
[image: Cover: Quilting a Legacy, by Steph B. Jones and Rachele   Alpine, illustrated by Addy Rivera Sonda]


The Invincible Girls and Club

Quilting a Legacy

by Steph B. Jones & Rachele Alpine

illustrated by Addy Rivera Sonda






[image: Quilting a Legacy, by Steph B. Jones and Rachele   Alpine, illustrated by Addy Rivera Sonda, Aladdin]






[image: Image]

For Nanny…

whose good food and stories still feed my soul.

Guess I’ll never know how a pinch of this or that turns into delicious, soul-food Sunday dinners.

—S. B. J.
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You, be it. Be about it. Be about that action, and go do it!

—Beyoncé
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1 ON PINS AND NEEDLES


“She’s here!” I yelled, and pushed past my brother Remy, knocking him to the ground. “Gammy is here!”

Before Remy could complain of a concussion, I swung open the front door and raced toward her. I glanced back, catching a glimpse of Remy rubbing his head. When I turned around, I almost crashed into Dad, who was carrying most of Gammy’s bags.

“Easy now, track star.” Dad lifted the duffel bags over my head.

I didn’t stop sprinting until I reached the edge of the walkway.

“Finally!” I cheered.

I smiled wide, threw my arms around Gammy’s waist, and pulled her in for a big hug. One of those I-haven’t-seen-you-in-person-for-a-year hugs. Gammy smelled so good. Not like she’d been sitting on the plane for three hours but like she’d been baking peanut butter chocolate chip cookies instead.

“Took you long enough!” I joked.

“Guess I should stay away more often.” Gammy gave me a squeeze, a kiss on the cheek, and then a pat on the bottom.

“Gammy, I have so much to tell you. So many things to show you.” My words flew out a mile a minute.

I sure hoped Gammy had slept on the plane. We had things to do and people to meet—in person and not over a video chat. In real life no one gets frozen.

Mom helped Gammy up the last two steps into the house.

“First things first,” I said. “We have to go to the cupcake shop and meet up with the other Invincible Girls—”

“Sweetie, calm yourself.” Mom shot me the Myka, bring it down look. The one she gives me when I need to turn my energy down a notch—her words, not mine.

But I couldn’t help it—Gammy was here. That meant exciting outings, lots of laughs, amazing stories, and good food. Gammy was staying with us for five weeks. If I was lucky, I might convince her to stay longer.

“Gammy, did you bring anything cool? What are you cooking?” Questions fired out of me like I was in the three-point hoop contest and there were ten seconds left on the clock.
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“Let your grandmother put down her purse and get settled,” Mom said.

Dad handed Gammy’s duffel bag to one of my other brothers, Jordan.

“Yeah, Myka, it’s not a competition for Gammy’s attention!” Jordan added.

I bit my tongue and wrapped my curls up in a bun. The last thing I wanted to do was get into trouble while Gammy was here.

“Leave your sister alone. I missed her too.” Gammy kissed my cheek and then playfully wagged her finger at my brother. “There was a time when you were just as hyper and excited about my visits as Myka.”

It was so good to have Gammy here. Even though my friends in the Invincible Girls Club thought I was outspoken, always confident, and not a pushover, that wasn’t always the case. Sometimes it felt like no one understood me, especially at home.

Mom was a super-girly girl, and my brothers… well, it’s eat or be eaten with those guys. But Gammy grew up an only girl who loved sports as much as she liked dresses. She wanted to be a princess and a professional baseball player. And I wanted to be a video game designer and play soccer in the Olympics.

I settled into a seat across from Gammy at the kitchen table. Remy sat down and stuck out his tongue at me.

“Mom said you’re staying five weeks, Gammy. Is that true?” he asked.

Remy held a frozen bag of broccoli up to his head.

“Trying to get rid of me already?”

Remy shook his head.

“Never, Gammy. Wish you’d move in,” my older brother Alex said.

“You guys are growing up just fine. Don’t need old Gammy getting in the way.”

Remy got up and put his head on her shoulder. I rolled my eyes at him.

Getting Gammy all to myself wasn’t going to be easy. Why must they turn everything into a competition?

“What do you want us to do with this box?” Dad placed a large green-and-yellow-flowered box on the table in front of Gammy.

My eyes lit up and questions flooded my brain. She tapped the mahogany-colored wooden box with gold-plated edges with her left hand. “Just leave it here for now.”

“What’s in the box?” Jordan asked.

Gammy gave him a sneaky look. “You’ll find out.”

“Tell us now?” I asked.

“Not now, but soon.”

Gammy never came with gifts, only stories. And I talked to her all the time, about everything. Surely we didn’t have any secrets. I needed to find out what was in the box.

Gammy stared at me as she took the box off the table.

“I can see your mind working. Don’t think too much about the box, Myka.”

With the box in both hands, Gammy left the kitchen. Not knowing was like torture.

I snuck behind Gammy and followed her upstairs, then peeked around the corner. She went into my bedroom with all her luggage, because Gammy and I were roommates for her visit. My eyes followed the box. The instrumental of “Take Me Out to the Ball Game” played for a few seconds; then I heard Gammy’s voice. “I made it here safely.… Yes, I have the box.”

I inched closer toward the door, which was closed almost all the way. Just like I thought, this box was important. I almost stopped breathing when Gammy came and stood by the door. I didn’t want her to think I was being sneaky. My body tensed.

“Yes, I’m going to tell Myka everything.”

I clasped my hands over my mouth. What does she have to tell me? Moments later my bedroom door opened and Gammy walked out humming, wearing a shower cap on her head and holding a towel and a robe.

Perfect.

I had ten minutes to snoop.

I waited a few moments before walking into the room. The box sat right in the middle of the bed and called to me like a Christmas present.

I was just going to take a quick peek into the box.

I let out my breath.

One peek wouldn’t hurt.

Gammy had been keeping secrets. And other than birthday gifts, secrets weren’t usually good. Please don’t let it be that Mom is getting stationed somewhere else and we’re moving again, I thought. If that were the case, then Gammy’s extended visit, along with whatever was in the box, was supposed to soften the blow. But I didn’t think even that would help me hide my disappointment if I had to up and leave. I loved our town and the other Invincible Girls. I turned the box toward me and was surprised to discover that it had a lock, but before I could examine the box more closely, someone came in. It was Gammy, now wearing her plush baseball robe but she couldn’t fool me. Her shower cap was dry as a bone. There was no way she showered.
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2 A TRUTH SEW AMAZING


The guilt was making jumbo-size pretzel knots in my stomach. Mom had told me it wasn’t right to look through people’s belongings without their permission. And I hadn’t listened. Time to confess. I sat in the middle of the bed, gripping the now-larger-than-life box in my sweaty hands.

“You just couldn’t wait, huh?” Gammy smirked, then sat next to me on the bed.

“No.” I pushed the box toward Gammy with my head hung low, afraid to look her in the eye.

Gammy sucked in a deep breath. “I should’ve known any granddaughter of mine wouldn’t have wanted to wait for her secret surprise.”

She unhooked a chain from around her neck. She’d been wearing the key the whole time. That was genius. Man, I hoped I’d be as smart as Gammy when I grew up.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry for being inquisitive. Be sorry for being nosy.” Gammy laughed.

And I did too. Our laughter warmed me up like hot chocolate does on a cold winter’s day.

Gammy wasn’t mad after all. I was safe.

Not only that, but she was unlocking the box and lifting up the lid!

I couldn’t believe it; I was going to see what was inside!

“Okay, pay attention. What I’m about to show you is some of my most cherished stuff,” she said.

One by one Gammy shared each item with me. The box was filled with memories and trinkets from her childhood. She even had some square thing she called a floppy disk. Not sure what it did. And Gammy couldn’t remember why she’d kept it, but it looked cool. She placed each treasured item on the bed in a row until there were only two things still left in the box.

“What’s this?” I asked.

Gammy set a sealed plastic bag on her lap. “This is what I’m most excited to share with you.”

“Is this what you were talking about on the phone?”

Gammy laughed. “Little birdies sure do have big ears.”

“Birdies? Where?” I asked.

Gammy pinched my cheek. “Right here, you’re the birdie. Now, let me tell you a story.”

Gammy slipped a quilt out of the plastic bag and spread it out gently over the bed.

It looked old. And according to Gammy’s story, it was. Like, way back in the days of Harriet Tubman and Frederick Douglass, the abolitionists, old.
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The white part of the quilt had yellowed, but the other parts with reds, blues, oranges, and greens were still filled with color. Then Gammy told me all about how the women in her family had learned to make quilts. They passed the tradition down to each daughter born in our family. Gammy said the quilt she held in her arms was made for the first baby in our family born free in America.

“Born free? What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means my great-great-grandmother was the first in our bloodline who wasn’t born enslaved.”

“Wow, and you still have it?” I reached out and traced the patterns and shapes with the tip of my finger, careful not to touch it roughly.

“The women in my family saved and repaired the original baby blanket. Then each mother added squares, making the quilt larger. With each new border came more stories passed down along with the quilt. You could say it helps keep our family’s legacy alive.”

I ran my hands across the different rectangular and triangular patterns.

“This quilt has been all up and down the East Coast from Florida to New York. Now it is here with you.” Gammy pinched my nose.

“Which squares did you make for Mommy?”

“None,” she said in a quiet voice.

Gammy grabbed a large mesh packing cube from her suitcase. At first glance the stuff inside the cube looked like rags, but it was squares made from baby clothes, old T-shirts, and worn clothing.

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because my mom never got the chance to teach me. But I always figured I’d learn, so I saved these pieces.” Gammy’s voice was low, almost a whisper.

She kissed my cheek. “Our original family quilt is too old and fragile to try to add more squares. For years, I’ve been saving scraps of sentimental clothes from your mom’s childhood. No specific plan in mind. But I always wanted to make something special.”

I glanced back and forth between the completed family quilt and Gammy’s. The one Gammy was making reminded me of something that would be on her couch in her living room. The bright colors and patterns were bold just like her. The family quilt was softer, the colors less vibrant but deep and rich. It looked like something that belonged in a Smithsonian museum. Then, just like that, a brilliant idea popped into my head.

“Gammy, let’s learn how to make quilts! That way we can continue our family legacy. If we can’t add to the original family quilt because it’s too delicate, let’s make another one!”

“Make our own quilt—just like that, huh?” Gammy said, and laughed, but I was serious.

“You’re here for over a month; we could totally do this! Does Mom need to learn too? It could be our special girls’ thing!”

“That’s not a bad idea. Count me in.”

“Awesome,” I said. “Okay. Now all I have to do is find a quilting coach. I mean teacher.”

If Gammy and I were going to learn to make quilts, then we’d have to spend lots of time together, which was quite all right with me.

I noticed there was one item left in the box. It looked like an old piece of notepad paper. The name “Mary L. King” written in bold cursive under the heading NACA caught my eye. I searched my brain, running through memories like a search engine. But I had no clue what those letters stood for.

I pulled the paper out of the box.

“Why did you save this paper with scribbles all over it? And what is NACA?”

Gammy laughed. “It’s not scribbles. It’s numbers—equations, to be exact. My aunt Mary was a mathematician.”

“Like a math teacher?”

“No, like a scientist. Those letters, N-A-C-A, are now known as ‘NASA.’ ”

My eyes widened. “Like outer space NASA?”

“Like out of this world.”

“You have to tell me all about her.” I set the paper inside the box and scooted back on the bed. If I had my choice, I’d sit there and listen to Gammy’s stories all day long. Especially since my brothers weren’t there to interrupt her with fart noises and silly gossip questions about all the professional athletes she’d met as a sports trainer for the Yankees and nothing about how they stayed at the top of their game.

Gammy stood up. “My sweet little Myka, that is a story for later.”
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