
  
    
  


  “The best of coal-town Pennsylvania in the midst of WWII, Pieces of the Heart offers a depiction of heartache and pain, determination and courage, and a vision of love in the thick of crisis and loss. This poignant story of a young lady’s affection for her grandmother and love for a treasured pinecone prayer quilt and the man she’d fight to save at any cost will both compel and inspire you, even as your heart breaks at the portrayal of battered lives.”


  —Amber Stockton, historical fiction author of the Liberty’s Promise and Brandywine Brides trilogies, and Colonial Courtships


  “A fresh look at the World War II era, Pieces of the Heart reveals a slice of the African-American experience, from the appalling segregation of the US armed forces to the surprising discrimination within the black community. Cordelia and Bernard’s love story is stitched on this historical background with colorful characters and fine craftsmanship. A story to treasure.”


  —Sarah Sundin, award-winning author of With Every Letter


  “Pieces of the Heart from the Quilts of Love series captured my heart from page one. I loved the voice, the characters, the story . . . it was like I was living it with them. I couldn’t put it down. Novel Rocket and I give it a high recommendation. It’s a must read.”


  —Ane Mulligan, Senior Editor, Novel Rocket


  “Pieces of the Heart does what I thought no book could do—provide fresh insight into World War II. Granted, the fact that the troops were segregated isn’t news, but to “experience” it by climbing into the skin of the author’s well-defined characters opens readers’ eyes to the depth of struggles involved in that aspect of the conflict. Add to that a heart-tugging romance that begins in childhood and matures throughout the trials of moving into adulthood, as well as a unique twist on the battered-woman topic, and Pieces of the Heart will capture and enthrall readers from beginning to end.”


  —Kathi Macias, multi-award winning author of forty books, including The Moses Quilt.


  “As a quilter and quilting teacher, I really am interested in this quilting series by Abingdon Press. Bonnie gave us a story that held my interest from the first word to the last one. I loved getting an insider’s perspective of the lives of African Americans in World War II. Bonnie took me straight into their hearts, and she shared the good, the bad, and the ugly. Sometimes the book wasn’t an easy read because of that, but it carried the characters and the reader through spiritual growth and redemption. I think every Christian should read this one.”


  —Lena Nelson Dooley, award-winning author of Maggie’s Journey, Mary’s Blessing, Catherine’s Pursuit, and Love Finds You in Golden, New Mexico


  Other books in the Quilts of Love Series


  Beyond the Storm


  Carolyn Zane


  (October 2012)


  A Wild Goose Chase Christmas


  Jennifer AlLee


  (November 2012)


  Path of Freedom


  Jennifer Hudson Taylor


  (January 2013)


  For Love of Eli


  Loree Lough


  (February 2013)


  Threads of Hope


  Christa Allan


  (March 2013)


  A Healing Heart


  Angela Breidenbach


  (April 2013)


  A Heartbeat Away


  S. Dionne Moore


  (May 2013)


  Pattern for Romance


  Carla Olson Gade


  (August 2013)


  Raw Edges


  Sandra D. Bricker


  (September 2013)


  The Christmas Quilt


  Vannetta Chapman


  (October 2013)


  Aloha Rose


  Lisa Carter


  (November 2013)


  Tempest’s Course


  Lynette Sowell


  (December 2013)


  Scraps of Evidence


  Barbara Cameron


  (January 2014)


  A Sky Without Stars


  Linda S. Clare


  (February 2014)


  Maybelle in Stitches


  Joyce Magnin


  (March 2014)


  
PIECES OF THE

  HEART



  Quilts of Love Series


  Bonnie S. Calhoun


  [image: image]


  Pieces of the Heart


  Copyright © 2013 by Bonnie S. Calhoun


  ISBN-13: 978-1-68299-798-7


  Published by Abingdon Press, P.O. Box 801, Nashville, TN 37202

  www.abingdonpress.com


  Published in association with Hartline Literary Agency.


  All rights reserved.


  No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form,

  stored in any retrieval system, posted on any website,

  or transmitted in any form or by any means—digital,

  electronic, scanning, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without

  written permission from the publisher, except for brief

  quotations in printed reviews and articles.


  The persons and events portrayed in this work of fiction

  are the creations of the author, and any resemblance

  to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been

  requested.


  Printed in the United States of America


  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 / 18 17 16 15 14 13


  To my father and mother, Wellington and Venis

  Jones. God rest both of your souls and thank you,

  Dad, for your service to your country and your

  WWII experiences on New Caledonia.


  Acknowledgments


  I want to thank my Abingdon team including my senior acquisitions editor, Ramona Richards; my editor on this book, Teri Wilhelms; marketing manager, Cat Hoort; and the rest of the great team at Abingdon, including Sales and Marketing, that made this book possible.


  And special thanks go out to my agent, Terry Burns, for always believing in me; to all of my critique buddies in the Penwrights and Little Pennies; and to my personal editor, Angie Breidenbach. Thank you, Lord Jesus, for watching over me and bringing these special people into my life.


  
1


  June 15, 1938


  Corde-eel-ee, don’t be sil-ly. We’ll find you sooner or later!”


  The taunt echoed down the alley, bouncing from building to building at the same rate her heartbeat pounded in her ears. The voices pumped more adrenaline into her blood. Would they pop into the Court from Pine Street?


  Cordelia Grace pedaled her red and tan Schwinn as fast as her legs would go. She sucked in short, rapid breaths that burned her lungs. She took a glance behind. No one. She swerved, avoiding the metal garbage cans in front of Stoney’s Garage. Panic raced through her throat as tears pricked at her eyes. Where were her two girlfriends? They were supposed to be right behind her. Now she was alone to face her tormentors.


  She probably wouldn’t have run from them if she had “more meat on her bones,” like Grammy said. Other girls had the weight and power she lacked. Why did she have to fight? Truth be told, she didn’t know how to fight. Her daddy was a preacher man, and her momma always said young ladies of good breeding didn’t act like street hoodlums. No one had ever taught her self-defense.


  She breathed hard, pulling in big gulps of air. Maybe they hadn’t seen her turn down Dix Court? Maybe she could make it home safely . . . today. The alley, wide enough for cars to pass in either direction, felt as though it were closing in on her, squeezing her into the dusty center. She prayed someone would be on their porch. Just one grown-up she could stop and talk with until the danger passed. But each house stood silent, each narrow porch empty. Rows of garbage cans lined impossibly narrow strips of grass like tin soldiers, but none offered protection.


  The quarter-sized scab on her left knee caught on the hem of her play dress as her legs pumped the pedals. The tiny prickle pains from the pulled skin would be worth it if she managed to escape. She jerked her head around to look back again. Her long, skinny braids whacked her in the face and slapped her in the right eye. Tears spilled onto her cheek. Bitsy Morgan’s house marked the halfway point in the alley. Still no one in hot pursuit.


  Her arms relaxed on the handlebars and her legs slowed. She back-pedaled to brake. The bicycle slid to a stop. Cordelia hopped off the seat and straddled the “J” frame. Her lungs burned.


  Five houses up, they emerged on the path leading to the avenue. The three bullies spread across the Court, blocking her way.


  Cordelia whimpered as dread clenched her belly. They had found her. She tried to turn, but the chain caught her dress hem, wrenching the handlebars from her grip. The bicycle fell, and the chain dug into the soft flesh of her ankle. A trail of black grease tracked down one of her white socks. Ignore the pain. If they see tears, they’ll know I’m scared. She lifted her quivering chin and stared at them.


  Two girls and a boy ran at her.


  She bent over and raised her bicycle.


  Two more girls raced toward her. The five Wilson kids had trapped their prey. She tried not to let fear register in her eyes.


  “Cor-deel-lee, you belong to me.” Debbie Lu, the tallest girl in the group, had her nappy hair scraped back in a short ponytail so tight it pulled back the corners of her eyes, adding to her sinister look.


  Cordelia shrank back, choking her handlebars with shaking hands. She watched the Wilson girl approach, slapping her fist into the palm of her other hand.


  Debbie Lu charged and slammed into Cordelia with the full force of both fists.


  Cordelia stumbled from her bicycle and skidded on the ground. Her palms raked over the graveled dirt of the alley. The sting forced tears into her eyes. She refused to respond.


  A red flash streaked from the roof of the shed on the left side of the alley. A cute light-skinned boy landed on the ground beside her bicycle. He wore blue jeans and a bright red shirt opened down the front to reveal a dingy T-shirt. Cordelia eyed him warily—another tormentor?


  He didn’t join the bullies.


  She looked him up and down. Who was he? Her heart pounding eased.


  The cute boy stepped between her and Debbie Lu. “What’s the problem?” He pointed his thumb back at Cordelia. “Did she steal your Tootsie Pop?”


  “I’m gonna pop her, all right. Little Miss High Yella’ doesn’t belong in this neighborhood with her light skin and straight hair. She acts like she’s white people and better’n us,” said the dark-complexioned girl.


  The cute boy turned away from Debbie Lu to glance at Cordelia.


  Cordelia froze.


  He raised one side of his lips in a slight smile and winked, then turned back to the menace. “In case you haven’t noticed, you should probably call me high yella’ too since my skin is as light as hers. Does that mean you want me out of the neighborhood, too?” He stepped closer to the girl. “See, I just moved here, and I don’t think my pa would want to leave, since he just got a job at the coal company.”


  The girl scowled but lowered her fist and backed up.


  Tim Wilson, one brother of the group, pushed Debbie Lu out of the way and stood toe-to-toe with the new boy. “Don’t you talk to my sister like that.”


  “Or what?” The cute boy’s eyebrows furrowed and he lowered his head a tad.


  Cordelia eyed the exchange. Her brain told her to run while she had the chance, but her feet stayed rooted to the spot. What did he think he was doing, facing off with the Wilson kids? They were well-known scrappers.


  Tim Wilson raised his left hand.


  The cute boy’s right fist shot out and punched Tim square in the nose.


  Tim’s hands cupped his nose as blood squirted down the front of his shirt and splattered his sisters.


  The girls screamed and hightailed it down the alley.


  Cordelia grimaced. An involuntary sigh pushed from her chest. This boy wasn’t afraid of them.


  “I’ll get you for this,” Tim warned in a nasal tone.


  “Yeah, well, when you’re not bleeding and wanna stop playing house with your sisters, be sure and let me know.”


  Tim pointed a bloody finger at the boy. “Hey, you take that back or I’m gonna beat your—”


  “Oh, no! I’m sorry,” the cute boy interrupted, his voice pleading. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


  Cordelia’s heart sank. So much for her fearless hero. She couldn’t blame him, but somehow it felt worse than Debbie Lu’s fist in her belly.


  Which way should she run before Tim called his sisters back to finish the job?


  The boy added, “Yeah, I’m sorry. I meant to hit your sister.”


  Tim scowled through the mess dripping from his chin. He sputtered, but before he could speak, Cordelia’s rescuer faked a lunge. Tim recoiled with a girlish squeal and sprang after his sisters.


  Cordelia’s eyes widened as she stared at the back of the cute boy’s head.


  He turned to face her. “Do you talk?”


  A nervous smile crossed her lips. Her dry throat croaked out the word “Yes.” She swallowed hard and wet her lips. “Thank you for helping me.” A flutter settled into her tummy.


  He looked down at the splatter of blood on his own sleeve. With a look of disgust he ripped the shirt off and threw it to the ground. A rolled-up tube of paper fell from his back pocket. “Jeepers creepers, I gotta lose that. If my ma sees blood on my shirt, I’m gonna be in real big trouble for fightin’ again.”


  Cordelia smiled. “I could explain for you. You were very brave—”


  “No! Pa told me if I got in trouble in this town, he was gonna . . .” He kicked at the shirt then locked his fingers together over his head, resting his arms against his ears. “I’ll run away before . . .”


  Cordelia tipped her head to the side to look up into his downcast eyes. “Before what?”


  He mumbled.


  “What did you say?”


  He looked defiant. “I said before I get beat again.”


  Cordelia jerked back her chin at the odd choice of words.


  “Berr-nard!” A woman’s voice carried over the fence.


  “Com-ing,” he yelled but never took his eyes off Cordelia.


  His stare reached into her soul. She shivered. He looked about thirteen. Same age as her, but at least a head taller, and really cute. He’d be gone in a second. Cordelia’s heart thumped an erratic rhythm. At least she knew his name . . . Bernard.


  “I have to go before she comes looking for me. My dad will be home from the mines any minute. I got to already be at the dinner table when he comes in.” He reached for the rickety wooden gate.


  “Hey, you dropped something.” Cordelia pointed at the rolled paper.


  Bernard grabbed it up and unrolled the tube. Flattening the pages, he showed her the comic book with a mostly yellow and white cover. A man in blue tights and a red cape lifted a car over his head. “This is the first Action Comic! And this here is Superman. He flies over tall buildings.”


  Cordelia looked at the page, then back at Bernard. “So what?”


  He just shook his head. “So what? Do you know how many extra chores I had to do for the ten cents to buy this?” He shook his head. “You’re just a girl. Girls know nothin’.”


  She tipped her head to the side, and a smile creased her lips. “Well, can you fly and lift a car over your head?” He had used what she considered superhuman strength to save her. Her regular smart-alecky mouth displaced her anxiety. Grammy said her mouth always got her in trouble. She wanted to slap herself for being flippant.


  He began to argue.


  “Berr-nard, dinn-ner,” the lady’s voice yelled from the other side of the tall wooden fence.


  He never took his eyes off Cordelia. “Comin’, Ma!”


  He turned to the gate, and then back to Cordelia. “What’s your name, girl?”


  “Cordelia . . . Cordelia Grace.” Now her heart pounded for a different reason.


  “Good to meet you, Cordelia-Cordelia Grace.” He winked and reached for the gate.


  “Welcome to the neighborhood.” Cordelia’s heart thumped against her ribs. Her voice trailed off as the gate closed behind him.


  She leaned over and grabbed up the red shirt, then held it up, looking for spots of blood. Scrunching up her nose, she folded the splashes to the inside. Why did she want this dirty thing? She stuffed the shirt into the book bag in her bicycle basket, then pedaled out of the alley and down Olive Street.
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  May 19, 1942


  “Did you hear what I asked you, baby girl?”


  Cordelia’s thoughts jerked back to the present, but her hand rested on the circle of red triangles. The memory both stung and warmed her heart. “I’m sorry. What did you ask, Grammy?”


  “Well, I asked what had you deep in thought. You even breathed heavy for a spell there.” Grammy Mae measured squares of colored cloth as she rocked in her chair.


  Cordelia hitched up the side of her mouth in a wry smile. “You know how some people can pinpoint when their lives changed for the better or the worse?”


  “Yes, baby. I’ve heard tell about folks like that. For me, I just personally felt it all began the day I was birthed.” Grammy Mae, with her hair pulled back in a perfect chignon, wore a tailored housedress; she had looked prim and proper every day Cordelia could remember. Even her black Hill and Dale stack-heel oxfords were polished to a high shine. Grammy loved shoes. She had taught Cordelia the brand name of every pair, though, to her grandmother’s chagrin, Cordelia preferred to go barefoot.


  Cordelia rubbed her hand over the red material that was close to the center of the quilt. “Well, this is when I was reborn.”


  Grammy smiled. “I knew the day you brought that bloody shirt in here, something was burnin’ in your belly.”


  “That day I met Bernard.” She sighed, remembering the whole jumble of feelings from that day. Her mind had raced to find excuses for the dirt on her play dress. She didn’t want to tell about being pushed to the ground. A bicycle fall always seemed a handy excuse. Sometimes she was sure Grammy had guessed the truth. And then there was her Superman, Bernard Howard.


  Cordelia knew they were destined to marry from the moment she laid eyes on him and when she stole his cast-off shirt. “That day you started my quilt, too. I feel different now than when I was thirteen. How could that be a whole four years ago?”


  Different wasn’t exactly the right word. She still feared being deserted, and she was still very good at hiding her dirty secret about God. Older, yes. A more appropriate description.


  She looked up. “Do you think someone my age could be in love?”


  Grammy stroked Cordelia’s hair. “Well, of course, child. In my day, girls close to your age were already married and birthing babies. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders. You know your own mind.”


  “Seems like only yesterday.” Grammy continued as she rocked and cut squares. “Out of all the boys skulking around here at the time, why did you pick up with him?”


  Cordelia knew all too vividly why Bernard had become her hero, but this was not the time to speak of her personal pain out loud. “Because I was worried over something he said that day about his father.”


  Grammy looked up from the pile of colored squares resting in her lap. “What did he say?”


  “He said his father beat him.” Those words made her hands shake after all these years.


  Grammy Mae stopped rocking.


  “And he said he was going to run away if he got beat again. I didn’t understand why he would make such a big deal outta getting switched. Daddy always made me go out back to the willow tree and cut my own switch. That part was worse than getting hit, but I never thought of running away.”


  Although a switching usually consisted of more threat than action. She could only remember getting whacked a couple times. She’d learned that an instant performance of crying and screaming, regardless of how light the whack, would cause her father to relent.


  Grammy Mae looked like a storm cloud was fixing to burst from her forehead. “I don’t think the boy was talking about a regular switchin’, baby. I think he could have been talking about a full-on man beatin’.”


  Cordelia nodded. “That’s what I found out later. His father is a real nightmare. But he wouldn’t try to beat him like that now because Bernard swears he’d fight back.”


  Grammy set her jaw.


  Cordelia knew that look well. She needed to change topics before Grammy took off to Dix Court to punch Mr. Howard in the eye, or worse. “Tell me the story of my life covering again.”


  Cordelia glanced around the room at the piles of colored squares spread across the dressing table, ironing board, and bedspread. Over these past four years, the circular Pinecone Quilt pattern had grown to several feet in circumference.


  Grammy’s look softened. “Baby girl, I’ve told you the story of this quilt a dozen times. You should be able to recite it by heart.”


  “But I like to hear you say it.” Actually, she enjoyed seeing the twinkle in Grammy’s eyes as she talked.


  Grammy Mae looked up, smiled, and then nodded her head. “I guessed it was up to me to teach you, since the tradition goes back as many generations as I can remember on our side of the family. This is a Pinecone Quilt. Some folks on my daddy’s side of the family call it a Pine Burr Quilt, but it all works out to be the same pattern.”


  “You started working on it because Mom didn’t like it.”


  “Now, Cordelia. Don’t be startin’ no trouble with your ma. I started your quilt because it was time someone got to work on it,” said Grammy with a hint of annoyance in her voice. “It’s not that she didn’t like it. She didn’t think it was necessary to give you a life covering.”


  Grammy and Ma were always at odds about the ways of the world. Ma called herself modern. Cordelia had caught her more than once mocking Grammy for talking about the olden days.


  Her father told her their tussles resulted from two women, related only by marriage, of different generations, in the same house. Grammy was Daddy’s mom. She liked to say she came from different stock than Ma’s family. Sometimes Cordelia felt the tension between her ma and Grammy, but for the most part the two women stayed out of each other’s way. Cordelia pretended not to pay much attention. But she adored Grammy, her confidant and ally.


  Cordelia grinned. “She doesn’t know how to quilt either.”


  “Baby girl, hush your mouth. The youngsters don’t do a lot of the things we learned as girls. Now, let me tell the story.”


  Cordelia stifled a giggle at the thought of her mother navigating anything more complicated than the sales aisle at Woolworth’s.


  Grammy reached across and pulled folded muslin material into her lap, then shook it out across her knees. Concentric circles spaced about an inch and a half apart spread from the edge of the large completed circle.


  “Our family tradition holds that the quiltmaker prays over each square, folding prayers into the triangles.” Grammy grabbed up a square. She folded it diagonally to form a triangle; then, folding each outside point in, she created a square.


  She held out the piece of green gingham material. “See this? I just folded in a prayer for your good health as I made the corners.”


  Cordelia fingered the square and glanced across the pile of cut pieces. “Where’d you get all this material?”


  “From clothes that don’t fit you anymore or special pieces of fabric I think you’ll want to remember. They’re your life moments, you know.”


  Grammy rocked softly as she measured and cut the squares with a large pair of sharp sewing shears. “Going back through the generations, each young lady is presented with her life covering on her eighteenth birthday. It holds the prayers, dreams, and wishes spoken for her and her life as a woman, wife, and mother. I was determined no granddaughter of mine was going to be without her own covering.”


  Cordelia fingered some of the squares. “Can I get yours out of the trunk?”


  “Yes, baby, you may. I declare, as much as you fondle that old thing, you’re going to rub all the colors off.”


  Cordelia lifted the lid of the steamer trunk at the foot of Grammy Mae’s bed and sorted through several layers of clothing to find the quilt. The bold colors drew the usual gasp of pleasure from Cordelia. “Oh, Grammy, every time I look at this I think it gets more beautiful! Are you sure I couldn’t have yours?”


  “No, baby, every girl gets her own special quilt. These are the blessings for my life. You’ll get your own blessings. I explained to you about Elijah and Elisha. Each had his own mantle. This one is yours.” Grammy touched the quilt she was making. “You take care of your quilt, and it will take care of you.”


  “But your colors are quite beautiful.”


  “My quilt is made from clothes I wore when I was a youngster. Yours will have colors and prayers special just for you. It will be ready when you’re eighteen.”


  Cordelia lifted her head to look at Grammy. “It seems like forever to get to eighteen.”


  Grammy Mae leaned her head back and laughed. “It’s only a year away.”
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  Bernard threw a handful of rabbit food into each hutch along the backyard fence. He didn’t understand the waste of time feeding them when his father planned to butcher them in a day or two. Several years before, he’d chosen a rabbit as a pet. One day, to his horror, Butch was on the dinner menu. His father taunted him with the pelt. Now he avoided looking at the animals. It kept him from getting attached.


  He stuffed the sad memory away as he slid the last door shut and leaned against the hutch. He wanted to think about his love . . . Cordelia Grace.


  “Are you coming in here, Son?” His mother stood in the open doorway of the kitchen. “Your daddy’ll be here any minute now. You know how he gets if you’re not sitting at the table.”


  Bernard trudged across the yard, dropped the feedbag in the dust, vaulted up the back steps two at a time, and burst into the kitchen. His mother stood at the stove making his favorite dinner of pork chops and fried potatoes. The aroma made his stomach growl.


  Her back to him, she flipped potatoes and poked at the sizzling pork chops.


  “Mom, you’re the best,” he said as he wrapped his arms around her waist and hugged her. “That smells good!”


  She playfully swatted him away. “You’re going to squeeze the life out of me, Son. All this love is just because I’m filling your belly with good eats.”


  Bernard plopped onto a seat and spread his arms out onto the table. As he watched, Mom tipped her head and smiled at him. Nah. Really? No wonder Cordelia had felt familiar when he first met her. Her big brown eyes lit up like Mom’s did when she smiled. And she tipped her head the same way too.


  The kitchen door banged open, and Bernard tensed. He shoved his legs under the table, sat up straight, and took his elbows off the surface.


  “Why isn’t my dinner ready, woman?”


  Mom’s whole body tightened like a turtle tucking its head and legs into its shell.


  Bernard held his breath.


  “I’m setting your place now, Charles.” She grabbed the stack of plates and silverware from the counter. Her hands shook, but the vinyl tablecloth muted any rattling sounds of plates and silverware. Mom had used a tablecloth ever since his father backhanded her when Bernard threw his plate at him. In reality, the plate had only slid an inch or so on the Formica top.


  Bernard frowned.


  “What’s the matter with you, boy?” Charles took the seat at the head of the table. “Did you go down to the coal breaker today and pick enough coal for the stove?”


  “Yes, when I got out of work, I went.” Bernard erased the frown, but the muscles at the back of his neck tightened, and he answered with a hint of defiance. At the age of seventeen, he hated being called boy. But it was safer to suffer in silence than cause a fuss.


  Charles glared at him. “Yes, what?”


  Bernard averted his eyes. “Yes, sir, I went and got coal.”


  Anna hurried the dish of potatoes into the center of the table and returned with the platter of three large pork chops. She slid into her seat opposite Bernard and forked a pork chop onto Charles’s plate and one onto Bernard’s.


  “Is this all I get? One lousy pork chop? I work in the mines all day to support this family, and all I get to eat is barely enough to keep a bird alive,” barked Charles. “What do you do with all my money, you ungrateful woman? Are you buying more things for this boy? It’s a good thing there’s only one of them to be sucking me dry.”


  Anna showed no emotion as she forked the last pork chop onto his plate.


  Bernard pulled his eyebrows together and lowered his head enough to show his displeasure. She gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head, then scooped an extra large helping of fried potatoes onto her own empty plate.


  Charles was too busy peppering his food to notice the exchange. He reached for the salt and shook it over the meat. Nothing came out. He shook it again. Still nothing. “Woman, what have I told you about giving me an empty saltshaker?”


  Anna registered shock. “I’m sorry. I washed it this afternoon and let it dry. I must have screwed the lid on without paying attention.” She plucked the shaker from his hand and scurried to the cupboard. She returned in a moment with the filled saltshaker. Anna’s hand trembled as she set it on the table and took her seat.


  Charles lifted his hand and accidentally brushed the shaker off the table. The porcelain shaker broke into several pieces and salt spread across the linoleum floor.


  “Look what you’ve done, you stupid woman!” Charles backhanded Anna, knocking her off her chair.


  Bernard scrambled around the table to his mother. “Ma, are you all right?”


  He reached to help her rise, putting himself between her and his father. He didn’t want her hit again.


  “I’m all right, Son, I just slipped,” His mother’s face flushed as she tried to climb back into her chair.


  Bernard could see that she was dizzy. “You didn’t slip! He hit you.” He searched her eyes for any glimmer of defiance and hoped that she would balk at his father’s bad behavior.


  She gently put her trembling fingers to his lips.


  He shook her hand away.


  “What did you say?” snarled Charles. “Are you calling your mother a liar?”


  Bernard spun to face him. “I saw you hit her.”


  Charles pointed his fork at him. “You need to learn to keep quiet in my house, boy.”


  “Everybody knows you hit her. I don’t understand why she keeps protecting you.”


  Charles bolted upright. His chair tipped over, slamming to the floor. “What goes on in this house stays in this house!”


  “Why? So you can continue to use her as a punching bag—”


  Charles’s fist thrust forward.


  Bernard blocked the punch and grabbed him by the wrist.


  Charles glared. “Let go of my arm.”


  Bernard stared him down. “I’ve told you before. I’m not a child anymore, and you will not hit me without consequences.”


  Charles swore under his breath and jerked his hand back from Bernard’s grasp. He turned away. Then spun back and rammed the heels of both hands into Bernard’s chest.


  Anna whimpered.


  Bernard stumbled back, lost his balance, and crashed onto the floor at the base of the refrigerator. He smacked the side of his face against the metal.


  He raised the back of his hand to his lips. A smear of blood ran from knuckle to wrist. Hatred pounded through his heart as his eyes rose to glare at his father. The man wasn’t paying him any attention. He had gone back to eating. Bernard saw the stricken look in his mother’s face. His anger subsided for her sake. Eight months until he could be free. His mother refused to give her blessing for him to move out before then, and he loved her too much to defy her. He feared leaving his mother with this animal, but he couldn’t save her and himself.


  On January 15, 1943, Bernard would celebrate his eighteenth birthday and his freedom.
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  May 20, 1942


  Cordelia sat in her favorite spot on the waist-high wall that surrounded Scranton Technical High School. The flat stone emanated the day’s sunshine. The warmth relaxed her while she waited. Her girlfriends always met near the front doors after school on Wednesdays.


  She stole a few glances at her new dress designs while she waited for the crew. How could she make beautiful clothes when Bernard felt a woman belonged at home and should raise the children? To her distress, her father and Bernard actually agreed about this.


  “What’s cookin’, baby doll?”


  Cordelia flinched. Her eyes widened as her fingers clutched the pages, wrinkling the paper. She lifted her head in the speaker’s direction. “Marcie Ballenger! You scared the snot right out of me!” She blew out a huff of air and patted her chest. “Making your voice low like that, I thought for a second you were Bernard.”


  Marcie snorted with laughter. “Jeepers creepers, I didn’t know you were worried about him seeing your sketches.”


  “I’m not.” Cordelia averted her eyes. “Who needs the male ego?” Talking about a job always caused an argument.


  “Wait a minute. I don’t like the way you said that.” She stepped in closer. “Is he intimidating you some other way?”


  Cordelia’s eyes grew wide. “No, never! Bernard would never hurt me. I just don’t want to disappoint him. He wondered if I wanted a job because I was afraid that he couldn’t take care of me like a husband should.”


  “Boy oh boy, men are completely insecure,” laughed Marcie.


  “Not insecure, but he said it made him feel incompetent.” She stuffed her dreams away because Bernard meant everything in the world to her. He was her Superman.


  One close call for the day was enough. She smoothed and put the pages back in order, deciding not to press her luck as she shoved them back into her book bag. Luck. Grammy hated those four letters. She corrected Cordelia often. There was only God, and no such thing as luck.


  She would have to remember to thank God when she worked on the quilt with Grammy. She had avoided another opportunity to hurt Bernard’s feelings with her fanciful dreams. Maybe she could ask Grammy to add a prayer into her quilt for a job. But that meant she’d have to buy into the quilt as a mantle on her life. Did she believe in the quilt? Or was she just working on it to please Grammy?


  “Are you going to talk to me?” Marcie hopped onto the wall next to Cordelia. She swung her legs. Her scuffed saddle shoes grated against the rough soapstone.


  Cordelia snapped out of her thoughts and smiled. “Of course I’m talking to you. You’re my best friend.” She turned to look at Marcie. “Do you have a quilt?”


  “A quilt? What kind of quilt?”


  “A Pinecone Quilt. My Grammy’s making one for my eighteenth birthday.”


  “No, I don’t have one, but I have a cousin who does. My Gram died before I was born. My mom’s a dynamite cook, but she can’t sew a button on, let alone make something like that.”


  Cordelia smiled. “My mom can’t sew either.”


  “Why do you want to know?”


  “Grammy is putting a lot of effort into it and praying over each piece. Is she just old, or is that normal?” Cordelia’s mom had been making random snide remarks at the dinner table lately. The two women seemed ready for all-out war over this quilt. Meanwhile, Dad ate in silence and kept his head down.
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