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FIRST EXCERPT

Chapter 1

Dovie had warned her about movers.  ‘Don’t turn your back, Kaye.  They’ll rob the fire and come back for the smoke!  Remember my brother Cha Cha?  The scoundrels stole Great Aunt’s wind up chiming clock right off the wall!’  Kaye chuckled to herself considering Cha Cha’s ‘artistic’ years when numerous family heirlooms found their way to the pawn shop.  ‘They’re a nasty lot, those movers Kaye. Barging in on you at the crack of dawn!  Reeking of stale liquor and cigarette smoke!  Now you listen, Kaye, you watch every move…!’  

All night long Kaye had tossed and turned, waiting for the interminable night to come to an end.  Think about something else, she told herself, think about….no, not that.  Garden planning was stimulating.  Recite the Apostle’s Creed, that often puts you down. ‘I believe in God the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth….’  Will that  grossly oversized moving van be capable of negotiating the narrow gravel road, pock marked with muddy puddles that could swallow a cow?  She tried to resign herself.  It had to be done.   Richard had always said ‘Just keep going forward Kaye.  Don’t look back.’  Sleep, for Heaven’s Sake! Just roll over and let tomorrow take care of itself.  She grew peaceful, saying her prayers and slipping over the edge, just as her heart regrouped and released a stream of adrenaline that sent her heart into new rounds of palpitation.  The Directions!  The shiftless dispatcher had only half listened to Kaye’s directions to the cabin….According to him, he knew every square mile of outlying land in the County…..  In the daylight it seemed maybe all right, but at 3:00 a.m. they came tramping in, mounted the stairs in muddy boots, and reminded her that this day would be the death of her.  Moaning into her pillow, she reached for her bottle of nervine, knowing it would take its toll on her in the morning, but swallowed half a pill anyway without water, drifting into oblivion with the demons in muddy boots still at the foot of the bed, dismissed without further adieu. 

Kaye was dragged out of her stupor by the sound of the coffee maker sputtering and coughing.  Still wobbly, she slid her feet into the old fuzzy slippers, flattened at the heels, and threaded her way wearily through the mountains of moving boxes.  Outside, the remains of the summer wisteria dripped a steady dismal stream onto the flagstones on the pergola, and the water garden was only a blurry outline in the mist of the cold gray dawn.  

Kaye was in no hurry to shed her comfortable flannel pajamas and wrapper, knowing she would hear the crunch of the moving truck on the gravel road out front long before she’d be taken by surprise.  She lit the fireplace in the keeping room and put on her glasses to check the time.  Seven thirty.  More than an hour to kill.  It was hard to believe this was the last morning she’d be seeing Hideaway Farm.  

Kaye sipped at her coffee and began to look around for a place to sit, taking care not to bang about too much, her head was still fuzzy and every movement seemed to reverberate like stones clacking together off the sharp edges of the nearly vacant house.  Dragging a seemingly solid box over to the fireside, she lowered herself cautiously at first, bracing for the sound of breaking glass, but fortunately it held up, and she seated herself to try and enjoy her second cup of coffee .

Through the dripping haze, Kaye pondered the pergola that had been their favorite retreat, now a tangle of unsightly vines no longer bearing the cumbersome load of climbing blaze roses and yellow jasmine, or the dense purple wisteria, drooping grapelike clusters of fragrant flowers all summer long through the timbers overhead.   Kaye stole a longing glance past the neatly trimmed privet hedge and the tall spires of the faded tea roses.  Standing confidently in the water garden as he had for decades, unperturbed by the inclement weather, was the Archangel Michael.  

A remnant of glory from Richard’s Ambrose ancestors, the statue never failed to give Kaye a brief start as she began her morning routine at the kitchen sink, habitually gazing down the northern exposure of their property overlooking the water garden.  But the statue held a special place in Kaye’s heart, and the second of alarm at the overpowering aspect of his presence was followed in quick succession by the comforting thought that life would still go on and battles would be fought, and won.  More than anything else at Hideaway Farm, she would miss the Archangel and the water garden.

The rain had begun in the night as a comforting, welcome sound on the tin roof, only a soft rustling in the treetops.  At the front of the house, a carpet of dry leaves had showered down in the night, and now lay soaked on the ground underneath the canopy of oaks surrounding the cabin. Almost half a century had passed since Kaye had first seen Hideaway farm, as Richard’s young bride, separated for the first time in her life from the Blue Ridge Mountains and her twin sister, Charlotte.  Using the sleeve of her sweatshirt to wipe the condensation off the front window, Kaye sighed deeply as she allowed her gaze to linger on the rolling pastureland, shrouded in a low lying mist, hoping to imprint the scenery permanently in her memory bank.  She would be seeing it no more after today, but she remembered as if it had been only yesterday, the first time Richard had brought her to Hideaway Farm as a bride, to view the remote tract of farmland which was to be their future home…. 

‘If my directions are on target,’ Richard said with his reading glasses on the end of his nose as he struggled with the map spread across the steering wheel, ‘it must be right along……here!’  Although it was probably too early in the year to be concerned about copperheads and ticks, they had both taken the precaution of wearing hiking boots and long corduroy pants.  Spring was not officially yet on the calendar, but Kay remembered the warm breeze as they stepped out into the pasture, the creek was running briskly and verdantly green with moss and lichen.  Wild daffodils and buttercups and bluebells sprinkled the old cow pastures.  And Kay had been pleased to discover, dotted along the shady banks of the creeks, jack in the pulpit and lily of the valley. 

Richard slowed the jeep to a crawl, steering into a grassy verge to the side of the gravel road that fronted the property.  ‘Now watch where you step, Kaye, there’s a ditch underlying this tall grass… wait, let me swing you over,’ and returned his attention to the map.  ‘Let’s take another look at the plat.’  Richard indicated the general direction of boundary markers, referring back to the drawing spread out on the hood of the jeep.  After getting his bearings, he looked for a wide opening and spread the barbed wire fencing for Kaye to pass through first.

‘Now look, Kaye, see that ridge straight ahead where the pines begin to lead upward like a trail?’ showing her the binoculars, which were useless, as Kaye had never acquired the skill of looking through binoculars, or kaleidoscopes, or microscopes, must be something ocular… ‘and see just due west there’s a line of tulip poplars…?’ None of it had made any sense to her.  But she had admired his boyish enthusiasm, and found him sexy when he was studious.  

Kaye watched Richard’s face as he surveyed the property through the binoculars.  It all may as well been Greek to her, but she did know that it was a peaceful, sanctuary of a place to think about living and raising a family; rolling hillsides, meadows overgrown in wildflowers, the pine woods that lead upwards from a rocky, deeply gorged stream.  They had walked the land until the conifers were beginning to cast long shadows and their stomachs told them it had been a long day.  They took pictures and staked out prospective home sites. It was everything she wanted and more.  She gave Richard her full approval! 

Kaye wondered about the moving truck.  Hideaway Farm had always been quiet, she was sure there was no sound of an approaching vehicle grinding its way along the gravel road. The only sound Kaye detected this morning was the soft drum of rain on the tin roof, and the gentle hiss of the fireplace.  This could end up being a long ordeal!  She wished she’d taken Charlotte up on her offer to come and help out.  No, always independent, she could manage, too much ‘help’ could quickly turn into a hindrance on moving day.  But it was a lonely silence inside the cabin today, as she remembered the time preceding the Hideaway Farm, the time preceding Richard…
‘Kaye!’ Mama’s voice was anxious and irritable as Kaye entered dripping through the front door of the condominium, inundated with barking dachshunds, ‘Where on earth is Charlotte?  The roads are getting slick and she hasn’t been here since this morning early, either.  You girls are going to worry the life out of me, scooting around all over the country…!’  Kaye’s mother had always wrung her hands in worry at any minor incident involving Charlotte, but Kaye observed that oddly Mama never seemed to lose a night’s sleep about her.
SECOND EXCERPT

Chapter 2

Kaye began to unwind her legs which had grown stiff and cold on the floor.  In spite of keeping herself active with yoga, she knew she was too old to sit cross-legged for too long on a hard floor.  …Trusting nobody and nothing.  Charlotte’s words had come back to haunt her most of her life.  It had colored her life with Richard, stunted her relationship to Kareanne.  She stretched out, and sipped at her coffee, listening to the steady tinkling of the rain on the tin roof…Kaye had lost track of the passing of time.  She knew she needed to find a box to stuff the Mr. Coffee into, and her mug when she had finished her very last cup of coffee on the Farm.  Popping open a particularly light one labeled ‘Misc’, she found it full of note cards, letters, photographs, recipes, …what on earth was all this?  The box was so absorbing that she neither knew nor cared what was going on with the moving truck.  She was being pulled backwards.  Kaye strained to reach a small slip of paper that filtered through the box a few feet away from her.    Two admission tickets to the Biltmore Estate, December 24!  This event had probably shaped the next fifty years of Kaye’s life….

It felt like an impending death to Kaye.  She had not even had the opportunity to bask in her good news and to share it before Char came in like a black rain cloud.  Kaye fluctuated between rage and tearful pleading with Charlotte.  But Char was resolute that she had indeed a calling from God to enter the Convent.  Finally she cried herself to sleep.  But the days following Charlotte’s disclosure of her plans went too quickly.  Kaye came to the decision that she would plan a surprise weekend for Charlotte that they might both remember for years to come.  

Christmas was a few days away.  Charlotte was to leave for her assignment with the Sisters of Charity on January 2nd.  “Char, lets drive up to Asheville and spend the night at that old hotel we always talked about, The Haywood Park.  We always fantasized about doing that sometime and maybe we could try and find where Mama’s first apartment had been when she broke free from Grandma Esther!’ Kaye drove and they arrived at the hotel on the afternoon before Christmas Eve, in time to enjoy dinner together.

They planned to wake up early the next morning, Christmas Eve, and take in a tour of the estate at Biltmore together at a time of year they expected it to be enchanting to see.  It was a dark morning and cold in the poorly heated rooms as they dressed in haste.   Kaye watched Charlotte pulling on the coarse black stockings, her spirits sinking.  ‘Char, remember all those Easter dresses Mama made us suffer through?  I think I have permanent fabric burns on my waistline and neck!’  

Charlotte laughed as she finished fastening the plain grey dress she had worn since her decision to join the Sisters of Charity, tying a simple white band across her hair.  Her hair, Charlotte pondered gloomily.  That beautiful golden hair, all those lovely blonde curls that had delighted Mama!  The ribbons and pony tails!  In a few days, Charlotte would submit herself to the first of a lifelong series of humiliations, the chopping off of her lovely hair. 

‘Grandma Shelton always went for the bridesmaid stuff!  Never practical washable fabrics, no, no, not Grandma Shelton!  Poor Mama!  Remember Kaye how excited we always were watching Mama lay out those pattern pieces?’  As young girls, they had both fantasized about the wardrobes they would have when they were ‘grown up’.  And about the lavish cars and houses they would own. And now Charlotte would own nothing, not even the underwear underneath her habit.  She would not even be permitted to keep her name. ‘Mama no doubt stayed up all night, pumping that treadle sewing machine! It’s a wonder she could hold her eyes open through the Easter Sunrise service!  Lord only knows how many miles had been put on that sewing machine by Grandma Esther before Mama’s turn came.’  Kaye looked disparagingly at Charlotte, plain and unadorned, remembering the lavish Easter dresses.  ‘Let’s get going, Kaye.’  Charlotte pulled the black cape across her shoulders, completing the austere attire.  She silently followed Charlotte to the hotel dining room to eat breakfast before leaving for the Estate.

Kaye drove cautiously through spitting snow and freezing rain along the scenic winding road that led to the House.  Parking at that early hour on Christmas Eve had not been a problem, and pulling on their gloves they had begun the trek towards the house. In the dark of the morning the glowing candles could be seen from the gateway as they approached the house. The long walkway to the house was lined with candles in glowing paper bags.  As they reached the imposing entryway, necks craning upward to see the parapets and gargoyles, snowflakes began to fall, as big as pennies!  They stuck to Charlotte’s starched dove gray dress and gave her the impression of a snowball growing in girth.  The organ piped out traditional carols, the spicy apple smell of wassail, holly and ivy and poinsettias, the hanging of the green, the roaring fireplaces, the towering Christmas trees, all this and much more and snow dusting the Blue Ridge Mountains like confectioner’s sugar.

After leisurely strolling from room to room inside the house, Kaye asked, ‘Charlotte, why don’t we go out in the cold, and get some steaming hot coffee and something sinfully sweet!!’  Making their way to the courtyard, they pulled on their gloves, shivering in damp breeze, and carried their steaming cups and plates to the bistro tables. ‘Kaye, after we finish, I want to go into the candy store and get some of that decadent fudge to put into my gift baskets, and I also remembered those beautiful note cards in the gift shop.  What do you think I could get for Mama?’  Kaye looked thoughtful.  She sat sipping, thinking that was the most delicious coffee she had ever tasted.  ‘Charlotte you know Mama, as long as she doesn’t have to read it or assemble it, she’s easy to please.’  

The music box in the gift shop was playing Olde World carols.  She looked across the table at Charlotte, all pretension gone, her face scrubbed and pink without make up, laughing with the innocence of a child as she always had, her baby-like hands cupped around her mug for warmth.  ‘Charlotte, you are really going to do this, aren’t you?  I mean, I thought it was a fancy and it was something you’d just decide like the time you wanted to become a park ranger, you’d just chalk it up as a having been a good thought but not really practical,’ Kaye realized for the first time and felt the tears rising behind her eyes and sobs beginning to rise in her throat. ‘But you’re not going to change your mind, are you Char?  You’re really going to leave me, just look the other way and not look back….’  Kaye’s face was now wet with tears, and she struggled to gain control of herself, but she was instantly wracked with sobs.

 ‘Oh Kaye!  I’ll be praying for you every day, just because we’re not together, it doesn’t mean you won’t always be with me, or that you will be any less important to me, or any less loved.  I really am sure about this decision and it will only make it harder for me if you keep on fighting against it.’  Charlotte said.  ‘I need you to support my decision and help me be strong enough to follow through with it.’  Charlotte pleaded, her heart being wrung out for her sister.  ‘I’m begging, you Char! please, please don’t go away from me!’  Kaye was sobbing without restraint now.  ‘You’re all I really have in this world, Char!  Please, please take mercy and listen to reason…!’   It was impossible to suppress the sobs that overcame her. ‘Kaye!! Get up! Get up now!  Wipe that snotty nose!’ Charlotte’s gaze was directed just past Kaye, and she looked excited. ‘Quick!  Your face looks like a botched up jack-o-lantern, Kaye! There’s a terribly attractive young guy approaching from the rear…’  Kaye struggled for a Kleenex, finding only the one which was wrapped around her spare kotex, mopping her face she frantically shoved the unmentionable back into her purse. ‘Quick!  Here he comes, I’m pretty sure he isn’t on my scent…!’

 In the scramble to find a napkin and wipe the tears, Kaye had upset her purse, sending the contents in every direction under both their own table and the one behind them.  Embarrassed, but still unable to stem the flow of tears, she scrambled on her hands and knees to recover loose change, compact, lipstick, a tissue wrapped feminine hygiene product – to her horror – and other feminine essentials that were rolling like balls on a pool table.  

In a second at her side was a tall, spare young man with a long narrow face, light blue gray eyes set closely together, an aquiline nose, and closely cut light brown hair showing out from under a navy blue toboggan.  His nose and ears were pink at the tips and his eyelashes wearing a few snowflakes.  Looking shy and a little unsure of himself, he handed her a napkin.  ‘Let me help, we can make quick work of it.  It’s amazing how many different directions a handful of things can go!’  Kaye gave him a look of silent and shy gratitude.  

‘Here, I think that’s the lot!  By the way, since I’ve been crawling around on my hands and knees with you, and have entered into that female holy of holies – the dreaded handbag – please allow me to introduce myself!’ Rising gracefully to his feet like an athlete, he unfolded himself to over six feet, and Kaye’s neck arch to look into his eyes.  ‘I’m Richard Harrison.’  Kaye sparkled.  His voice was soft and refined, and he had a boyish charm, but a cultured polished manner and looked as if he had been well cared for.  A few feet behind him looking anxious was a small and frail elderly lady who could have stepped out of the Vanderbilt mansion, an aged, revered houseguest just taking a morning stroll.  She wore a festive red wool hooded cape, trimmed in fox fur, and fur trimmed matching gloves.  Her eyes were the same as the young man’s who accompanied her, close set and vividly blue, in contrast to the gray sky and the snowflakes that were now softly falling.  She held to her walker for support.

‘Oh, thank you.  It was just a shower.  The distraction did me good anyway.’  Kaye had replied blowing her nose.  ‘I’m Kaye Shelton, and this is my sister, Charlotte.’ Kaye smiled a ravishing smile at the attractive young man, her eyes still luminous from the tears. Richard replied, ‘This is my grandmother, Beth Ambrose,’ gazing fondling at a tiny frail ancient porcelain doll, who extended a tiny birdlike hand in greeting.  Richard continued, ‘This is the birthday girl!  She dropped hints that she’d like to see the estate, so this weekend I decided to surprise her and bring her up here to the mountains and see what she had been missing.’

Mrs. Beth Ambrose smiled sweetly.  ‘I always thought that if I came, it would be in the springtime when the roses were in bloom, but nothing could be better than this day has been.’  She looked at Richard tenderly. After introductions were made, chairs were drawn up to the table.  Richard had brought his grandmother Beth to the mountains to see the Biltmore Estate, her birthday being on Christmas Eve.  ‘Grandmother hasn’t ever been to the Estate, but she loves gardens and has seen pictures.  But I’ve always told her ‘Grandma, you won’t believe it until you see it in person’.’  

The mood at the table became festive.  Richard kept them laughing and Charlotte was up to the challenges Richard threw in her direction.  ‘Did you get a visitation from the Heavenly Host like Mary, or how did you know this was something you were supposed to do?’  Richard asked. 

Charlotte was enthused at the chance to talk about her faith and her devotion to the Catholic Church, about the Saints, and the vows she was about to take. ‘No, I’m afraid Gabriel was occupied elsewhere.  The thing was this.  I was in college, and it was a late, late night Christmas Eve service on campus.  The sanctuary had gone dark, it was the time they give all the congregation the lit candles you know, the ones that can light someone’s hair on fire.  Anyway, the singing was going on and on, and it got a little weird in there, but I looked down at my candles, and wings ‘blew out on it’ and it became an angel, as the wax dripped down the side.  As if that wasn’t spooky enough!  And then, then it got even more supernatural!  I was gesticulating wildly,  trying to get the attention of the elderly lady sitting next to me, but she was distracted with her squirming granddaughter, trying to keep her from getting her long curly hair into the candle in the pew behind her.  I tell you, Richard, it’s a miracle there haven’t been more Christmas even conflagrations…’  Richard stared wide eyed.  ‘Well, the next thing happened was I looked at my candle, and it became a crucifixion!  It formed itself into a cross and the Lord was suffering on it.  At that point, my knees were shaking, my heart going like a jackhammer, my mind was racing wildly!  Then the candle blew out and it turned again just into a regular candle.  But I knew I’d had a calling.’  Charlotte sipped her hot chocolate and took a bite of pumpkin bread.  ‘Have mercy!’  Richard said.  ‘Did you keep the candle?’  ‘No, but it wouldn’t have mattered because it had just changed itself back into everyone else’s candle.’

Charlotte turned her eyes to her sister, slack jawed, ‘Char-- a lifetime of poverty and chastity, and you mean to sit there and tell me that that’s all you’ve got?  ….A Candle , a wax edifice, that picked up a puff of air from the narthex and dripped out a wingspread?’  Kaye continued to regard Charlotte with astonishment.  ‘I don’t expect you to understand Kaye, you never did have much of a predilection for divine intervention.  But you just wait, the time will come when you’ll have a visitation of your own, and then you won’t be such a skeptic.’  Charlotte answered with satisfaction.  Richard made the wise decision to take no sides in the matter.

 Mrs. Ambrose was quiet.  Although she was delighted to see Richard enjoying the good company they had met, her mind was not at the table.  She sat serenely, enjoying the Elizabethan hymns that could be heard from the organ within the house and the tinkling carols coming from the music box.  Her blue eyes grew more and more distant, looking far back into the past.  She became unconscious of the cold.  She began to feel very warm, almost too warm, toasty.

‘….Mommy!  Oh look, its starting to snow!’ Jeanette leaped and sang with joy!  ‘Look at the Archangel, he’s got icicles hanging from his sword!’ Beth Ambrose’s favorite pastime had always been the care and keeping of the extensive grounds that surrounded the old Queen Anne house where she had began her life as a young bride, and had resumed after the death of Jeanette’s father to tuberculosis.  The crowning glory of the old Queen Anne was the garden that occupied the space between the wrought iron fencing and the porches.  In front was the water garden, surrounded by mature trees and centered by a beautiful garden pond edged with flagstone.  In the center of the pond was a fountain that shot up water more than eight feet into the air, and at night the water was bathed in brilliant colors.  On a pedestal in the pond was the life size bronze state of the Archangel Michael that dated back to the 1890’s, which mesmerized any passerby or visitor.  The statue reflected in an up wash of color was magnificently poised with drawn sword over the neck of his enemy.

‘Pleeeeeze…Mommy!   Can we put up the tree now!  Can I put the tinsel on myself, can I?’  Jeanette was six years old.  It was the first Christmas since Beth’s young husband, John-Mark had died, and she and Jeanette had gone in mourning, back to Beth’s childhood home.  Putting her grief aside, Beth had gone in search of all the old fragile ornaments stored in the attic and spread the boxes of treasures on the dining room table as she began the tradition that she would follow for the rest of her life.  The Star of David was hung at the front door, complimenting the Tree of Life stained glass door that was designed as a gift for the original Elizabeth Ambrose, who also loved nature and family.  Beth could see the greenery now, the bright red berries and spruce wrapping the banister.  She saw the candles burning. She saw the freshly cut eight foot tall tree in the parlor.  ‘Go ahead Jeanette, let’s start putting on the ornaments.  Be careful, darling, don’t squeeze or drop, they are very fragile!  Here, you hang the reindeer, perfect!  No, it’s too high Jeanette; Mommy will have to lift you up to put on the star…  The fragrance of the tree was intoxicating!  And there was the little china nativity set arranged, as it always had been, on the mantle in the dining room.

Beth had selected an exquisite little lacquered music box for Jeanette that Christmas.  It opened with mirror inside and the mechanism that made the music was under a glass casing.  The carol it played was one of Jeanette’s favorites to play at Christmastime when she loved most to be at her piano.  The young people sitting around her at the table, engrossed in their conversation.  Beth listened, but didn’t hear their words, she heard the melody…Lo, How a Rose Is Growing.  She remembered Jeanette’s sweet soft voice.  The organ was in the house was piping out the tune:

…to bear one perfect flower, here in the cold of winter

And darkest midnight hour.’

This flower so small and tender, with fragrance fills the air

His brightness ends the darkness

That kept the earth in fear.

True God and yet true man, He came to save his people

From earth’s dark night of sin.

O Savior, child of Mary, who felt all human woe,

O Savior King of glory, who triumphed o’re our foe;

Bring us at length we pray

To the bright courts of heaven and into endless day.’
As Beth huddled in the warmth of her cape, holding her breath a moment, she felt such a sense of peace and warmth; it was as feathers were folded around her thin shoulders, brushing against her cheeks like butterflies.  The chill of the winter day was gone.  The years dropped away from her withered body.  There was no need for a walker.   For a second, she was again young and strong, looking into the laughing eyes of John-Mark and Jeanette as she squealed in delight with her presents under the tree of an eternity ago, or a second ago.   It was all blending together.  Beth felt herself being caught up with joy, the kind of joy only a child can feel!  She felt laughter rising welling up to the surface, unhampered by protocol or etiquette, she felt like shouting with glee!  She looked up toward the sky, the way a child stares into the snow, and the big white flakes came down like tiny parachutes, star flakes onto her face and eyelids and nose!... and as they came down, she just knew her feet were rising, weightlessly, down came the big fluffy flakes, and ecstatically and enthusiastically she rose to meet them…
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