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Chapter 1

Oregon State Fair, August 2008 Sunday Night

    It was awful! Bugs moving everywhere, hissing. Frantically, with the other people in front
of the cages, I was jumping this way and that, screaming and hopping about as the dang things
flipped off the toes of my shoes. We never meant this to happen. But when our Exotic Bugs Exhibit
of Madagascar Hissing Cockroaches started coming at us in a skittery flood, we couldn't stop and
examine plans gone awry.

    Sixteen-year-old Connor knew his roaches. His exhibit won First Place in its category.

    I'm not a bug person, though I admire spider webs. It's kind of a crafty thing for a bug to do,
weaving. But cockroaches don't do anything clever that I know of.

    Those hissing bugs are humongous, some about the size of my cat's paw, the width of a
silver dollar. They aren't like ladybugs, pretty and with poetry attached. I don't want any big ol' bug
touching me. Eeuu. When one lands on my ankle and skittles up my pants leg, I jump with the
crowd. I scream. I flick my leg. It falls out. And yes, I stomp it.

    Right then a big broom would've been handy. Or a vacuum.

    Connor, his father Dave, and I were only a few feet away from the display, pleased with the
number of people who crowded around the cages, until a man bumped into one of them, sending it
smashing to the floor. I'd turned at the CRASH and saw the cage door fly open, throwing
cockroaches onto the bare tops of nearby sandaled feet. A woman's scream pierced the room and
the crowd recoiled. From the middle of the mass a man shouted, "Jumping Cockroaches!"

    "Hissing Cockroaches, you fool!" shouted Connor, but the damage was done. The crowd, as
they say, went wild. The cage emptied. Roaches bounced and crunched. People leaped. The air was
blue with swearing as they scrambled, bruising each other's hips, toes.

    Dave's voice boomed. "Calm down, everybody! The bugs won't hurt you!" But the crowd
careened through the aisles, knocking exhibits awry as they passed.

    "Dammit! Don't step on 'em!" Connor's shout overrode all, rising to a screech, "Don't
squash them!" His frustrated, "Dammit all!" and then, "Shit!" rang through the disaster.

    People slammed against each other, the mass of them folding and opening like an
accordion as we swept down the long hall towards the closed doors at the far end.

    Just inside these doors sat the U-shaped Oregon Authors table, which now served as the
catchment area for our crazed, bug-fleeing crowd. Authors and buyers, mouths agape and eyes
wide, stared. They recoiled en masse.

    Leading us was a skinny and frantic woman wearing a fringed poncho. I saw her try to veer
as she careened toward the center table that was laden with edible goodies. Instead, as if propelled
by the wind of fear, she flew--until gravity prevailed.

    She landed face down on the table. Arms outstretched she slid, sending home grown
tomatoes, shelled filberts, Concord grapes, and slices of juicy, red watermelon in all directions.

    Her slide ended in front of one of the authors who'd not run, but raised his camera.

    I saw the flash but not the photographer. I'd been watching a flustered author wipe at her
books with a soggy paper napkin, heard her moan to the man next to her, "So, who's going to fix
this?"

    He shook his head and popped a loose filbert into his mouth. "Not my problem."

    What a mess!

    I was happy. Most of the bugs were dead.

    In the early afternoon I'd never dreamed that I'd be glad to see Connor's display thus, dead
on the floor. It had started normally for a fair day, being day three of the eleven day-long Oregon
State Fair, held in Salem, the state capitol. My young cousin had worked hard at putting together his
display. What it is about these bugs that captures his interest I don't understand. But when they
move slowly in their cages I am drawn to the color of their backs, a Halloweenie orange and
black.

    Earlier I'd heard a viewer remark, "I bet they'd shine up nice if hit with a bit of cleaner." I'd
saved it to suggest to Connor that he should persuade his older sisters to do the job. I was sure
they'd like to do that for their baby brother.

    The blue ribbon reflected Connor's talent at showcasing the critters. His printed sign,
Have A Cockroach For a Pet!, makes people grin and shake their heads.

    I'd been thrilled when cousin Dave had asked me to help with this odd project. I had free
time and enjoyed spending it with him, both of us hanging at the edge of our forties. My oldest
cousin, Dave's father, Sam, was enlisted to help us with the daily sprucing of the cages, removing
dead bugs and refreshing the exhibit with lively ones. In fact, Sam didn't help much, choosing
instead to examine the baby chicken cage where he could flirt with their keeper, a pretty young
woman.

    He's a spry eight-seven. His eyes are not so bright with blue as when I'd met him nearly
thirty years ago, and he takes his cane along for long walks, "In case I meet someone who should
need it." His back is still straight, and he's a heck of a cook, especially with comfort foods, putting
together a great homemade macaroni and cheese.

    "I watch my energy. Need to save it for the ladies," he said, when Connor urged him to take
a bug cage and clean it.

    Yes. Well. Hmm.

    When the bugs escaped and people went nuts, I was amazed how nimble Cousin Sam
became. Flattening himself against the wall, he'd avoided the whole craziness.

    To our rescue rode the roving man-and-woman-clean-up crew on their flashy bicycles, the
man honking the bulb of his bike horn. Dressed as clowns, with white faces and painted smiles, they
assessed the situation. His bike towed a maintenance cart stocked with brooms and dust pans.

    Carnival music blared from the bike. The man turned off the music. Shaking her head, then
her finger at us, the woman got off her bike to bow to the applause. They were the perfect touch for
our event. The man reached for a small push broom, looked again at the carnage, exchanged it for
the largest one. The woman looked at the floor, turned down her mouth in an exaggerated frown at
the bug litter, and took another large broom. They went to work.

    When our blood pressures and breathing returned to normal, Dave, Connor and I grabbed
tools and joined the clowns in mopping up. Connor kept making "Ooh, ooh," sounds.

    Cousin Sam strode onto the scene to direct our brooms to little bodies that we'd missed. So
helpful.

    An hour later, the clowns stashed their tools back onto the cart, brushed their hands
together, and jumped back on their bicycles. Honking their horns in farewell, they took away the
bodies.

    After a final check of the locks on the cages, we retired to the Exhibitors RV Area where
Sam's Toyota Sunrader camper was parked for the duration of the fair. Gathered in what Connor
calls, "Grandpa's trailer," we drank coffee and pop while eating Sam's stash of chips and salsa. We
filled the place.

    I finally looked at my white tennies, "Ugh, bug juice!" I wondered if bleach would take out
the stains. I flicked the tiny remains of an orange and black body off my tan khakis.

    "Sorry, Cousin Annie," Connor said.

    I related the bug shining idea, which made Connor scowl until I suggested his sisters do the
job.

    "Teeny tiny brushes," he said, with wide-eyed teen innocence and a gamin smile. Affected,
but effective. We all smiled with him, picturing his achievement-oriented sisters working on the
bugs.

    Sam balanced salsa on a good sized, lime, tortilla chip, and then tipped the whole thing into
his mouth. "Hey, Connor! Ease up. T'wasn't serious after all, just an accident."

    "Easy for you to say, old man." Dave was teasingly disrespectful of his dad, who responded
by lifting an eyebrow at him.

    Sam licked extra salsa from his upper lip. "I bet you can get some more of those roaches
right here at the fair. At one of these food stands probably." He cackled. "Probably smear some of
this salsa on the counter here, tonight, while we're sleeping and get yourself some more for the
showing tomorrow."

    "Oh, Grandpa, they're not those kinda roaches." He finished off his can of pop, and
belched.

    We all glared at him, which he ignored.

    "For cripes sake, nobody got hurt. Except my Hisser guys. It's gonna take a couple days to
get new ones. Tomorrow's Monday. We can get some from the critter store, here in town. Right,
Dad?"

    "Sure kid. Though I do like Gramp's idea of getting 'em for free."

    "Whatever," mumbled Connor. Obviously the humor escaped him.

    "Sleep for me. Connor, how about you and Dave taking the overhead? I'll bunk down here."
I'd planned to go home to Gladstone but one more day here would be all right. I was too tired to
drive and not on a time schedule.

    We performed small-camper magic, folding the dining table out of the way, pulling out the
seats to make a bed, couch cushions forming our mattress. Sam had his sleeping bag. From the tiny
closet I pulled out stored sheets and blankets. Pillows for us both and we were okay.

    A last trip to the RV Center's public bathhouse and I tucked myself into bed. Certainly not
motel glitz, but all of us being snugged in here together comforted me. It had been over a year since
I'd been to Cannon Beach where Dave, Teri and the kids lived with Sam in the old family cabin that
they had remodeled into a comfortable home. Tonight was a treat to see and be with my relatives,
young and old.

    "Hey, Sam," I said into the dark camper, "Wanta come home with me for the week?" I live
by the Clackamas River, in the house Roger and I built. But it is often too quiet. I like the noise of
company.

    My year-old black and white cat, Prince Charming, loves company too. He would be glad to
see me home and to have somebody else to play with. Sam is a good animal man. His visiting me
would give Dave's family some alone time, and respite for Sam too.

    "Sounds good to me. Got an old friend in a care home up there, if you'd have time to take
me for a visit. Sure would love to see her. It's one of those assisted living places. Never get me in one
of 'em, but then I'm lucky to have family."

    Sam had been a widower for many years, since his wife Sue had died in a hiking accident
when she was in her sixties.

    We decided that instead of my bringing Sam back to the Fair, he'd stay with me for a week
or so. Dave and Connor would take his camper back to the house where it sat parked most of the
time. He'd given up his driver's license but wasn't ready yet to let go of his vehicle, and it did come
in handy for the family.

    It took a while for us all to settle down. I eventually found a place on the firm bed that was
comfortable enough to allow sleep. Despite Sam's whistling noises, as he slept, it was good to hear
him.

    Tomorrow we would wake up to a different reality.





Chapter 2

The Eyes Had It

    We didn't see the photo until we heard the thud of the Monday morning paper on the
camper's metal steps, followed by a knock and someone saying, "You might want to have a look at
this." Connor was sitting in the front seat and he jumped out the door to retrieve the paper. He read
the front page, scowling, and then handed it across the seat to his dad, who shared it around.

    The bold headline shouted COCKROACHES ESCAPE AT STATE FAIR, and the photo, in full
color, above the fold, made it impossible to not "have a look". The jumbled mess of flying books and
food was all there. The most dramatic aspect was the glazed fear in the grey eyes of the woman
sprawled on the table, her poncho askew, her forehead decorated with red watermelon smears,
grapes tangled in her hair. The luck with the eyes made the photographer in me jealous.

    I laughed at the grapes, but the guys scowled as they read the short article that suggested
someone hadn't secured the cage. It stung.

    Connor stood at the open door of the camper, flinging his arms about, punctuating the air
with his energy. "Hey! Is that fair? The cage popped open when it hit the floor, that's simple enough.
Why do people always have to make stuff up? They don't know why the door opened. Doesn't
matter. None of us know! Stupid people!"

    He stared again at the photo of the graped woman. "At least I'm not her! That's gotta hurt,
her fifteen minutes of fame is a stupid photo of her being stupid." He walked around the trailer,
three times, fast. When he finished he was breathing deep, slow and steady. He was a speed walker
for his high school track team, and claimed it always helped him clear his mind.

    "Hey! You know what?" he said as he came back in through the door. He took the paper
away from Sam, who had turned to the crossword and was inking in the answers. Connor flipped
back to the photo. "We made front page! Everybody will want to come see the hissers now!" With
that he laughed and handed the paper back. "It's all gonna work out."

    That is a great thing about the kid, he has a positive nature.

    "Hey, Grandpa, do you have any frozen waffles?" With that we all got busy with coffee, cold
cereal and toast, no waffles. After breakfast I went shopping for new clothes and shoes.

    Dressed in my new duds, I returned to the exhibit to try to repair the damage with a photo
of my own. I wanted to show the charm of the creatures, and to display the lock. I'd been sending
my photos to venues around the state, and beyond, since high school. This was a perfect
opportunity to use my contacts. I wanted today's photo to make the front page of the Cannon Beach
paper. Though not the kind of publicity Cannon Beach High School was seeking, even bad publicity,
as they say, is better than none at all. It's a small account for me, but, in family terms, it's big.

    Connor was right. The crowd was here because of the story. I saw a man pull his rolled
paper from his back pocket and quick-like place it on top of one of the cages so the headline was
prominent. I left it there, thinking perhaps it would bring more attention. At least people were
looking.

    That's where I first heard of the Willamina Quilt Show, while staring at Connor's exhibit of
the Madagascar Hissing Cockroaches, and wondering if my camera could capture how weird
looking the creatures truly are. The only camera I'd brought with me was my small digital. I'd been
thinking I'd only be taking family and State Fair snaps. But the little Canon would do well. It's just
that when I am excited, I'm more comfortable with the familiar settings of my older film
camera.

    I was also intrigued by the photo byline, Len Bolder. Was it he, I wondered. The name was
the same as a man I'd known long ago, but in all last night's excitement I'd not bumped into anyone
familiar.

    Nah, most unlikely it was the Len Bolder I'd known.

    I needed to focus. Ignoring the baby chicks in the Agricultural area, turning away from the
glaring, glass eyes of the stuffed raccoons in the Wildlife Management area--gosh, the Fair was full
of things to take my attention--I angled and zoomed at the cages, satisfied with their security. Using
the dented cage as a frame I took a clear photo of the lock, and the bugs, within. Not so many,
now.

    Behind me I heard two women talking as they brushed past, caught in the crowd amassed
in front of the exhibit. One was saying, in a determined, firm tone, "It's the best little quilt show in
Oregon, maybe in the whole Northwest. Perhaps in the whole United States."

    "Oh, Magda," a second unseen woman said, "Of course you'd say that, though I must agree.
Our Willamina women do up a quilt show proud." The words became less distinct as they moved
away. Probably going to the Jackman Long Hall, where quilts lined the wall, enchanting fairgoers
with fabrics from flannel to silk, patterns from colorful geometric designs to abstracts. Each one
different but each a demonstration of the love of quilts.

    Several of my aunts quilted, but I didn't. I sew, but quilt? No. Too complicated for me.

    Willamina? When I was an alcohol and drug counselor for the state, I'd had a client, a
logger, from Willamina, a town somewhere just in off the coast. He'd snagged a Driving Under the
Influence of Intoxicants--DUII. I do hope that poor Willamina drunk decided on a better life than the
disaster he'd been working on at the time, starting with getting rid of that fridge in his garage
stocked with quarts of cheap beer.

    I'm taking a year off to assess what I want to do with myself when I grow up. The time off is
the benefit of my late husband, Roger's, insurance policy. I shuddered and let it all roll away.

    Magda's strong voice rose above the crowd's chatter. "This is a quilter's paradise. I always
get lots of great ideas. I can't wait to see who wins Best of Show this year. Judy's art piece of
Haystack Rock just stunned me and I know..."

    Why she was stunned and what she knows was lost to me as their voices blended into the
noise around the Unusual Bugs exhibit.

    Tired of the crush and of holding myself in against the crowd, I flexed my thighs in the new
blue jeans that fit so nice after all my workouts. The quick shopping this morning had landed me the
Wranglers, red Crocs, and a red silk camp shirt. I wanted to look casual but sharp, just in case I saw
Len, who I didn't know if I even wanted to see, but if I did, I wanted to look my best, casually.

    "That danged Len," Aunt Sophie had called him. I hear her voice of caution still. Many years
since I last saw him.

    Boy, it felt good to be smiling in spite of that photo in this morning's paper!

    The photo. I couldn't let myself be distracted. Focus. A quick one of that little boy
with the fuzzy yellow chick in his hands, his eyes alight. Who could resist? Back to the cages, and a
highlight of the ribbon. The blue color is nice but, I doubted it would make front page.

    I wanted a photo of the way the cockroaches' feelers branch about like teeny fingers, to
show how "personable" they can be. Their value as pets.

    The women's words returned to me: Haystack Rock? An art quilt of Haystack Rock? Did
they mean the Haystack Rock of Cannon Beach, or Haystack rock at Pacific City? Both mammoth
"stack" rocks were formed from boiling lava pushing up through a crack in the ocean floor to stack
up, millions of years ago.

    Ouch. My head hurts with the weight of the thought of it all...the agony of researching that
paper for my college geology class. I'm seldom able to sit on the beach, peacefully sifting dry sand
through my fingers, without thinking how deceptive all this serenity is. That my lovely Oregon has
her sturdy haunches spread above the Ring of Fire; that underneath all the green trees and blue
skies bubbles a volcanic hotbed.

    From the corner of the wire cage I picked off a bit of black and red checked cloth. It looked
to be a piece of Dave's shirt. Winning the blue ribbon was a Big Deal for the school, but the chaos
these skittery little critters had caused yesterday for the Fair had become the real story. I hoped my
photo, plus the ribbon, would counterbalance the drama these bugs had made in this morning's
papers.

    I checked the picture I'd just taken, a clear shot of the padlock on the dented cage, and the
surviving bugs, secured within. Satisfied, I worked my way out of the crowd. My stomach growled,
talking to me.

    Food. When a person is at the State Fair she must eat something bad-for-her,
something one can only get at a fair. A deep-fried Twinkie? Maybe later, with the family. A corn dog
was my first requirement. I headed for the nearest exit, hoping it would lead to the stall that sold
the dogs.

    Outside, the heat beaded up sweat on my hairline. The ground cover of dampened sawdust
reflected the glare of the sun. Wincing, I put on my sunglasses. I walked past the olives on a stick,
admired the various whirligigs turning every which way in the slight wind. All the while my ears
were being pounded by the sound of screaming people on the Atomic Rocket.

    Roger had loved the dang thing--he'd been gone over two years, to a disease that just
wouldn't go away. I only had to dig my fingernails into my palm for a few seconds to short circuit
the sudden, sharp gut pain. I moved it to the later part of my brain.

    The enticing aroma of frying onions cut through the dust and heat. I turned to the nearest
stall and saw a grill spread evenly with onions and sauerkraut for hot dogs. Beside it was a fryer for
corn dogs. Fated.

    My mind tickled me back to the Authors table. Len?

    Maybe?

    Perhaps I should let sleeping dogs lie. That would certainly be Aunt Sophie's advice. Best to
check out the quilts back at the Jackman Long Building. Willamina Quilt Show? Maybe I'd find info
there about it. I must see that quilt of Haystack Rock. I wonder if it is anything like the one Aunt
Sophie made?

    The line for corn dogs was long; I spent the time thinking about the problem facing me, at
home, with another of Aunt Sophie's quilts.

    And Len.





Chapter 3

Meeting Len

    Aunt Sophie made many quilts but the one that the family treasured the most was the one
depicting Haystack Rock at Cannon Beach. She had used the technique called appliqué,
sewing cut-out pieces atop a base piece of cloth, to make a design. Upon a large, blue piece as
background of the Pacific Ocean, she had created, with many other pieces, the rock and its
surroundings.

    Aunt Sophie's quilt, which now belongs to her son, my cousin Sam, has stood the test of
time. It's still appealing to look at and cozy to wrap up in.

    "Want your dog, Lady?"

    I came out of my reverie to see the vendor handing me the corn dog on a paper tray. I
fumbled for cash from my shoulder bag, took the dog. He pointed to the condiments on a small
ledge by the window. I thought about mustard and decided against it--too dicey. Yellow against red
silk would be awful.

    I wandered among masses of people fanning themselves until I found the cool picnic grove
of oaks and maples. From my bag I pulled a bottle of water I'd bought earlier and a small pack of
chips.

    While I ate my corndog and chips, I thought about the unfinished job waiting at home. I'd
recently begun to go through the boxes into which I'd placed Roger's model ships. After he died, I
couldn't stand looking at them. All those hours he'd spent on them, and I'd been jealous of the time.
Now I just felt guilty. Why had I been so petty?

    When I packed them I'd needed soft cushioning. In the chest Aunt Sophie had left to me
when she passed, I'd found enough old blankets for the job. Ship number seven was the last one
Roger had worked on and he hadn't finished it. All that was left in the bottom of the chest was a
quilt. Aunt Sophie's last project, unfinished.

    Great, an unfinished quilt, an unfinished ship. All the people I love leave things
undone for me to take care of. I'd wrapped myself in self-pity while folding her quilt, pins and
all, around Roger's last ship.

    Now I wanted the space and didn't need to hang onto the ships anymore. A new maritime
museum in Newport had expressed interest in ship models for display, so it would be the perfect
place for them. They were all true miniatures of real ships that had sailed the seas. The completed
models were all in a box, waiting to be transported to Newport. The partial quilt remained in the
chest, wrapped around the unfinished ship.

    What was I going to do with the ship? Or the quilt?

    I threw away the lunch remains and walked to the Jackman Long Building, passing the
Oregon Authors Table. Giving it a quick glance, I didn't see anyone I knew and went on to the Quilt
Display.

    The display dominated the whole room, with quilts hanging from all four walls, as well as
being on frames on the floor in the main fabric crafts area. On the walls the quilts were high enough
so they couldn't be touched, but low enough to read the tag attached to each one. In bold black
letters was the name of the quilt and quilt maker, and from which Oregon county it came. Blue or
white or red ribbons were attached to winners of the County Fairs around the state, and most of
them had garnered more awards in the statewide judging.

    They were beautiful, all sizes, shapes and designs.

    My neck was getting a crick in it as I stared at a particularly intriguing one, labeled
Tumbling Blocks. It was the illusion of three-dimensional blocks made by the piecing of dark
triangles against lighter colored ones, that amazed me. Now just how was that done?

    Impressed, I had pulled out my camera to take a photo, when I felt the weight of a hand
upon my shoulder.

    "Are you sure you want to do that?"

    I turned to shake off the hand and stared into Len Bolder's face. Older than the face in my
memory, but the same dark eyes with extra long lashes. Face tan and weathered.

    Len. I swallowed and gathered my cool. And took the photo. "Len. It is you."

    His eyes swept me in a frank once-over, his smile lifted his sharp cheeks and deepened the
dimple beside his mouth.

    I restrained the impulse to put my hand to his lips and then to the dimple. I'd forgotten just
how cute he really was, or is. I felt my face freeze into a wide-open stare, let out the deep breath I'd
been holding, and grabbed his hand.

    His fingers curled over mine, lingering upon and then leaving my ring. "Hey!" He pulled me
to him in a hug that I returned.

    Inside me there was a loosening, but with the tiniest pulling of hairs, like when you pull off
the rubber band you put on your wrist to store it for a while.

    "How in the heck are you! I've been over here at the Authors Table--Oh, have you seen my
book?--and I thought I saw someone who looked like you pass by our table and go into the quilts. I
talked the guy next to me into watching my place while I came looking."

    His top lip covered his bottom one for just a second, in a manner that I fondly remembered
meant he was thinking about what he was going to say next. "Are you here alone? 'Cause I could be
gone long enough for us to have a cup of coffee and catch up...if you could?" He was obviously
wondering about my marital state.

    I told myself I shouldn't be judgmental. I'd had a flash of regret of having the ring on when I
realized he would have the wrong idea. I had left it on at first for reasons of love, and then
sentimentality. I was still wearing it now because it kept men at bay.

    "Uh, sure. There's a place outside."

    "Oh, I know where it is. I have a Thermos. I'll grab it and a couple of cups."

    I was full of questions, and I felt the trepidation I always felt when I had to tell someone
about being a widow and how I'd become one. I didn't like talking about it.

    He led me back to the Authors table, grabbed the jug and two cups from the center area
that had been neatened up from last night's debacle. He also grabbed a copy of his book. I caught a
quick flash of the title, Hunting For The Perfect Photo, with a photo of him sitting in a duck
blind wearing camouflage, camera raised.

    I wondered if we'd have enough time to talk about both his book and my widowhood. We
had bugs and the photo to talk about too. He wasn't wearing a ring. Some men don't wear one
because they work with machinery.

    He introduced me to the man next to his spot, Joe, who said, "Didn't I see you last night in
the bug mess?"

    "You were here for that?" Len said.

    I told Joe that yes, I'd been there last night. We chatted a moment until Len lightly took my
arm.

    "I'll be back. I just need to catch up with this lady. Been a long time." I pulled my arm from
his hand and moved from leading to watching him walk in front of me. His butt cheeks shifted nicely
against the thin cloth of his brown cotton trousers.

    The flame began then to rise within me, a heat I'd not felt for some long time. I
remembered my fingers on the sweet place under his lip, touching and tracing and kissing it. With
that small heat began the seeds of the scandal that was in time to overtake me and the Willamina
Quilt Show women.

    Aunt Sophie was surely looking at me from the ether with that knowing shake of her head. I
ignored the hint of my own caution, and plunged ahead.





Chapter 4

Len and The Willamina Women

    "Married?" I asked him as he poured coffee into our cups.

    "I'm not cut out for marriage. Things have been better since Lin and I straightened that out.
But..." He looked at me with a wry grin. "...we see each other a lot. We have a business and we work
together. You're wearing a ring, so where's the lucky guy?" He looked around as if expecting to see
him stroll up.

    "Not here." I fumbled at my wedding ring. "Not anywhere nearby." Plunging into the
present, I twisted the ring, and pulled it off. "You remember Roger Straw?"

    His nostrils flared. "How could I forget?"

    "I don't think he ever forgot you, either." I said, with a short laugh. "We were married for
twenty-three years, and he died a little over two years ago." I shrugged as he watched me playing
with my ring, turning it and putting it on my middle finger, pulling it off, admiring the diamonds in
the simple round of the wedding circle as they flashed. "Haven't felt like taking it off." I returned it
to my finger. "It's silly and sentimental to still wear it."

    "Sorry to hear it. Nice to know you two lasted. Kids?" He took a big gulp of his coffee.

    "No. Just never happened. Neither of us really cared, though. Not enough," I amended, "to
do anything serious about it." I felt no need to recount the yearning years. They had passed with
time. "I have nieces and nephews. That's enough for me. You?"

    "A son and a daughter. The perfect family, though somehow we could never hit the
mark--Linda and I, I mean. The kids are great. It was a relief for both of us when we went our
separate ways." He shrugged his shoulders at the modern term for divorce.

    "The kids were young. Harry and Sandra stayed with Linda most of the time but we did a
lot of stuff together, camping, weekends, and, you know, stuff. Our relationship is mostly through
the business."

    "Business?"

    "You'll never believe it. I write and take photos of events. Like the Fair here."

    He smiled ruefully as I shook my head. He'd hated that when we were together I was
aiming to be a professional photographer. It took time away from him and I'd smelled of developer
chemicals. He'd said that when we got married I'd have to give it up because he "...wasn't going to
have a wife who smelled like a chemist."

    "I know. But it just happened."

    "Does she develop the prints?" I couldn't help it.

    "Ah, she did." He rushed past that, "We do most of it digital now, on computer. You know.
It's different."

    Most? I wondered just how gone she was.

    Aloud I said, "Yes, I do know. I'm in the business, too. I'm still taking pictures and shopping
them out. Makes us in competition, huh? Funny."

    "Yeah, funny." He raised his eyebrows at me, shook his head. "We also buy and sell arts and
crafts, sort of an import-export business, except we don't go beyond the U.S. borders. She's off in
Alaska right now, visiting her sister who's married to one of the native guys there, head chief of the
village, or something.

    "Say! They're both quilters, Linda and her sister, Pam. They got me into it, which is why I'm
wondering just what you were doing looking at the quilts? You one of us?"

    "'Us? You quilt?"

    "Sure. Doesn't everybody?"

    I pulled the remaining water and chips from my bag. This quilting thing was like a curse
that was following me around. "My Aunt Sophie quilted."

    "I remember that. A house full of them if I remember right."

    "I sew."

    "Therefore, you are."

    "Don't be silly. I don't quilt." The noise of the Fair seemed exceptionally loud, even here in
the little picnic grove.

    "Speaking of photos--" I'd suddenly remembered just why I'd looked him up, "You took that
one of the woman on the table last night. It's great but I wasn't happy with the attention to our little
accident."

    He'd just started to peel a banana he'd pulled from his own small bag, and his grin
transformed his face into happiness. "Yes. Wow, wasn't that a hoo-rah! That woman made a mess of
our table and didn't even buy a book." He finished peeling the banana, offered me half, which I took.
"But what do you mean, 'our' little accident. How were you mixed up in all that?"

    I told him the whole bug story. "So you see, 'our' is practically my whole family. Connor just
about had a kid coronary when he saw that photo and the headline this morning. As did we
all."

    "Well, don't that beat it! My little snapshot is what brought us together." Somehow he is
always the focus, the main deal.

    I'd wondered if the world still revolved around him. Apparently it does.

    "I'm glad I caught your eye, however it happened. Did I tell you that you are looking fine?
You were always sweet, but you've grown up real nice. That red shirt does fit you, and you always
were a good blue jeans gal. I've often wondered... Hey!" He shifted gears. "Dinner, on me, tonight.
Heck, bring everybody. Corn dogs, my treat."

    I love his laugh. It comes from his whole body, beginning with deep rumbles from his belly,
rolling up his esophagus, pouring out his throat. It bounced around the grove. People around us
looked our way and smiled. He has shorter laughs but this was the best, his completely happy
laugh.

    "And then we can talk about quilting!"

    At least a new line. Gotta give the guy credit.
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