doesn’t have to ruin your life. It didn’t ruin mine, but it did change things irrevocably. Other than you, I’ve never completely trusted another man. No one but you has ever spent the night in my house. Ailey never had any ‘uncles’ other than a few from long-term relationships my mam had.”

“Are you saying you’ve never—” 

“No, I’m not saying that. I’ve had ... friends. I’ve even been in serious like a time or two. What I’m saying is that what you experience when you’re young affects what you experience later on—or at least how you experience it. I haven’t had an ecstatic adult life, Jed, but I haven’t had an unhappy one, either.”

They walked to the door together. He took her in his arms to kiss her goodbye, thinking very little in life had ever felt as good as holding her. “I’m driving to the coast today,” he said, “to take some lighthouse pictures. Do you want to go?”

“I’d love that. I haven’t been to the coast since I came back to Dickens. But I have to work tomorrow.”

“No worries. I’ll pick you up at noon.”

He ran errands that morning, including coffee at Dorrit’s with a friend from school he’d talked to the night before. Back at the camp, he called Mark and Lacey to check in and arranged to have brunch delivered to his parents’ house so his mother wouldn’t feel as if she had to cook after church. 

In the cottage, he took the cardinal ornament out of the bag Mrs. Withers had placed it in, remembering walking on a rocky coast beach with Fee all those years ago. They’d gone there before he left Dickens, spending the day talking and making plans for futures without each other. Not that being apart had been their intent, but that was the way it had worked out. The day had been gloomy and gray and they’d sat quiet for a while, leaning against a rock worn smooth by the pounding sea. 

“Oh, look.” Fee had sat up straight, pointing at a cardinal swooping through the air so close they could see the marks on his feathers. “My mom says cardinals mean good luck, loyalty, and love.”

Jed didn’t think it had worked out that way for Fee, but it had lent cheer to the rest of the day.

He rewrapped the bird in the shop’s sparkly tissue paper and put it back into the bag. You couldn’t erase twenty years with an ornament from a tea shop. 

No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than he was shaking his head at himself. He wouldn’t want to undo those years. Erasure would negate his marriage to Heather, take his stepsons out of his life. He knew Fee wouldn’t undo them, either.

He’d thought at first and again the night before that he still loved her, but that wasn’t true. They were not the people they were before. 

But when he set the bag down, he left it where he could get to it easily. 
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Fee talked to the kittens as she fed them before work each morning. She’d only slept a few hours after the idyllic day on the coast, and not that many the night before, but she still felt...revived. “We saw cardinals again, just like we did when we were kids.” She grinned at Mistletoe’s serious expression. “You’ll eventually feel a lot different about bright red birds than I do, but you’re not going to be able to act on those feelings. We’ll talk about it when the time comes.” She picked him up, snuggling him. “Feelings are important, but you can’t let them run your life.”

She believed that, but she’d had a wonderful couple of days acting on feelings. She’d thought, when she woke with Jed beside her, that she felt just as she had when they were kids. But she’d been wrong. 

It was more.

She walked to work, loving the crisp coldness of the day. She was anxious to see how the store had done during the open hours after the tree-lighting. Although she’d remained cautiously optimistic about the business all the time she’d been open, she knew holidays were important times for revenue. If December didn’t go well, chances were good she wouldn’t make it through the following year. 

“What will you do if it doesn’t work?” Her mother, who never practiced caution in her own life, hadn’t wanted her to come back east, to act on the quilt shop dream that kept her going through the years of working in factories and waiting on tables—sometimes both in the same days. 

But her mother had been there in Fee’s Michigan kitchen when Ailey had looked out the window over the table and said, “Look, Maimeó, a cardinal. Mom says they’re lucky and they stand for loyalty and something else. What is it, Mom?”

“Love,” Kate had said softly, her eyes shining over, and she’d pulled Fee into a hug. “Go and give it all you’ve got, lass.”

She hoped all you’ve got was enough. It was hard, though, to maintain her Monday-morning-worried status after spending the past few days with Jed. Ailey was in Ireland, safe and loved with Kate and Aunt Siobhan, and Fee was in lo ...

No. No, she wasn’t. She was having a good time with an old friend, was all. He’d be gone soon and she’d still be here. She needed to remember that and concentrate on making a success of Silver Threads & Golden Needles. 

Joanna was already in the store when Fee got there, practically bouncing in her excitement. “You won’t believe it,” she said. “Not only did we sell a bunch of fabric, two women were here from the state guild and want us to be part of the annual state quilt show. Like a big part of it. They were here on the shop hop in the spring and again for the big summer sale and they were so impressed, Fee. One lady ate some gingerbread and said if you opened another shop, you need to call it Gingerbread Annie’s because she’d love to have her name attached to any shop of yours and any gingerbread of yours, too. And, Fee, do you know who she was? Do you?” Without waiting for an answer, Joanna plowed on, “She was Annie Cortland, the lady with the quilt show on TV that’s been syndicated all over the Northeast. She wants you to be her guest!”

“Seriously.” Fee stared at Silver Threads & Golden Needles’ assistant manager. “You’re kidding, right?”

“No, ma’am, I am not.” Joanna beamed and gave Fee a hug. “She left her card and said she’ll be calling you later today. I was going to call you right then, but they didn’t have time to wait.”

“I can’t believe it. I was just hoping to make enough to keep the mortgage paid. We still need to do that, but having a presence at the state show would be a huge boost. And TV—really? You should be the one to do that, not me. You’re photogenic and funny and you know fabric and quilts better than I do.”

She called Jed as they prepared to open the store, sharing the news with him. Joanna went to the bank for change fifteen minutes before opening time, leaving the door unlocked behind her. Everyone knew they opened at ten. 

Fee turned on the rest of the lights, made sure the cutting tables were ready, and made the coffee. There wasn’t much gingerbread today—she hadn’t had time to make it. Joanna was going to pick up some doughnuts at Leslie’s Bakes & More—Leslie Moore’s pastries were wonderful. 

The door opened and closed, but Fee was counting cards of needles. More were coming, but they were on back order—this wouldn’t be a good time to run out. The sound of someone clearing his throat made her look up with a smile, her finger holding her place in the handful of needles. 

Six feet away, not smiling, his hands hanging loosely at his side, stood Roger Kroft.

Fee dropped the cards. She didn’t scream or even gasp, although she tasted blood when she bit down on her bottom lip to keep from it. She knelt to pick up the needles, shaking so much she couldn’t keep them in her hands. But it was time for the store to open. She couldn’t have needles on the floor. She had to ...

She had to what? Her mind refused to work. Ailey would ... oh, dear Lord, Ailey. What if he wanted to see her, to meet her, to be a “daddy” to her after all these years? Fee had never taught her daughter to hate the man who’d fathered her. She’d never even referred to him in the accurate but cold term, “sperm donor.” Ailey’s conception had always been described as an accident, but a joyous one. At some point in her freshman year at college, she’d taken to calling it the “happy hook-up.” It was the first time Fee had had to come close to telling her the unvarnished truth. 

It wasn’t happy. It only became happy when you entered the picture.

Why was he here?

She laid the needle cards down in a safe place and straightened, clasping her hands behind her back so he wouldn’t see them trembling. “What is it you want?”

“Five minutes.”

She looked around, hoping her expression didn’t look as wild as she felt. Joanna wouldn’t be back for at least ten minutes. Sometimes the store was open a full half hour before any customers came in. Don’t let this be one of those times. 

“All right.” Her voice sounded remarkably steady. Later, she would be proud of herself for that. “Five minutes.”

Five minutes with him had changed her life for all time, she remembered, and had to quench an unexpected and intense urge to laugh. She looked at the clock above the store’s front window. It had a sewing motif face. A customer had given it to her as a gift the day she opened Silver Threads & Golden Needles. 

It was five till ten.

“Five minutes,” she repeated. 

He hesitated, then stepped closer to her. She wanted to back away. Twenty years after their initial contact, she didn’t want to share the same air with him. But she thought in a few heartbeats of Ailey and of a tiny but mighty Supreme Court justice who’d recently died. She owed it to them to stand where she was. To be strong. This was her turf. “That’s close enough.”

He took a deep breath. “I don’t expect you to forgive me. I’m not asking that. I’m just here to apologize.”

Really?

But before she could give voice to the thought, the shop door burst open, its welcoming bells creating a crashing cacophony. 

“Back away, Kroft. We may be a little older and out of shape, but I have no problem with convincing you not to come close to her ever again if that’s what you had in mind.” Jed’s voice was calm, almost lazy, but the tension he brought with him was palpable. 

“Jed.” She cleared her throat and stretched her hand toward him. “It’s all right.”

“It’s never all right if he’s in the same world as you are, much less the same room.” His voice remained quiet, but the anger seethed from it nonetheless. 

Roger spoke again. “I have no doubt you could clean my clock as thoroughly now as you did then.”

“It’s good that you know that.” Jed came to stand beside Fee. 

“You’re running out of time.” That she spoke so gently surprised her a little.

Roger looked at the floor, and Fee noticed for the first time that his hands trembled even more than hers had when she’d seen him. “Sometimes you come face-to-face with what you’ve done with your life, and it’s not a real good thing. I can remember Mrs. Withers telling us that no matter how much geography we learned, we still couldn’t get away from who we were. She was right.” He held his hands up as if to show he didn’t have a weapon. They were still shaking when he lowered them. 

“Is that all?” Jed didn’t speak gently at all.

“Yes.” The other man turned to walk away, stopped, and turned back, keeping his gaze on Fee. “No. Sharon told me I was an idiot for doing this at all. When I said I’d like to see Ailey, she said she’d testify against me in a court of law if I even suggested it.” He smiled, not with humor—maybe resignation. “I’m not a dependable guy. I’m not a good guy—that’s for the Boy Scout there beside you. But I still apologize for what happened. And I promise I’ll stay away from both you and Ailey forever.” He nodded shortly, turned, and left the store. 

“That was weird,” said Fee. She couldn’t deny the relief she felt. The fear that Roger would attempt to enter Ailey’s life had been in the back of her mind for nineteen years. 

“Do you think he meant it?” Jed didn’t sound sure. 

She nodded. “I haven’t talked to him since the day you came to school and beat him up. I can’t believe he’d look me up just to lie about something.” 

“I hope you’re right.” Jed looked unconvinced. 

“Me, too.”

“I’m going with that. The news this morning was too good to put a damper on. Isn’t it amazing?”

“It is amazing, and I’m happy for you. Are you going to let me take publicity pictures for you?”

“What, take advantage of having a famous photojournalist as a friend? Of course, I am.” She laughed. “Thanks for coming down, Jed, and for having my back. Again. I’m glad your knuckles didn’t suffer this time.”

“Any time.” He laughed, too, bending his head to kiss her. “Antonelli’s tonight?”

“No. I have to bake gingerbread, or there’s going to be a mutiny at Silver Threads. I’ll make some chili, too, if you’ll help me eat it.”

“I’ll make it,” he promised. “See you at seven.”
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The call to do a shoot in Norway came while the chili was cooking on the new stove Fee had helped him choose for the cottage. Jed told his agent he’d give it some thought, but he knew he should do it. The money would be great, although it meant being away over Christmas. If he took this job, he could stay in Dickens for several months before worrying about another one. It would be a chance to see where the relationship with Fee was going. 

The word relationship stopped him. Did either of them really want that? Along with a relationship came a certain amount of taking each other for granted. And a certain amount of responsibility to the other party. Did he really want to have to check with someone else before he took or refused an assignment? Heather had demanded so little of him when it came to that; as a college level volleyball coach, she’d often traveled as much as he did. He’d actually been less patient with her schedule than she’d been with his. 

He remembered staying home while she was sick—at least until she threatened him with a divorce if he didn’t get out of her hair. “I can’t worry about you,” she’d said. “I have to worry about me. And if you’re not working, I’m worried about you.”

So he’d traveled less often and in closer proximity to where they lived, but he’d done it nonetheless. He’d been in Idaho when her sister had called and said he needed to come home. Now. 

He’d done what she wanted. He knew that, her family knew that, even her sons did—they’d gone with him every chance they had. But he shouldn’t have. His job was to be with her when she needed him, and he’d failed at it by adhering to what she wanted instead of what she needed. Just as he’d failed Fee years before when he left Dickens without looking back to make sure she was all right. 

By the time he carried the slow cooker of chili to his car—the first car he’d owned in at least fifteen years—he’d talked Ben, Heather’s youngest, through an econ assignment that had required all of Jed’s memory and many of his internet skills. Prior to that, his older stepson, Rob, had called asking if he could visit him at the camp between Christmas and New Year’s. “I’ll even bring Ben,” he promised. “Dad will be so ready to have us gone by then.”

Jed knew the boys’ father well enough to know Rob wasn’t exaggerating. “Of course, you can come,” he said, laughing, “but make sure your dad knows I may be in Norway part of the time you’re here. You could join me there, but I’m not sure when I’ll be back.”

“He won’t care.”

“Maybe, but he needs to know anyway. He’s still your dad.”

“Okay, okay. Thanks for letting us come. I gotta go. Later, Pops.”

“Later.”

No sooner had he hung up than Ailey called. “Is my mom all right?” she demanded. “She sounded funny on the phone just now.”

He wanted to tell Ailey the truth about her mother’s morning visitor, but there was nothing she could do from Ireland, and Fee certainly wouldn’t thank him for that kind of interference. “Did she tell you—” He stopped, uncertain how to go on.

“About the TV lady? Yeah. That’s probably why she sounded different—she’s excited.” Ailey sounded calm again. “I’m glad for her. She works so hard. Do you think she’s doing okay?” 

“I think she is.”

“You’d tell me if she wasn’t, right? I haven’t looked it up, but I’m pretty sure godfathers are sworn to tell the truth.”

He laughed, delighted with her. “It goes both ways, so, truth, Ailey, how much Guinness have you had since you got there?”

“It’s only been a week, so not that much.”

“Just be careful, okay? And remember if you need help, I have a passport and enough frequent flyer miles to go around the world a time or two.”

His mother used to say her world was all good if she talked to all three of her kids and laughed at their dad all in one day. When Jed kissed the woman who opened her door carrying a wooden spoon and wearing an apron, he thought he know what Mom had meant. Being a stepdad and a godfather might not be quite the same as being a parent, but the positions definitely had their perks. Being in lo ... having dinner with someone he liked a lot who made him laugh and lust after in equal parts did, too. 

After the gingerbread was done and they’d eaten chili, with Fee talking excitedly about someone named Annie Cortland, they went to the pond to skate again. They talked about the quilt show and about the Norway assignment. He took some pictures of Fee when she wasn’t looking. One of them, when she raised an involuntary hand toward a cardinal on a branch, almost took his breath away. 

He didn’t show her that one.

“I don’t think photographs of me right after I’ve fallen flat on my backside on ice will be good promotion, do you?” she asked.

“Maybe not, but Ailey will love it. It’ll stop you from ever showing naked baby pictures to her husband when she has one.”

“How long will you be gone?” 

He heard reluctance in her voice and knew she hadn’t wanted to ask. “I’m not sure,” he admitted. 

“Well.” Her smile was wide, bright, and phony. “It’s exciting, isn’t it? Plus, you’ll have the camp to come back to. But what about the boys? What if you’re not back before they come?”

“They’ll go with me if it’s going to work out that way.”

“Isn’t Ben still in high school?”

“He is, but they’re both very responsible.” The boys had grown up in the gym with their mother or on shoots with him. They’d learned a level of independence that had served them well after Heather’s death. Their dad loved them, but he was more comfortable as a wallet dad than one who actually took them to doctors’ appointments or on college visits.

College visits.

Oh, hell.

Ben was a junior. He needed someone to help him with stuff like that. Unlike his brother, he wasn’t going to segue painlessly into a four-year college with a major he’d planned since sixth grade. He wanted to be a carpenter. He’d grown up watching all the carpentry shows to be found on television, including every video ever made by the legendary Norm Abram. He’d gone the vocational route in high school and wanted to secure an internship in his chosen field. 

According to Rob, their father wasn’t being helpful in that regard. Ben’s tools were kept in a storage unit because the garage didn’t have space and his dad didn’t want them in the basement. He wanted Ben to just go to the college where Rob went and get a general studies degree—a person didn’t make a living pursuing hobbies.

Jed had made a great living doing just that, although he’d managed to procure a degree over the years, as well. 

He’d been worrying about a relationship with Fee, when the truth was he needed to be worrying about the one he already had with a boy he loved. He might not want to be needed, but as long as he was Pops to Heather’s boys, he was needed. As long as he was godfather to a beautiful young woman in Ireland, he was needed. As long as he was the “don’t tell my folks!  phone call to his nephews and nieces, he was needed. 

Beside him, skating slowly, Fee stumbled, and he tightened his arm around her. He thought of Roger Kroft. He didn’t think he was a threat to Fee or Ailey. Not really. But what if he was? What if he changed his mind about staying away and tried to become a part of his biological daughter’s life?

Jed didn’t want that for Ailey. He didn’t want it for Fee.

“What are you doing for Christmas if I bail on you?” he asked.

“Like I told Ailey, I’m going to church on Christmas Eve, then I’m sleeping in. I’m reading and watching old movies and eating leftovers and all the Christmas cookies I want.” She looked as if she wanted to say more, but didn’t, just turned her face away from him and skated on.

He would be in Norway. The timeline the assignment called for was inflexible. 

But maybe he’d be back a soon after Christmas. He could give time to the kids then, finish refurbishing the cottage, spend time with Fee. 

At least until the next assignment.
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Chapter 6
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They spent the night together before Jed left for Norway four days later, sharing a bottle of wine and a huge bowl of popcorn while they watched a movie. Along with the passion in their lovemaking, Fee felt a hint of desperation as well. She hoped he didn’t. The last thing she wanted was him feeling sorry for her. The very idea of it made her cry in the shower, and she wanted to stomp her feet in frustration at herself. Since she’d probably never stomped her feet in a fit of temper in her whole life, the thought made her giggle. By the time she took him to the train station and kissed him goodbye before going to the store, she was able to smile brightly and whisper provocative suggestions in his ear just to keep him thinking about her. 

She also thought crossly that she’d been at the depot more often than she cared for lately. Especially for someone who hardly ever went anywhere. Staying grumpy in Dickens during the Christmas holiday was difficult, though. She stayed in the shop long after closing that night, finishing the top of the quilt she was making for Jed for Christmas. Not that he was a quilt kind of guy, but she’d been unable to resist the pattern when she’d seen it in a magazine. 

Joanna joined her, and soon a few of the Klatchers came in, too. They sewed together, had coffee and cookies, and laughed uproariously at wildly inappropriate stories that may or may not have been true. 

The painful loneliness left by Jed’s absence was more bearable here. Talking with the other women gave her ... she didn’t know ... balance, maybe. She’d known there was no permanency in what he felt about her—there never had been. It was her own fault that she’d allowed herself to hope for more. 

But who’d have expected lightning to strike twice in the same place? It wasn’t as if she’d stayed in love all that time, although her memories of him were good ones. Tender ones. She thought, even after their friendship developed into something mind-blowingly physical, that it wasn’t really emotional. Mental, maybe, because she liked talking with him more than she’d ever enjoyed conversation with another man. 

But not emotional. Not ... love. She may as well say it, since she wasn’t talking aloud. For the first time since she’d fallen in love in high school it had happened again. She—

“What?” 

Joanna was looking at her across the table. “What?” she repeated.

“Nothing.” What had she said aloud? 

“You know,” said Joanna, “if you need to talk, I’ll be glad to listen.” She grinned over at Fee. “We’ve cleaned toilets together—you can trust me.”

“I do trust you.” It had been so long, she realized, that she’d handled things on her own, taking care of Ailey, robbing Peter to pay Paul in the time-honored way of single mothers everywhere. No one had put her on the back burner, but that’s where she’d chosen to stay.

Until now. Until she wanted more. She met Joanna’s eyes. “Have you ever asked a man for anything?” Joanna’s divorce had been bitter.

“Not since I was married.” Joanna stitched a few inches, then stopped. “But I’d like to think I would.”

“Even knowing—” She stopped. 

“That I could get hurt?”

“Yes.”

“I hope so.” Joanna smiled at her, but the expression didn’t reach her eyes. “It’s been years since I’ve felt anything about a man. I miss that. So, even though there aren’t any guarantees, I’d take that chance again.”

By the time she went home, the quilt for Jed was ready for the longarm quilter. The kittens were thrilled to see her, although their food and water bowls weren’t empty, and she was so happy not to be alone in the house she nearly cried again. Twice in one day would be just too much.

Christmas was in two days. She’d give herself until the shop closed at three o’clock on Christmas Eve to mourn the loss of what she hadn’t even realized she longed for. 

*** 
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He’d ridden a train called the Cardinal all through the Southeast one year before he’d married Heather. He’d loved it so much that once when Heather’s team was traveling for a tournament, he’d taken the boys and made the trip again. He’d shot hundreds of pictures and recorded a ton of conversations with other passengers. When he added in the observations of Rob and Ben, it had made for a best-seller that had added appreciably to their college funds.

It wasn’t the Cardinal that he rode going to the airport to fly to Norway, but it felt like it. Looking out the window, seeing the interstate highway almost beside the tracks, he laughed when he saw the huge mural of a cardinal on a billboard. There were red birds everywhere.

His phone signaled the receipt of a text. He looked down at it, read the question, sighed, and read it again. He wasn’t sure how to answer his stepson’s query. Frowning, he tapped out a message to Heather’s ex. 

The other man answered immediately, and Jed had to stop himself from cursing aloud. He was sure he wouldn’t have said anything the two retired schoolteachers across the aisle hadn’t heard before, but it wasn’t their fault the boys’ dad was a jackass. 

He called Rob, telling him what he needed to do, and hung up.

A few hours later, he found out that the flight to Norway—the last one of the day from this airport—wouldn’t be leaving after all. He could fly out tomorrow or he could have a voucher. 

A man walked past wearing a Louisville Cardinals sweatshirt. His phone signaled another text. Will u √ on Mom on Xmas & make sure she’s ok?

He went into a bar and ordered a beer and a BLT. The airport was in quiet bad weather mode. People were scrolling their phone screens and making decisions about what to do next. Where to go if their destination wasn’t available right now. How to let someone know they might not be home for Christmas after all. When they could get on the train if the planes weren’t moving.

It was going to be a long night.
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It wasn’t so bad to be alone. Fee was used to it, or had been, with Ailey in college or working these past three years. Plus, the kittens were loving and fun. They stayed with her no matter what room she was in, but seemed to know instinctively how to stay out from under her feet. She thought they were the best gift she’d ever had. 

She baked enough gingerbread in the two evenings before Christmas Eve to get through the holidays at the store, grateful the recipe froze so well. She not only got Jed’s blanket quilted, she bound it as well. Joanna and the Klatchers, knowing she was trying to finish it, did virtually all the work at Silver Threads & Golden Needles while she sewed. 

“What do you think?” she asked Joanna as they had a drink together at Marley’s after closing the store on Christmas Eve. “Is the shop going to make it?”

“It absolutely is.” 

“Can it support two of us?”

“You and Ailey? I think so, don’t you?”

“No.” She hadn’t known until that moment that she was going to say it, but she was, and she didn’t know why she’d waited so long. She’d known this woman since they were in elementary school together. She trusted her more than anyone she hadn’t given birth to or she wasn’t in love with. Not that she was going there. “I mean you and me.”

“Are you talking a partnership?”

“Yes, I am. You’ve been with me since the first week, when we were still setting live traps to get all the mice out of the store.” Fee laughed. “Why didn’t we have Mistletoe and Holly then?”

“Customers are funny about fabric with cat hair on it, but their cuteness factor would have been nice.” Joanna lifted her glass. “I accept your offer.”

“You haven’t even heard the details. I don’t even know the details.” But Fee clinked glasses with her anyway. 

Joanna touched her chest with her fingers. “I know them here.” 

Oh, damn. Was she going to cry again? Fee blinked hard. “Me, too.”

“Are there other things you know there, too?”

She didn’t even pretend not to know what her friend was talking about. For the first time in all the days since Jed had appeared in Dickens, peace wended its way into her heart along with the excitement and anticipation and the little knot of dread that had taken up residence there. 

Christmas might be lonely—almost assuredly it would—but her daughter was having a great time in Ireland, she was going to meet Jed’s stepsons the following week, and Jed would be home soon. At least for a while.

She and Joanna exchanged gifts, had a second glass of mulled wine, and hugged to seal their partnership before walking home through the darkening early evening. Snow fell lightly, creating bright aureoles around streetlamps and holiday lights.

The church service was at nine o’clock. It had been at midnight when she was a kid, but the congregation had a disproportionate number of elderly people and small children, none of whom were good at staying up late. Fee had just put on her boots and closed the Christmas-tree-loving kittens in the laundry room when the doorbell rang. She opened the door, expecting it to be a late delivery or a request for help with a last-minute quilt binding. She hoped if that was the case, they wouldn’t mind waiting until after church.

But it was neither a delivery person or a customer.

“Jed!” She stepped into his arms. “I thought you’d be in Norway by now.” She raised her face for his kiss, getting lost in it for a lovely minute. “I’m glad you’re not,” she said, “but why are you ... oh, hello.” She saw them then, two tall boys with blond hair and blue eyes. One wore glasses, the other had a dimple in his left cheek. They both wore backpacks. “You must be Rob and Ben. I thought you weren’t coming for a few days. How nice for Jed that you’re here now.”

“They’re here,” said a voice from behind the boys, “and Jed’s here, but they don’t have a Christmas tree, Mom. Can you imagine? Okay with you if we share ours?”

“Ailey!”

She’d seen videos played backwards so that the world that had exploded previously went neatly and seamlessly back together. Her world hadn’t blown up, although it had done some precarious moving around lately, but the pieces had undoubtedly come together in this one moment in the crowded entryway of her house. She held her daughter close, rocking back and forth in the movement that mirrored motherhood the world over. “Is Maimeó all right?”

“She is. She’s having a great time with Aunt Siobhan.” Ailey leaned back, her eyes bright. “I’m only here for a few days—Jed gave me the chance and I took it. The weather was too bad for him to fly out, but improved enough for his boys and me to fly in. He picked us all up at the airport and we came up on the train together. Is that okay?”

“Oh, it’s more than okay.” She hugged Ailey again, then Jed, and then the two boys. “I’m on my way to church,” she said. “I’ll be back in an hour. You’ll wait, won’t you?”

“We’re coming with you,” said Jed. His eyes held hers. “Let me do this now, before I lose my nerve. As you know, I’m not always the most dependable of people, but I want to be, because I want you to depend on me and I want to depend on you.” He held her hand and extended his gaze to include the kids. “All of you, too. Family isn’t necessarily convenient and the members of it aren’t always ones you’d have chosen if you had first pick. But a wise woman talked to me about last and best loves. You are all my best ones, and Fiadh, you are my last one, just as you were my first.” He stopped, taking a deep breath. “Will you marry me?”

“The bag, Pops,” Rob said in a loud whisper.

“Oh, yeah. Don’t answer that yet.” Jed took the gift bag from Miss Amelia Crumpton’s Tea Emporium out of Rob’s outstretched hand and gave it to Fee. “For you, for what we’ve been to each other, for what I hope we always will be.”

Fee opened the sack and took out the tissue-wrapped object, gasping in delight. “Oh, Jed, he’s perfect.” She went to the Christmas tree and hung the ornament near the top. She reached behind the tree and got the large bag from Silver Threads & Golden Needles. “Here’s my answer.”

The quilt was king-sized, with scalloped edges on three sides and cardinal designs in each of the custom-quilted blocks.  “For good luck,” she said, her eyes on his in the glow of the Christmas tree lights. “And with loyalty and love, because I do love you so much, Jed Healy.”
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A Year Later
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“You should go.” Fee read the scrawled notes on the piece of paper Jed handed her over the cutting table in Silver Threads & Golden Needles. She grinned at him. “Of course, the last time you scheduled a trip to Norway, we ended up married and living at the lake with three kids between us. You ended up not going at all. I think it’s great they’ve rescheduled the project.”

“It’s Ben’s senior year and Ailey will be home from Ireland soon. I hate to miss anything.” 

With his father’s blessing, Ben lived with them and Rob spent all his school breaks with them. Fee, who’d always wished for more children, felt as if she had them. Jed was hilariously paternal. Being Pops to all three of them was his favorite thing. 

“Jed, it’s five days in the middle of December. The only thing you’ll miss is one basketball game and helping with homework.”

Joanna approached, wearing a Christmas sweatshirt she’d designed. “Actually, I could take both your places at that basketball game, stay at your house and cook for Ben and spoil the cats, and do whatever I like with the store while you’re gone. You know, if you’d like to go along, Fee.”

Fee smiled at her. “You’re the best partner ever, Jo, but I’m skipping this one. Jed’s holding down the fort when you and I go to tape the TV show. This is his turn to have alone time.”

She’d traveled more in the past year than she had in the past twenty, sometimes with Jed and sometimes on her own. The shop and Joanna’s and her appearances on Annie Cortland’s show had been startlingly successful. 

She knew now that teenage boys differed greatly from teenage girls, that the sky wouldn’t fall if she got on a plane not wearing makeup, and that the cats only liked her best when Ben wasn’t home. She’d learned that having a shouting match in the kitchen didn’t mean the family was falling apart, but that they were learning how to be together. 

Her heart knew that even when Jed left, he was coming back. He understood that even though Fee always wanted to live in their expanding cottage on Tamarack Lake, she no longer completely unpacked her suitcase, either. She’d grown to like riding shotgun when he went on two- and three-day shoots. She couldn’t take a picture to save her soul, but she’d developed quite a knack for choosing a subject.

“Okay.” Jed took a deep breath. “I’ll go, but I’ll be back in time for the tree-lighting on the Common.”

“Skating afterward and then all here together through the holidays?”

“You bet.” He came around the cutting table to put his arms around her. “I’ll never again miss Christmas in Dickens.”
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More About Dickens
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Dickens is a fictional town set "somewhere" in New England. There are a number of full-length books, from many different authors, in the series. The entire series can be found HERE.

There are also a half-dozen novellas related to the series which can be found at the bottom of the series page.
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There's even a #FREE cookie cookbook, It's A Dickens of a Cookie 2.
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