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      Dedicated with all my love to my dad, David O. Cano—for showing me that anything is possible and to always dream big. I love
            you.

      
   
      
      
      
PROLOGUE


      
      Driving along one of the busiest highways in the state, the cabbie slouched, relaxed as always. With one hand on the wheel,
         he glanced again in his rearview mirror.
      

      
      He couldn’t take his eyes off them.

      
      Three exquisite young women in sparkling, jewel-toned evening gowns. Each with a different flower—a lily, a rose, a daisy—behind
         her ear. Brilliant hair colors of Raquel brown, Liz black, and Lucy red. Beaming smiles of sisterhood. Even squished together
         in the backseat, the women’s enthusiasm didn’t waver.
      

      
      He had picked them up in front of the Mission Hotel around midnight at the close of some fancy fashion event—the high-end,
         snooty kind that brought out all the socialites draped in furs and diamonds. The girls didn’t notice his taxi’s top light
         was off. One of them practically leaped in front of his car, waving, begging him to pull over. He couldn’t resist; their presence
         intrigued him.
      

      
      He wasn’t one to eavesdrop on customer conversations, but their excited energy bubbled throughout the vehicle and reeled him
         in. They may have had similar features, but their personalities couldn’t have been more diverse.
      

      
      “Three cheers for the lucky buttons! We did it!” cheered the redhead, shaking a small glass jar over her head. “I swear, I thought we’d blown our cover. But we actually pulled it
         off! Did you see how everyone gawked when Reese ordered the champagne in our honor?”
      

      
      “You did it, not that old jar of buttons, and certainly not us,” remarked the girl with the wavy ebony tresses as she calmly adjusted
         the bodice of her teal dress. “You’re the one with the creativity and vision; we just helped you fine-tune the patterns and
         stitching. I’m happy for you—and beyond proud… but like I said before we left, don’t count on me to stick around in the business.
         Fashion is your dream, not mine. Next week I’m signing up for the Peace Corps. Travel the world and do some good for humanity.”
      

      
      Next, the brunette spoke up in a high-pitched voice. “I’ll still help as long as you put me on the payroll. All I want is
         a normal, respectable life so I can raise my son.”
      

      
      The redhead crossed her heart twice with her finger. “I know,” she said. “I promise to honor your wishes from here on out.
         With all my soul, thanks for helping me. I’m sorry I hurt you when I ran away. I’m so ashamed. I was so desperate to make
         it; I let go of everything I loved—my best friend, all my work, even myself—and worse… almost you two…”
      

      
      The brunette leaned over, kissed the redhead’s cheek, and then took a stern tone. “We’re sisters. We’ll always be here to
         protect each other. And speaking of protecting—I saw you and Reese scribbling on paper. Please tell me you didn’t sign anything.
         You need to hire a lawyer to read the fine print, get the contract notarized in front of a witness, triple-check the royalty
         amounts—”
      

      
      The cab made a swift lane change, jostling the girls. The brunette lunged up toward the taxi driver. “Hey, mister! Slow down
         up there. I want to get home in one piece!”
      

      
      The cabbie, startled by her abruptness, agreed with a mini-nod of his head.
      

      
      The redhead raised her chin. “Don’t worry, Mr. Reese is an honest businessman. Come spring, he’s going to put my designs in
         stores all over the country. All that matters is we made the deal. A shiny one!”
      

      
      “Hopefully shiny enough to polish up your reputation after that sham of a marriage,” mumbled the brunette.

      
      The redhead bowed her head. “It wasn’t a sham… I still love him.”

      
      “No frowns tonight,” said the raven-haired girl, sliding her arm across to hug her sisters. “We’re celebrating a fresh start.
         Let’s focus on the positive, our little victories—they will add up to greatness.”
      

      
      “I love that—‘little victories’!” gasped the redhead as she attempted to sit up tall to clap, but the sturdiness of her bouffant
         combined with the cab’s low roof prevented it. She turned to face the others. “After tonight we’re all going our separate
         ways, but we’ll always be united in spirit. Family. All of us together. Just like right here, in this taxi, smashed like sardines
         in a can. I love you girls!”
      

      
      “I love you both too,” the brunette said, tilting her head and smirking.

      
      “Why the guilty grin?” asked the redhead.

      
      “Because we’re gonna be stinkin’ rich!” she replied, scrunching in her seat and rubbing her hands together like a miser. “I’m
         going to use every penny to send my baby to the finest schools!”
      

      
      “Only the best for our little nephew,” agreed the redhead.

      
      They all giggled and clumsily climbed across the seat to hug one another. Touched by the intensity of the moment, the driver
         spied in the rearview mirror once more. This time his eyes met with those of the redhead. He flinched. Instead of happiness,
         she wore an expression of five-alarm terror.
      

      
      “Watch out!” the girls shouted in unison. “The road!”
      

      
      Snapping his gaze forward, the driver realized he had weaved into oncoming traffic. He shouted obscenities over the women’s
         screams and overcorrected, causing the car to veer off the side of the road and, to his horror, down the side of a steep,
         dark embankment.
      

      
      With twists of the steering wheel, the driver tried his best to keep the car from careening into the dark waters below, but
         the tire struck a large rock, which sent it and its passengers end over end into a violent roll.
      

      
      A slow-motion montage of flailing limbs, hair, and flying glass filled the rearview mirror as the vehicle finally came to
         a crashing stop at the water’s edge. The deafening silence permeated the scene, only to be broken up by the faint sound of
         Bobby Vinton’s “Fly Me to the Moon” on the radio, as petals of lilies, roses, and daisies floated away into the night.
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Thursday, September 15, 11:59 p.m.

         Introducing: Miss Scarlet’s School of Patternless Sewing!

         Hello, my dahling Daisy-ites!

         Miss Scarlet at the controls to bunny up about the latest news flash from the DaisyForever.com headquarters!
         

         Let’s start with some trivia. Did you know Daisy rarely used traditional patterns in her dress designs, instead opting for
            unconventional methods of measuring, draping, and shaping?
         

         Well, dolls, to celebrate DaisyForever.com’s 10th birthday, I’m going to tap into that by taking on a new adventure so utterly fantabulous, Daisy would flash a wink
            or two.
         

         Ready? Drumroll, please…

         Miss Scarlet’s School of Patternless Sewing!

         Hold on, put those flappers down, chickadees, and save the questions for the end.

         What is my motivation for offering this closet-brightening, self-esteem-boosting, educational series? Miss Scarlet wants each
            and every one of you divas-in-the-rough to not only crack the shell of your ho-hum rut, but smash it to pieces like a cascarón on New Year’s Eve! I want
            all of you to sass up your attitude, turn some heads, drop some jaws, transform the stiffest of critics to Jell-O, and make
            people look at you and say, “I’ll have what she’s having!”
         

         To do that, I’ll share what I know best: designing and making tailored clothes. Having a petite soda-pop-bottle silhouette
            myself, I’ve never been able to find my beloved Lana Turner–inspired frocks at secondhand shops, much less the mall. What
            could I do? Wear a polyester tracksuit and call it a day? I think not.
         

         My Nana Eleanor, an educated activist for all things threaded, woven, and stitched, taught me early on that every curve of
            a woman’s body has a three-part novella to tell. And to fully appreciate the fleshy package God gave us, we must tune in—measuring
            tape in hand—to discover the tragedies and triumphs that exist from the top of our tresses to the edges of our toenails. I
            sure did. My body’s secret stories made me sob as much as cheer. I empowered myself to dissect my frame and stitch my own
            wardrobe from scratch.
         

         Here’s the dealio, tutti-fruttis: I’m going to personally instruct you how to make custom clothes for your one-of-a-kind body.
            With Miss Scarlet tutorials, your gams will look longer than Betty Grable’s; your waist tighter than a Victorian corset, and
            your décolletage juicier than Jessica Rabbit’s. You’ll learn to design from instinct and explore the ins and outs of clothing
            construction. In this 12-week program, students of all skill levels will tackle assignments to learn the art of freeform sewing
            applied to practical wearables and accessories.
         

         And it is all patternless… well, patternless in a traditional sense. No confusing, bland tissue paper here. We’ll hiss at militant guidelines of what
            is considered correct. In this class, your body is the head honcho to please; it is the only pattern that matters.
         

         The program is $500, and I’ll gladly accept weekly payments. I’ll provide the sewing machines, but you’ll need to spring for
            your own fabric. I’ll throw in a gift bag from my own stash of vintage trims, plus extra one-on-one time each week if you
            need it. One of the shimmery highlights of my program is that it will be held at the swanky Carly Fontaine Studio in downtown
            Phoenix.
         

         The atmosphere is metropolitan frou-frou and we’ll have a spacious area, professional worktables, massive overhead lighting,
            a 60-inch plasma TV so we can watch crafty cinema while we stitch, and best of all—there’s a catwalk! How did I swing this?
            Let’s just say being Ms. Fontaine’s right-hand threadmistress for the past two years has earned me a pot-o-perks. Oh, did
            I mention that I’ll also bring baked goods from La Purisima Bakery, home to the best apple empanadas in all of Glendale, Arizona?
            I hope all of these are reasons enough for you to sign up!
         

         My faithful readers, here’s a nugget of personal news I’m proud to share: I am now one degree closer to Daisy de la Flora.
            Yours truly has finally been accepted into the Johnny Scissors Emerging Designers Program for next year!
         

         For those of you newbies, Johnny “Scissors” Tijeras is Daisy de la Flora’s nephew and only surviving relative. Every year
            he presents the program for ten students where they are mentored at the Casa de la Flora headquarters in New York City. The
            program has been known to launch the careers of its participants. Thousands of dreamy dressmakers like moi apply, but only a few are selected each year. And after being rejected five times running, my
            boo-hoo days are over.
         

         The tuition is very steep, thus the Patternless Sewing fees will help pay my way. I’ve also set up a donation widget to the
            left of your screen, for any millionaires out there who care to hook a girl up. [image: image]

         This summer, my life is about to change and I owe it all to Daisy for inspiring me to design from my heart. Every week I share
            light, fluffy recipes; sewing projects; and creativity exercises here, but now I want to show my gratitude to Daisy and take
            this blog to a deeper level. Therefore, I’m opening my treasure chest of Daisy clippings that I’ve accumulated throughout
            the past decade and I’m going to share them with you. I’ve kept them to myself all this time because… well, I guess the exclusivity
            made me feel closer to her. But Daisy, wherever she may be in the world, would not want that. Her story is golden and deserves
            to be told. I, Scarlet Santana, want to be the one to do it. And it’s perfect timing—this coming January is the 50th anniversary
            of Casa de la Flora!
         

         Miss Scarlet’s School of Patternless Sewing begins soon. To enroll, ring me at the Carly Fontaine Studio, 555-796-2874.

         Hop on it—limited seats!
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      Uh-oh, Scarlet thought.
      

      
      Loose thread on the side seam of her tailored waist jacket. How could that be? She had meticulously stitched and steamed the
         masterpiece until four a.m. to appear pin sharp for her meeting with her boss, locally celebrated designer Carly Fontaine.
      

      
      Scarlet’s Nana Eleanor had a superstition that if you pulled a loose thread and it came out short, something miraculous was
         about to happen. But if the seam unraveled—bad news could be expected. For all practical purposes, Scarlet decided not to touch the thread. She planned to leave Carly’s office with a promotion today and had no time to worry about the meaning
         of a silly piece of string.
      

      
      Oh, what the heck.
      

      
      She gently tugged the strand. Short!

      
      Two years ago Scarlet Santana changed her career path to pursue fashion design and ever since, all the necessary components
         had fallen into place like flouncy rayon ruffles. An award-winning blog, a full-time gig at Arizona’s most noted fashion house,
         topped off with an upcoming New York City apprenticeship with one of the country’s hottest designers.
      

      
      All because she loved to sew.

      
      Running fabric through her machine without interruption brought Scarlet tranquillity. It served as her therapy when she needed
         to think through disagreements with her family or fantasize about walking the halls of Casa de la Flora headquarters. When
         Scarlet worked on her dresses, she couldn’t tell the difference between the moon or the sun, coffee from tea, or even if there
         were shoes on her feet.
      

      
      Sketching, constructing, and embellishing clothing brought her happiness, and she refused to accept anything less. One way
         or another, she would make it her lifelong career.
      

      
      Scarlet tried to rest comfortably in Carly’s reception area chair—a modern Spanish monstrosity that could pass as a bean bag
         with oars for arm rests. She likened it to Carly: intimidating. Once Scarlet finally found her sweet spot, she stared through
         the glass windows of Carly’s building and beyond the two lanes of traffic on Roosevelt Street. She sat still, her hands folded
         on her lap as she fixed her gaze on two statuesque blondes leaving the sandwich shop across the way. Scarlet imagined reconstructing
         their dresses with fancier necklines. The vision felt so real, Scarlet could hear the sewing machine already, as if it were
         right there by her side.
      

      
      “Miss Scarlet, is that your phone buzzing from your purse?” asked Carly’s administrative assistant, Yoli.

      
      Scarlet winked at her and retrieved her cell from her clutch. “Thanks, doll!” she sang out while glancing at the screen to
         see who was calling. She slouched just a hair and then took a deep, confident breath.
      

      
      “Hi, Mom!” she answered merrily, in the hopes she could control the tone of the forthcoming conversation.

      
      No such luck.

      
      “If she doesn’t promote you,” her mother started, “it’s a sign from Nana Eleanor to get rid of that tacky rhinestone sewing basket of yours and get a real job!”
      

      
      “Mom, Nana Eleanor is in a retirement home, not heaven. She isn’t sending me signs unless it’s through snail mail,” Scarlet
         said. To outsiders, it sounded like her mom, Jeane, had stomped all over Scarlet’s flower garden of self-esteem, but really,
         Scarlet knew her mom meant to pump her up.
      

      
      “If she doesn’t promote you”… here Jeane meant it was due time that Scarlet upgraded to a more worthy position other than her current role as Carly Fontaine’s
         underappreciated sidekick.
      

      
      “… it’s a sign from Nana Eleanor to get rid of that tacky rhinestone sewing basket…” Nana Eleanor had served as Scarlet’s sewing mentor since childhood. She taught the girl everything from proportion to basting
         to pinning to even measuring bodies with finger-walking and tight bear hugs. Most important, she instructed her granddaughter
         on how to make impeccable gowns from scratch with little to no resources.
      

      
      Every Wednesday after school, Nana Eleanor and a then eight-year-old Scarlet took a ninety-minute bus ride to Neiman Marcus
         at the swanky Biltmore Fashion Park. After perusing the racks, they selected contrasting dresses, took them into the fitting
         room, turned them inside out and applied Nana’s reverse engineering method. After sketching a fabulous hybrid version, they
         returned home to make it. By her high school years, Scarlet was carrying out the tradition solo when she crunched inside the
         tiny stalls of Glendale thrift shops and designed vintage pinup-girl apparel.
      

      
      Nana Eleanor loved the creative connection she shared with her granddaughter and as a gift for her eighteenth birthday, she
         presented an authentic 1962 Daisy de la Flora bejeweled straw handbag that had been converted into a sewing basket. The gift changed Scarlet’s life. She had been obsessed with all things Daisy ever since.
      

      
      “… and get a real job,” Well… every mother thinks her child deserves more, right?
      

      
      “Scarlet, did you hear me?” her mother snipped. “Promise me you’ll hot-tail it out of there if she doesn’t make you partner.
         Tell her you want your own office so you can brag about it at Thanksgiving dinner tomorrow!”
      

      
      “I’ll give it my all, Mom, like I always do—the way you and Dad taught me,” Scarlet said graciously, pretending her mother
         had told her not to worry because she would win Carly over with her talent, skills, and charm. “It’ll go great. I practically
         run this operation. This promotion is a long time coming.”
      

      
      “Even if she does promote you,” Jeane continued, “… now, don’t take this the wrong way, I’m only telling you straight because
         I love you… but I think you’re shortchanging yourself if you stay at that sweatshop. You deserve better. No child of mine
         should be sweeping the floor.”
      

      
      Scarlet knew her mother had her own Dr. Phil style going on, but now she had gone too far, especially at a time when she should
         be sending good luck to her daughter, not cut-downs. She wondered if her mom, or any of her family for that matter, would
         ever take her life goals seriously.
      

      
      “I mean it, mija,” Jeane continued. “You’re thirty, you should be wearing suits, not those cartoon dresses you make. And you
         should have bought a home by now. And a fancy car.”
      

      
      Scarlet had had enough. “I am wearing a suit right now, and I do have a fancy car!” she whisper shouted so Yoli wouldn’t hear.
      

      
      “Nana’s clunker Mercedes is fifty years old and stinks like vitamin E oil. You should sell it and put the money toward your
         school loans.”
      

      
      “I’m not selling Nana’s last memento of freedom, Mom. You know the highlight of her week is our Sunday lunch dates. It would break her heart if I sold it,” Scarlet said, glancing at
         Yoli, who had positioned herself front and center, pretending to sort papers so she could eavesdrop. Both their heads perked
         up with the click of Carly’s doorknob.
      

      
      “Mom, my meeting is about to start. I’ll call you later, OK?”

      
      “Good luck, Scarlet. Knock ’er dead, and then pour sugar on her.”

      
      That’s all it took to make Scarlet feel at ease. A sliver of a cheer from her mom always worked wonders. She knew her mom
         truly wanted her to be happy, even if her version of happiness, like most things, didn’t suit Scarlet’s taste.
      

      
      “Thanks, Mom, I love you,” Scarlet said. But before she hung up, she heard, “Scarlet, wait!”

      
      “Yeah, Mom?”

      
      “Your sister can’t make the mashed potatoes for tomorrow. I told her you could—you know, since you’re single and have free
         time. We’ll need enough for forty people. By three o’clock. Thanks, mija.”
      

      
      *   *   *

      
      Scarlet sat across from her boss’s desk, anticipation peeking over both shoulders, as she watched Carly skim the personnel
         file, using a heavy gold pen to add notations. Scarlet couldn’t help but admire Carly’s glossy ink-black hair and how it hung
         straight and blunt on each side, as if someone had draped a silk scarf over her head. Even though she was full-blooded Mexicana,
         Scarlet thought she could pass as a taller version of a camera-ready Kimora Lee.
      

      
      “You were fired from the night shift at Fabrictopia last year? Assaulting a customer? I didn’t know that,” Carly said, tapping
         her pen on the paper.
      

      
      “Ha! Oh yeah… simple misunderstanding,” Scarlet explained, wondering how that information had ended up in her file. “I was
         demonstrating an easy way to use your arms to measure a body. I gently embraced this lady’s mother in a bear hug. How was
         I to know she had a bad case of shingles? She sorta freaked out on me and—”
      

      
      “That’s enough,” Carly said, scribbling more notes. “You better not do that here.”

      
      “Never have. Never will,” Scarlet said. With her ankles crossed and knees tilted together at the side, she kept her composure
         even though her heart was beating crazier than a caffeinated Chihuahua.
      

      
      Carly paused halfway down the page and peered over her chunky white eyeglasses. “OK. Let’s do this. What do you want to talk
         to me about, Scarlet?”
      

      
      “Well,” Scarlet began. “I originate and stitch all my ensembles, and each one is based off of fashion icons of the silver
         screen. This one I’m wearing is inspired by Kim Novak’s suit from Vertigo.” Scarlet smoothed her hands down her crisp gray lapels. “My Etsy store is quite the grandstand online. I also have three
         boutiques outside of Arizona that carry my other dresses. And I know you’ve seen my fashion blog, DaisyForever.com. Its horn has been tooted in USA Today and the Arizona Republic. I guess you could say I’m a star on the rise!”
      

      
      Carly tilted her head, squinted, and nodded in faux fascination, as if she’d never heard any of it before (Scarlet made sure
         she heard it every day). Scarlet played along because she was over-the-moon proud to be one of her thirty employees. She worked
         her rump off to prove it.
      

      
      She’d spent the first month at Carly Fontaine Studio unrolling bolts of fabric and trims to measure them for accuracy (something
         she now did from sight alone). She glued hundreds of sequins and feathers to headbands, fixed stubborn sergers, threaded a gazillion bobbins in advance, and sorted thousands
         of crystals by size and color. By the end of her first year, Scarlet had reorganized, upgraded, and improved the efficiency
         of Carly’s storage, production, fitting, and showcase rooms. Her second year brought on the title of Personal Assistant to
         Carly, which put Scarlet on call 24/7 for every crisis. Scarlet proved her value throughout the past two years and that’s
         why she knew Carly would offer her a promotion. If not partner, at least designer. If not designer, at least a raise.
      

      
      Carly replaced the lid to her pen, slipped it in her black leather pencil cup at the corner of her desk, and closed the folder.
         She took a generous sip from her checkerboard-patterned mug, set it down, and smiled.
      

      
      “Again, what would you like to discuss? We have five minutes left.”

      
      “I want you to make me partner,” Scarlet said.

      
      “Partner?” Carly repeated. “Well. That’s quite a big aspiration, seeing as I’ve never considered having one. I built this
         little empire while I went to school. And I did it all on my own. I would never bring on a partner. Even if I did, they’d
         have to have the gift, the experience, plus the degree to go with it. Why would I change that now?”
      

      
      It was the million-dollar question Scarlet had been waiting for.

      
      “Because… I am… a dress healer.”

      
      “Excuse me?”

      
      Scarlet excitedly scooted her chair close to Carly’s desk, hunched over, and stared her down to ensure full attention.

      
      “Carly, I’ve been designing and sewing since the third grade. I dream about designing. I’d rather sketch than… than… breathe! I don’t see fabric and thread as just fibers. To me, they are storied seasonings ready to be stitched into submission. My eyes devour colors, my mouth waters because I can practically
         taste them. I tune into each and every article of clothing I meet, deconstruct it in my head to create an improved version.
         I can apply all of this to your business and take it to a higher level.” She then looked dreamily toward the ceiling and raised
         her hands to form a frame. “We could combine our best traits into one line and call it… The Scarly.”
      

      
      “I’m a dress healer too.” Carly shrugged, unimpressed.

      
      Scarlet stiffened. “If that were true, you’d know that the A-line skirt you’re wearing is a half size too big.” The words
         spilled out of her mouth before she had a chance to stop it.
      

      
      “Oh really,” Carly replied. “Well, it appears you’re coming apart at the seams. Is that a hole in your jacket or is that how
         Kim Novak wore it in the film?”
      

      
      Scarlet clenched her teeth and grazed her hand over the side of her rib cage and, indeed, felt flesh.

      
      Double darn! I should have never pulled that loose thread!

      
      Carly released a sigh of boredom. “Request denied.” She leaned back in her wide black leather chair as if to wrap up the meeting.

      
      “Maybe partner is out of the question—for now,” Scarlet pleaded. “But I should at least be promoted to designer. We both know
         my work hits a target market you haven’t been able to penetrate.”
      

      
      “Out of the question, at least until you enroll in fashion courses,” Carly stated. “If you choose that path, I’ll gladly move
         your hours around your schedule. I’m sorry, Scarlet, that’s where I stand.”
      

      
      Scarlet couldn’t believe her ears. Desperation bubbled up. “You know I have two degrees, both of them in coveted areas of engineering. One is in structural, isn’t that what dressmaking is? My other degree is chemical engineering, which lends itself to textile science.”
      

      
      Carly shook her head. “Your spin won’t work on me.”

      
      “In life, you have to stray outside the lines to stand out,” Scarlet said. “My engineering skills could be a secret weapon
         if only you opened your mind. Do you know I could be earning four times my pay right now? I gave that up for my love of the
         craft. I’m dedicated. I’m a valuable resource and I’m right here under your nose. I’m already considered an expert! You know
         the patternless sewing workshop series I’m teaching here? Well, it’s sold out!”
      

      
      Carly’s eyes opened wider than jumbo buttons. “Workshop series? What do you mean, here?”
      

      
      “Here, as in… the production room. I requested it months ago and you approved. I saved the e-mail.”
      

      
      “I can’t allow a private workshop here,” Carly said. “I can’t risk the potential damage. I’d probably have to take out extra
         insurance. Those are lines I’m not about to cross.”
      

      
      Scarlet stared blankly at that flashy gold pen resting in Carly’s pencil cup. Patternless Sewing began in three days. Twenty-four
         students and no place to put them. She wouldn’t dare cancel. Her credibility would be shot. Even worse, no Johnny Scissors
         tuition money.
      

      
      “Scarlet, I do have some good news,” Carly announced. “You are doing an excellent job as my assistant. I’m giving you a ninety-five
         cent weekly pay increase.”
      

      
      “$49.40 a year? Thank you,” Scarlet said as she rubbed her thumb over the hole in her jacket. One last thought came to her
         mind.
      

      
      “What if I told you I was accepted into the Johnny Scissors Emerging Designers Program? What if I completed it and earned
         a fashion degree that way?” Scarlet asked.
      

      
      Carly let out a mini snort, and rose to escort Scarlet out of her office. “Wouldn’t we all love to be accepted into that program?
         I’ve applied every year since college. I hear Marc Jacobs and Stella McCartney are each starting rival programs. You’re so
         cute, Scarlet. The day you bring me a diploma from Johnny Scissors is the day I make you partner. Now, get back to work.”
      

      
      *   *   *

      
      Twenty-four hours later, Scarlet arrived at her parents’ Peoria home with a tub of creamy mashed potatoes in tow. On the drive
         over she vowed, as she always did, that under no circumstances would she bring up fashion, fabric, Carly Fontaine, or Daisy.
         Much less Johnny Scissors.
      

      
      Thanksgiving dinner went like clockwork. The house was filled with chatty aunts in the kitchen, uncles clustered in front
         of the big-screen TV watching the football game, kids running rampant from one door to the next, and a dozen cousins downing
         beers on the back patio. Above all the small talk Nana Eleanor could be heard bragging about her latest doctor’s appointment.
         Ever since her early seventies, the only prescriptions her doctor required were a daily dose of fresh air, a multivitamin,
         and a weekly shopping spin with Scarlet around town in her Mercedes. Nana made up the last one, but no one dared question
         it.
      

      
      By eight p.m., everyone had left except for immediate family. It was a Santana ritual. Scarlet’s older siblings, Charles and
         Eliza, sat at the kitchen table and took turns explaining, in detail, their current respective work projects. The conversation
         always ended with rounds of accolades for one another.
      

      
      Scarlet listened to all their play-by-play anecdotes, knowing her turn to discuss her accomplishments would not arise. Her
         life choice had become the white elephant of family talk fests. One would think she’d shaved her head and married a female unicorn instead of choosing to work in fashion. The Santana clan considered her budding profession a joke, and
         the otherwise upbeat discussions turned into career intervention. To avoid headaches on all parts, Scarlet muted her own professional
         accounts and simply tuned into everyone else’s.
      

      
      After her second serving of turkey, Scarlet joined her eldest brother, Charles, in an in-depth review of his latest work project:
         designing a solar-powered light system for a new public art sculpture that would sit atop Glendale’s tallest building.
      

      
      “Traditional solar panels are so bulky and sci-fi-looking, they’ll distract from the beauty of the art piece,” he said. “Too
         bad that’s what we have to work with.”
      

      
      Scarlet shrugged. “Why limit yourself to tradition?”

      
      “Oh, here we go, little Scarlet’s going to save the day again,” Charles said with a wide smile.

      
      “I will,” she replied, more confident than Donald Trump cashing a check.

      
      “I know you will,” Charles nodded. “That’s why I said it.”

      
      “Substitute the panels with that new stretchable solar-cell film that comes in different colors.” She winked at Charles and
         removed the pen from his shirt pocket. He slid a paper napkin her way so she could sketch her vision.
      

      
      “See?” she said as she sketched. “Why not construct a seating area on top of the building to complement the sculpture? The
         solar-cell film will cover flake-shaped frames to provide the shade. The effect will cast a soft rainbow kaleidoscope of color
         for visitors to enjoy, plus keep the lights on at night. The best part? It will run off a brain the size of a quarter.”
      

      
      Scarlet snapped the cap on Charles’s pen and slid it back into his pocket while everyone sat at the table in silence, amazed
         at her rapid-fire mash-up of creativity and critical thinking. Well, everyone except a bored Eliza, who pulled out her phone and began to text.
      

      
      “Scarlet is as gifted as she is beautiful,” Scarlet’s father, Manny, announced. She gazed at him in appreciation. He had the
         same pride in his eyes as he had when she took first place at the science fair every year in middle school. She’d give anything
         to record this moment—and replay it whenever she felt inadequate.
      

      
      “Thanks, Daddy,” she said.

      
      “Now, if only she’d make this seamstress business a hobby and get back to engineering as her real job. Scarlet, you have enough
         patience to juggle both. It’s like I always say…”
      

      
      Scarlet blew air out of the corner of her mouth and looked to the low popcorn ceiling. “ ‘To achieve success we must strive
         for balance in all we do.’ Yeah, Dad.”
      

      
      “Hey, Scar,” Charles said. “My buddy at Metropolitan Advanced Systems said he’d love to hire you. He was really impressed
         with the freelance work you did for them last summer.”
      

      
      Here it comes, she thought. Time to change the subject. Scarlet waved her hands in front of her face. “Nah, I’m cool, really. OK, kiddos,
         I’m going to clear the table for Mom’s pie. Everyone, pass plates to the right, please.”
      

      
      Eliza, Scarlet’s older sister, shoved her plate to the left. “I’m so sure! What about me? Why are all of you always trying
         to help Scarlet when she doesn’t want it? I hate my job right now, I’d give anything to get one of those gigs!”
      

      
      “You already have a good job, Eliza. But Scarlet is a natural talent who is undervalued by her current employer. She could
         sew circles around that Carly,” her father answered. “We’re presenting promising alternatives for her to consider.”
      

      
      Scarlet didn’t acknowledge his comments as she removed the paper napkin from her burgundy pencil skirt. Dusting the crumbs from her baby pink angora cardigan, she stood, picked up the stack of plates, walked a few steps into her parents’
         kitchen, and set them on the counter. She hoped that by the time she returned, they would have switched topics. She wiped
         her hands on a dishtowel and walked back into the dining room to find her mother serving huge chunks of chocolate-chip pumpkin
         pie on clear plastic dessert plates.
      

      
      “Tell them about your big promotion, Scarlet!” she said.

      
      Scarlet gulped.

      
      Manny rose in his seat, appearing a smidgen impressed. “It’s about damn time. What is your new title? How much of a pay increase?”

      
      Great, Scarlet thought. She couldn’t have asked for worse timing. She hated that in every other aspect of her life, she felt confident
         and ambitious, yet here, she couldn’t even make eye contact.
      

      
      “Designer!” she replied, popping up her shoulders in exaggerated delight. “It takes effect right after I come back from the
         Johnny Scissors Emerging Designers Program this summer.”
      

      
      “The what?” Eliza asked, squishing her face like a cartoon character, hamming up the scene. She took pleasure whenever Scarlet
         sat in the hot seat.
      

      
      “I told all of you about it at Dad’s birthday party,” Scarlet reminded them, scooting up in her chair. “It’s an exclusive
         design academy in New York City led by the Johnny Scissors. He is going to be my mentor. Thousands applied, and I was one of the few selected.”
      

      
      Scarlet knew she had already said too much when her father cleared his throat. Her mother continued to dish out the pie.

      
      As always, Charles added his two cents. “Why would your boss make you go to New York just to get a promotion in Phoenix? That’s
         illogical. And how are you paying for it? You barely make enough to pay Nana rent and cover your living expenses, your school loans…”
      

      
      “Scarlet does just fine,” Nana Eleanor said. “She’s quite the businesswoman. Aren’t you, mija?”

      
      “Thanks, Nana, but never mind,” Scarlet said, gliding her fork into the soft, gooey layer of warm chocolate chips on her dessert.
         She wasn’t in the mood to fight, and at least she had the chocolate to soothe her spirit. A second piece would be in order.
         “Let’s just enjoy the pie.”
      

      
      “I’ve seen your site, Scarlet,” Patricia, Charles’s wife, said as she lifted her fork to her lips. “It’s cute.”

      
      At last, a ray of sunshine from the bleachers! “Really?”

      
      “Yes! I searched online for a cheese ball recipe last year and DaisyForever.com came up.”
      

      
      Laughter broke out around the table—except for Jeane, Manny, and Nana Eleanor.

      
      “Award-winning cheese balls! Come and get ’em!” Eliza hollered.

      
      Scarlet bit the inside of her cheek to keep from snapping at her sister. In as calm a voice as she could muster, she began
         to explain. “I share recipes sometimes, but mostly I offer ideas of how to live an artful life. I also show how to translate
         vintage fashion into contemporary wardrobes. I recently had some national press. Look, I’ll show you!” Scarlet started to
         rise to get her parents’ laptop from the other room. She’d show them the subscriber count, the award graphics, and even links
         to the recent USA Today article. That ought to cool their heels!
      

      
      “It’s OK, Scar, we trust you,” Charles said, leaning back to put his hand on her wrist. “Good for you. I hope it brings you
         all the fame and fortune you desire.”
      

      
      A surge of pride came over Scarlet. “Like I’ve been saying for the past two years, all I want is to make a living doing what makes me happy.”
      

      
      Manny sighed and pushed his chair away from the table. “Have you ever heard the quote by Eleanor Roosevelt? ‘Happiness is
         not a goal, it is a by-product.’ Put that through your serger and see what comes out.” He stood up and was about to leave
         the room when Nana Eleanor stood up too.
      

      
      “That Eleanor is long gone,” she said, wagging her crooked finger. “However, this one is still alive, and she says with or without
         your blessing, our Scarlet is going to find her happy.”
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      Mary Theresa knew of eleven steps to avoid headaches. Today she’d had time to complete only ten.
      

      
      She had barely inserted the key into the lock of the front door of her two-story Chandler home when her first brain throb
         of the evening hit. Her six-year-old twins, Rocky and Lucy, who had the ears of night bats with hearing aids, sensed her arrival.
         Even through the thick, white wood door, Mary Theresa heard them shriek in unison as they pounded their fists against it in
         excitement.
      

      
      While the rest of the country enjoyed their Thanksgiving feast, for her, the evening merely marked the close of another ten-hour
         day in software-design hell. She would have given anything to enter her contemporary castle, slink past her family, and crawl
         into bed with her new issue of PC World, but she didn’t dare. The thirty-five-year-old would instead burst into the house and express her undying gratitude to her
         husband and twins, because that’s what devoted mothers did.
      

      
      Mary Theresa didn’t notice the gorgeous November air, or the glittery fall wreath her children had created for the mailbox.
         She was too busy clenching her teeth, pasting on a fake smile as she opened the door, just in time for a heavy whiff of pumpkin
         pie. She couldn’t decipher if it was the gourmet candle she had asked her husband, Hadley not to light, or an actual pumpkin pie. As exhausted as she felt, either one would do.
      

      
      “Mommy, Mommy, Mommy! We’ve been waiting for you!” the kids sang out.

      
      She had barely loosened the grip on her rolling briefcase before they attempted to leap on her. She adored her children, but
         at forty-three pounds each, Mary Theresa couldn’t afford to lift them and throw her back out again. She politely blocked their
         advances and offered kisses as a substitute.
      

      
      “Mommy, we missed you,” Lucy said with a heavy lisp due to two missing front teeth. “It’s Thanksgiving. Everyone left already.
         Why didn’t you come home?”
      

      
      Rocky interceded. “Daddy said it’s ’cause the world’ll stop spinning if she doesn’t work for a day.”

      
      She couldn’t believe her husband had made such a rude comment about her to their children! She was also appalled at what the
         kids were wearing. Rocky hopped around in Lucy’s Easter Bunny costume, and Lucy crawled on all fours in Rocky’s red reindeer
         flannel pajamas, pretending to be Rudolph.
      

      
      At the same time, Hadley’s favorite spastic John Coltrane LP blasted throughout the house, but it was no match for Mary Theresa’s
         vocal cords. Especially as fired up as she was.
      

      
      “Oh my God, Hadley, is this how the children were dressed in front of your family today? I spent eighty-five dollars on new
         outfits. Didn’t you see them laid out on the dresser this morning? Must I do everything?”
      

      
      Hadley exited the kitchen and approached her in the foyer. A twinkle danced in his eye as he handed her a goblet of white
         wine. In order to keep the peace, she reluctantly accepted and sipped. For an instant, her mood shifted from annoyed to pacified.
         Chilled Chardonnay, her favorite, had that effect on her. The sweet, buttery tang hit her bloodstream just right—so much so that she downed the rest of the glass in four uninterrupted gulps.
      

      
      “I just wish you would keep to the plan,” she said through a shiver as she gave him back the glass. “I can only imagine what
         your mom and dad think of us as parents.”
      

      
      “They think we have creative kids, sweetie,” he said calmly.

      
      Hadley had to be the kindest, gentlest man Mary Theresa had ever met in her life. On nights like this, it grated on her nerves.
         But she had to admit that after ten years of marriage, he sure knew how to soften her up.
      

      
      “Mare, it’s still Thanksgiving,” he said, seductively sliding his hand behind her neck. “This day is about relaxing and making
         memories together. We’re happy you’re home. Come on, we have a surprise for you.” His stroked her arm and led her across the
         entryway, through the formal seating area toward the dining room.
      

      
      “Hadley. We’ve been married all these years and I still have to ask you to not call me that,” she said, wondering why he couldn’t—or
         rather, wouldn’t—respect her proper name.
      

      
      She could tell he held back an eye-roll. “Sorry, honey,” he said with a hint of irritation. He sighed and stopped when they
         reached the room. “Mary Theresa, this holiday is about chilling out. We’re not being graded or watched or judged. It’s just
         us. Let’s enjoy the night.”
      

      
      “But Mary Theresa is a strong, Catholic name given to me by—” She decided to stop midsentence because he wasn’t listening
         anyway. Why waste her breath.
      

      
      “Close your eyes, Mommy!” Rocky sang out. Both kids planted their little hands on the small of her back and shoved her into
         the dining room for the big reveal. A fleeting thought popped into Mary Theresa’s mind of a cleared table and a spotless kitchen.
         Tomorrow was Black Friday and the clock had just chimed eight p.m. She wanted to get in her seven hours of sleep and wake up refreshed and in time to hit the early-bird sales.
      

      
      “Open your eyes! Lookie! Mommy, we saved Thanksgiving for you!” Lucy proclaimed, gesturing her stubby arms across a fully
         set table. “Sit down!” Lucy could barely contain her excitement, as if she had waited all day for this very moment. Feeling
         a tad guilty, Mary Theresa smiled and hugged her daughter.
      

      
      Hadley pulled out a chair, cleaned it with an invisible duster, and gestured for Mary Theresa to sit, as if she were a queen.
         She wanted to be mad at him, but how could she after this royal treatment? She nodded, sat, placed the napkin on her lap,
         and admired the turkey-silhouette placemat the kids had made.
      

      
      “Mommy, we are celebrating today because the Native Americans stole America from the white man,” Rocky announced.

      
      Mary Theresa’s son never ceased to shock her. Even when she thought she’d heard it all, he always managed to eke out a gasp
         from her. The kid spent an entire year yelling “Daddy!” every time he saw George Lopez on the TV or in magazines, because
         Hadley resembled the comedian. Therefore, the family dubbed him Rocky “Just the Wrong Facts Ma’am” Cotorro.
      

      
      “No, big boy. That is inaccurate,” Mary Theresa corrected. Her son may have been cuter than a newborn puppy, but she couldn’t
         indulge his historical inaccuracies.
      

      
      “Nuh-uh, Mommy. That’s what I remember from school!”

      
      Mary Theresa rose from her chair. “Well, your teacher should have taught you better. Come on, let’s go to the computer and
         I’ll show you on Wikipedia.”
      

      
      Hadley flashed her a hard look and swooped up both kids in his arms. “Sit back down, Mare. I’ll be right back. Kiddos, let’s
         let Mommy eat in peace; it’s bedtime.”
      

      
      “No, Hadley,” she argued. “We must correct Rocky immediately. We can’t have our son spewing out inaccurate facts like that. We’ll look like inattentive parents!”
      

      
      It irked her that Hadley simply shook his head and playfully jogged up the stairs with the kids, as if Rocky’s words were
         no big deal. She wondered how he could be so casual about the education of their only son.
      

      
      Mary Theresa made sure to have the final say. She raised her hand to the side of her mouth and shouted, “You must talk to
         the school about this first thing Monday! This is very important!” She paused for a split second, then added, “I’m not saying it is your fault, honey. It’s the school’s fault!”
      

      
      Oh, whatever, she thought. She knew her husband would blow it off. His theory was that as long as Rocky straightened out his facts by middle
         school, he’d be fine. This is where they clashed as parents—and spouses. Hadley accused her of being a micromanaging control
         freak, while she lectured him daily about his happy-go-lucky attitude and how it doesn’t work in real life. When they began
         dating, the “opposites attract” cliché seemed romantic. But after almost a decade of marriage, the appeal had thinned.
      

      
      Mary Theresa told her husband many times that she would be glad to loosen up on certain issues, but only if he would tighten up on others.
      

      
      She picked up the plastic fork from the placemat, tapped it on the table, and reflected on the past ten years. Was she happy?
         Shouldn’t she know? Shouldn’t the answer come easily? She wanted to be thankful today, but she couldn’t recall a recent week
         when she and Hadley hadn’t raised their voices. Even over small issues like what kind of movie to see or where to put the
         potted plants on their bedroom balcony. There had been larger battles too, like in what neighborhood to raise their kids.
         He wanted to live near his family in the West Valley, but the schools on the east side of town ranked higher on the national average. Why did he have to counter every suggestion of hers? Didn’t
         he know how much thought and research she put into her findings? Winging it was adventurous for childless couples, not for
         parents of twins.
      

      
      Mary Theresa didn’t even want to think about their belongings. If it were up to Hadley, their furniture, appliances, and vehicles
         would all be rusty and pre-owned. She insisted on brand-new. Mary Theresa worked hard for her income and enjoyed celebrating
         her accomplishments with objects that brought her fresh-off-the-assembly-line joy. How could she be taken seriously as a team
         leader at work, driving up in a used clunker?
      

      
      She shook her head to clear away the angry thoughts and decided to focus on the Thanksgiving treats. The feast Hadley and
         the kids had set out for her scored a strong B+. A basket of rolls, steamed veggies, mashed potatoes, mac ’n’ cheese, a tray
         of sliced turkey, and another of ham. Chocolate pecan pie, and pumpkin pie too—definitely not the candle. She removed the
         cellophane from the turkey, and the rich scent hit her nose. Starving, because she hadn’t eaten since her protein bar at breakfast,
         she chose two medium slices of the poultry, a heaping portion of broccoli, and a single tablespoon of mashed potatoes and
         gravy.
      

      
      A faint chorus of “Gooooood night, Mommy!” filtered down from upstairs, her kids’ voices muffled due to the John Coltrane music that still blared through the house
         speakers.
      

      
      “Sweet dreams, I love yoooou!” she shouted back.

      
      She lifted her knife, cut into her turkey slice, and before she took a bite she swallowed tears.

      
      They had started marriage counseling again.

      
      Third round, new therapist. She found the ordeal ineffective. Last week the couple was asked to share the memory of their initial introduction, and Mary Theresa actually had to fudge.
         She knew they met as computer programming students at Arizona State University, probably in a class. Why were those exact
         details so important to remember anyway, especially with a full-time job and two kids to contend with?
      

      
      Her military parents were so strict with her that, when she met Hadley, his humor and charm drew her in like nails to a magnet.
         Hadley was one of the few people who could make her laugh about the ordinary and live in the moment.
      

      
      A simple lunch date led to a string of dinners, late-night snacks, and, ultimately, daily breakfasts at his downtown Tempe
         apartment. They married soon after without any hoopla. He went on to design video games for a toy company and she joined a
         global communications firm as a software designer. That was about it—nothing momentous or cutesy like in the movies.
      

      
      It was their third Christmas as husband and wife when they both acknowledged they were meant for different paths. The sign
         came when she gave him a $1,500 pocket watch with his favorite Bob Marley quote engraved inside:
      

      
      “Don’t worry about a thing, every little thing is gonna be all right.”

      
      What did he get her? A painted cigar box filled with “honey-do” coupons and handwritten love notes. Weren’t those items a
         given when you are married? She’d never been more offended. The couple argued about it for three days, ignored each other
         for two, went to therapy once, and pretended the problem was solved.
      

      
      They made love that night, more as an unspoken swan song to their relationship than a commitment to fixing it. Hadley moved
         out the next week.
      

      
      A month later, the universe delivered a message. Mary Theresa became nauseated right before a department presentation. She thought nerves had caused her queasiness, but when it happened
         again throughout the week, she went to the doctor and learned Rocky and Lucy were on the way. She phoned Hadley from the doctor’s
         parking lot and by dinnertime, he had moved back in.
      

      
      For all practical purposes, she should have been terrified, but all she could think of was that silly Bob Marley quote. She
         felt like maybe every little thing would be all right. For once, she felt relieved. Ecstatic was more like it. Those days
         without him were flavorless, uneventful blocks of blah. Once they reunited, they kissed and agreed to swap $100 gift cards
         for Christmas from then on.
      

      
      Unfortunately, the arguments escalated throughout the years. It started when, because neither one wanted to send the children
         to day care, one of them had to resign and become a stay-at-home parent. Mary Theresa figured since she made more money, he
         should be the one. One afternoon, she brought up the topic and left an opening for him to volunteer, but he didn’t. So… she
         suggested he quit. When he balked, she pulled out a five-year-plan diagram that showed how much money they would lose if she
         stayed home. He didn’t take kindly to her plan, but went with it. Each day had been a challenge ever since.
      

      
      But through all the fights, deep down, she knew he loved her. And he knew she loved him. At least, she thought he knew.

      
      She put a small forkful of potatoes in her mouth and turned to see Hadley jogging into the dining room. He spun around on
         his tiptoes, rocked his shoulders, and bobbed his head to the spastic groove of Coltrane’s free-form jazz. “All righty, los
         niños are tucked in; now it’s time for us,” he said, throwing out a finger-point in her direction. All of a sudden, his posture went limp.
      

      
      “Aw, Mary Theresa, you didn’t wait? I wanted us to eat together. It’s the first night in a long time you’re eating dinner
         at the table. I wanted to make it romantic and relaxing. Didn’t you notice the two place settings?”
      

      
      She was all for relaxing too, but couldn’t because his music drove her bonkers. Seriously, how long is each song? she thought. And why didn’t he say he wanted us to eat together when he shoved me in this chair?

      
      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I was so hungry, it all looked so good…”

      
      “Aw, no worries,” he replied. “How does it taste?”

      
      “Everything is delicious,” she said, trying for optimism. “The broccoli is excellent, but the potatoes are a bit salty. Did
         you stick to the recipe? Oh, darn, I just lost count of my chews!”
      

      
      Out of her peripheral vision, she witnessed Hadley frown.

      
      “According to the American Medical Association,” she explained, “we’re supposed to chew each bite between twenty and thirty
         times for proper digestion.”
      

      
      Hadley chuckled and reached for one of the tapestry-covered dining chairs, parked it close to her, and then stroked her chin.
         “I love you, Mary Theresa.”
      

      
      What a pleasant surprise. She didn’t expect that. Her stomach tingled, and not from the aroma of the pumpkin pie.

      
      “I love you too, honey,” she whispered back, her eyes moist with happy tears. The saxophone tune in the background slowed
         to a smooth pace she could appreciate.
      

      
      He clasped her hand. “Can I ask you something?”

      
      She nodded. “Of course.”

      
      Hadley rested his nose on hers. It had to be the most intimate moment they had shared in months.

      
      “I finished my class this week,” he said. “I was wondering if you had a chance to enroll in yours.”

      
      Mary Theresa ripped her hand away, stood up, and began to clear the table. How dare he ruin the night? she thought. Set her up like that only to make her feel like she wasn’t doing her part for their marriage. She marched into
         the kitchen and, with trembling hands, scraped the full trays of food into the trash bin. Her breathing quickened and she
         felt her face heat up from the anger.
      

      
      At the latest session, their marriage counselor gave the fractured couple an “assignment.” Hadley was to enroll in a life-coaching
         program to assist him with establishing goals and deadlines. Mary Theresa’s task? To “foster her spontaneity” and join some
         kind of “rule-free” creativity class such as mixed-media collage or abstract painting. Mary Theresa did not see an ounce of
         value in the exercise, and she cringed at the thought of taking time away from work to create New Age woo-woo crafts. She
         hoped Hadley would disregard the idea, like he did with all her ideas for running a more efficient household.
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