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About A New Kind of Hope
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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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Dedication
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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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Chapter 1


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


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.
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