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Cast of Characters

Mary Minor “Harry” Haristeen         The postmistress of Crozet, Virginia, is curious, sometimes bull-headed, and often in the midst of trouble. Her life is changing and she’s struggling to change with it.

Mrs. Murphy         Harry’s tiger cat accepts change better than her human does. She’s tough, smart, and ready for action, and she’ll always take a little catnip, too.

Tee Tucker         Harry’s corgi bubbles with happiness and bravery in equal measure. She loves Harry as only a dog can love.

Pewter         Harry’s gray cat affects aloofness but underneath it all, she does care. What irritates her are comments about her plumpness and her hunting abilities.

Mrs. Miranda Hogendobber         Miranda observes a great deal but keeps most of it to herself. A widow, she’s a surrogate mother to Harry and the relationship means a great deal to both women.

Susan Tucker         Harry’s best friend has been putting up with Harry’s curiosity and attraction to danger since they were children. They have their ups and downs like most friends but they stick together.

Ned Tucker         Susan’s husband and a lawyer who is now running for political office.

Fair Haristeen, D.V.M.         Once Harry’s childhood sweetheart and then her husband, he hopes to be her husband again. He has a good mind, a stout heart, and the patience to put up with her.

Olivia Craycroft “BoomBoom”         Once Harry’s nemesis, the two have settled into a slightly strained rapprochement. BoomBoom is quite beautiful, a fact never lost on men.

Alicia Palmer         A former resident of Crozet, she keeps an estate there. She conquered Hollywood as an actress and now in her mid-fifties, she’s come home. She’s retained all of her glamour while losing most of her illusions.

Rev. Herbert C. Jones         Beloved, humorous, fond of fishing, all of Crozet knows that when the chips are down, “The Rev” will come through.

Marilyn Sanburne “Big Mim”         The queen of Crozet exerts her social power with whatever force is needed to accomplish her task. She can be a snob but she’s fair in her own fashion and believes strongly in justice.

Jim Sanburne         As the mayor of Crozet, he presides over the town, which is easier to do sometimes than to be Big Mim’s husband.

Marilyn Sanburne, Jr. “Little Mim”         She is emerging from her mother’s influence. She’s a contemporary of Harry, Susan, and BoomBoom but she’s always been set apart by her family’s wealth. She is the vice-mayor of Crozet and a Republican, which is quite interesting since her father is a Democrat.

Deputy Cynthia Cooper         A young, bright officer in the Sheriff’s Department, she likes law enforcement but wonders if it keeps romance at bay. She’s become a buddy of Harry’s, and the cats and dog like her, too.

Sheriff Rick Shaw         There are days now when Rick is tired of criminals, tired of their lies, tired of pressing the county commissioners for more funds. But when a murder occurs, he focuses his sharp mind to bring the pieces of the puzzle together—if only that damned Harry and her pets would get out of the way.

Tazio Chappars         A young architect, she gets men’s hearts racing. She’s a rather serious sort of woman but kind and considerate.

Paul de Silva         Big Mim’s new stable manager is handsome, efficient, and a little bit shy. He’s crazy about Tazio.

Brother Handle         The Prior of Mt. Carmel Monastery is hard-headed and focused on saving his order in an increasingly secularized world. Events at the monastery shake him to his core.

Brother Prescott         The second-in-command, he humors Brother Handle while trying to keep peace among the brothers.

Brother Frank         The dour, mistrustful and hard-working treasurer. Others can indulge in flights of fancy, he has to pay the bills.

Brother Thomas         Susan Tucker’s great-uncle. Kind, patient, fond of good cognac, he is the oldest monk at eighty-two.

Brother Mark         He never met a substance he didn’t try to ingest. He woke up one bitter winter night in the middle of Beverly St. in Staunton and found Jesus. He’s the emotional type.

Nordy Elliott         A young, handsome, conceited newscaster at Channel 29. He has an eye for the main chance and when it comes, he makes the most of it.

Brother Andrew         A physician at the monastery who bends the rules when he feels justified in doing so.

Brother John         Also a doctor, goes along with bending those rules.

Bo and Nancy Newell         They own and run Mountain Area Realty in Nellysford.

Pete Osborne         The program director at Channel 29, he gives Nordy Elliott his big break and deeply repents unleashing that fulsome ego of his. Soon he has cause for other worries.

Mt. Carmel         A monastery founded in 1866 modeled on the Carmelite order.
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A thin trickle of water zigzagged over the Virgin Mary’s cold face. She gazed westward from her home on top of the Blue Ridge Mountains, between Afton Gap and Humpback Mountain. Her elevation approached two thousand two hundred feet. The fertile expanse of the Shenandoah Valley spread below, rolling westward to the Allegheny Mountains. The Valley, made immortal by the military genius of Stonewall Jackson, had been beloved of the Native Americans long before the European immigrants, refugees, and mountebanks ever beheld its calming beauty.

Had the Blessed Virgin Mother been able to turn her head and look east, undulating hills traversed with ravines and ridges stopping at the Southwest Range would have delighted her eyes. The last spur of the Appalachian Mountain chain, the Southwest Range gives way on its eastern slopes to land with a gentle roll. These rich fields and forests drop until the Fall Line, the true geographic boundary between low country and up-country, between sandy soils, red clay, and loam mixtures. This line also divided the Iroquois-speaking peoples from the Sioux-speaking peoples. Neither side liked the other much, warfare and raids occurring with savage regularity. Into this political hot zone trooped the English, the first surviving colony founded in 1607. Those that lived, learned.

The conclusion of the Revolutionary War in 1781, one hundred and seventy-four years after Jamestown was founded, unleashed an exuberance of trade, exploration, birthrate, and optimism. Even the fierce Monocan tribe and their allies, who had kept the whites from building safe communities ever westward of the Fall Line, couldn’t hold them back.

The land on which Mary stood was settled in 1794 by Catholics more comfortable on the crest of the mountains than walking among their hustling Protestant neighbors in Richmond or the Tidewater. They built a log chapel. The land and altitude were good for apples. Orchards flourished. After the Constitutional Convention, the new Constitution made crystal clear the separation between church and state. Many of the apple-growing Catholics moved down the mountain into Nelson and Albemarle Counties on the eastern slopes, Augusta County on the western slopes. Nestled in the valleys, the temperature warmer, the winds less fierce than on the mountaintop, the former religious refugees prospered.

The hard-core mountain people, many of them distillers of clear liquor—the mountain streams being wonderful for such endeavors—stayed in the hollows. They didn’t want to live on a mountaintop.

Finally in 1866 a war-weary Confederate captain founded a monastic order based on the Carmelites. He called it Mt. Carmel after the original in Palestine. Carmelite orders were being founded in the north after the War Between the States. Captain Ainsly was defiant and remained independent of the international monastic order even though he followed their rules. Instead of being known as Whitefriars, the monks on Afton Mountain were called Greyfriars because of their gray wool robes, an echo of their uniform color.

The monastery itself was not open to the public. The dairy, the chandler’s building, the food building with honey and jams, and the ironmonger’s forge were open, though, as were the exquisite gardens. The products were made by the monks themselves. Applejack was their biggest seller. Made on the grounds from apples grown in the old orchards, the brothers took special care with their distillery. Folks said Greyfriars’ applejack could kick one harder than a mule.

The Virgin Mary stood on the highest point of land, the spring gardens nestled below her. She was carved from native soapstone by another Confederate veteran sick of war and worldly corruption. The Blessed Virgin Mother radiated a sorrow, a forgiveness that touched many who looked upon her. The stones leading to her, worn concave from many feet, bore testimony to her grace and power.

On this day, November 24, Thanksgiving, snow settled in the folds of her raiment. It covered the earth down to a thousand feet above sea level. Below that, freezing rain pelted farm and forest.

Mary Minor “Harry” Haristeen had driven up before the rain reached the eastern meadows. But as she squinted upward into a leaden sky, she knew getting down Afton Mountain would take a steady hand and a steady foot, no jamming on the brakes.

Her three dearest companions—Mrs. Murphy, a tiger cat, Pewter, a gray cat, and Tee Tucker, a brave corgi—had smelled the shift in the weather before their human friend knew it was coming. Confident in her driving ability, Harry wouldn’t have turned back even if she had foreseen the change. She was determined to spend an hour on the mountain, alone and in thought, before plunging into Thanksgiving cheer. She’d quit her job as postmistress after sixteen years because the U.S. Postal Service was building a large, modern post office in Crozet by the railroad track. In this fit of improvement, the bigwigs decided that Mrs. Murphy, Pewter, and Tucker could no longer “work” with her. How could she live without the cats and dog? How could millions of Americans sit in windowless cubicles without even a bird to keep them connected to real life? Harry couldn’t live like that. Not yet forty, she felt a disquieting alienation from so-called modern life. What seemed vital to others, like wading through their e-mail, seemed fake to her. Harry was at a crossroads, not sure which way to jump.

The dear older woman she worked with, Miranda Hogendobber, walked out when she did. But Miranda had her deceased husband’s retirement to draw upon; she’d been frugal and was in good shape.

Harry wasn’t in good shape financially. Taxes crept upward like kudzu threatening to choke her small farm profits, in particular, and ultimately free enterprise, in general. Services became ever more expensive and gas prices bounced up and down like a basketball in an NBA game.

On top of those worries was her ex-husband, Fair Haristeen, who still loved her and had made significant amends for what Harry saw as bad behavior. Fair had grown up and wanted her back, wanted a mature bond. He was handsome. Harry had a weak spot for a handsome man. Fair qualified at six five, blond hair, all muscle. An equine veterinarian, he specialized in reproduction. They both shared a profound love of horses.

Harry, at last, had made peace with the bombshell Fair had dallied with four years back when their marriage blew up. Olivia “BoomBoom” Craycroft slew men the way longhaired Samson slew his enemies. BoomBoom had enjoyed Fair’s impressive physique and his Virginia gentleman ways, but she bored easily, soon dismissing him. “Think of this as recess from class,” were her exact words. For all of BoomBoom’s heartlessness with men where romance was concerned, she loved animals, was a good athlete, and demonstrated great community spirit. In a word, she was fabulous, until you slept with her or if you were the woman left in the dust by your boyfriend or husband.

As Harry stared up at the unearthly face of the Virgin, she shivered. Tucker, at her feet, shook off the thickening snow.

“She’s beautiful,” the corgi said.

Harry bent down, patting the glossy head. “Bet you think I’m crazy standing out here. Probably am.”

Tucker lifted her nose, breathed deeply. “Susan.” The little dog took off toward the enticing scent, skidding to a halt about forty yards away where a curved stone bench overlooked The Valley. The bench, situated on a winding path below the statue, was hidden from view if one was standing in front of the Virgin Mary.

The Valley was usually colder than the eastern slopes. Snow was falling there, a patchwork quilt of white, beige, and corn stubble two thousand feet below.

“Tucker,” Susan said, surprised. “Where’s Mom?”

Harry, pursuing her dog, slipped along the walkway between tall magnificent English boxwoods, only to be equally surprised when she saw her best friend. “Susan, what are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” Susan replied, smiling.

Harry brushed off the snow to sit next to Susan. Tucker wedged between them. “I’m here because I, well, I need help. I know the Blessed Virgin Mother has always been reputed to have powers—the statue, I mean. Miranda says whenever times get tough she comes up here and talks with Mary.”

“Girl talk.” Susan smiled, her auburn hair peeking out from underneath her lad’s cap.

“Wish she could talk. I’d like to hear that Jesus wasn’t perfect.” Harry sighed. “It’s too hard having perfect Gods—you know, God the Father, God the Son, and I have no idea who or what the Holy Ghost is. I mean it,” she said as Susan laughed. “You went to Bible school in the summers, same as I did; we suffered through two years of catechism together. We only made Confirmation because Reverend Jones took pity on us. I can recite the Nicene Creed but I still can’t tell you why I’m supposed to care about it. What is the Holy Ghost?” She threw up her hands, red gloves bright against the gloom. “But I understand Mary, the Blessed Virgin Mother. She’s one of us; oh, better, but still, she’s one of us.”

“Yes.” Susan reached for her friend’s hand, her tan glove twining with the red. “I talk to her, too. Questions. Life. Big questions. Little questions.” Susan shrugged.

“The questions get bigger as we get older, don’t you think?”

“I do.”

Harry took a deep breath, the air scouring her lungs. “I’m here because I don’t know what I’m doing. I feel dumb and maybe I really am dumb. And Fair asked me to marry him again.”

“Ah.” Susan smiled.

“That means you think it’s a good idea.”

“I’m glad he loves you. You’re worth loving.” She squeezed Harry’s hand.

“Susan.” Tears filled Harry’s eyes, for kindness and praise affected her more deeply than criticism or meanness. She could stand up to that.

“You are, dear heart. You’re my best friend and you know you can tell me anything.”

“Tell you? Susan, all I’ve done for the last three months is bitch and moan.”

“Oh, you have not. Anyone in your position is bound to be anxious. No money is coming in and you have to be careful. At least the farm is free and clear and so is the equipment.”

“There’s the dually payment.” Harry mentioned the big one-ton Ford truck with the double wheels that she bought at a great price from Art Bushey, Jr., the Ford dealer and a good friend. His sense of humor was as twisted as hers, so of course they adored each other.

“Four hundred something a month.”

“Yes. The feed bill, the gas and electric. I mean, I’m okay, but I’ve got to do something here pretty soon.”

“You’re still investigating growing grapes, aren’t you? Sounds like a good idea.” Susan was encouraging.

“I need to bring money in while I study that. I can’t afford to get started anytime soon, since the capital outlay is outrageous. Patricia Kluge said she’d sit down with me. Her vineyards are a booming success. Felicia Rogan, who really revived the whole wine industry in Virginia, said she’d talk to me, too. Still, I need to do something, just get some money coming in. Fair said I could work with him as a vet tech. I know the drill but it’s not a great idea. I mean, not until I come to a decision, and I’ve dragged it out far too long. I’m such a chicken.” She brightened a moment. “What I understand, know like the back of my hand, is hay. I’m thinking I could become a hay dealer, not just grow it but buy it from the Midwest, Pennsylvania, and Canada, then sell it. As I do that I could keep learning about grape stuff and see if I could add another string to my bow.”

“Sounds like a good plan to me.”

“Except I need a paycheck now.”

“Pug would take you back in the post office.” Susan mentioned the federal employee in charge of postal services for the area.

“No.”

“Pride goeth before a fall.”

“It’s not pride. I’m not working without my babies.”

“Where are Mrs. Murphy and Pewter?”

“In the truck, steaming up the windows.” Harry leaned toward Susan. “Why are you here?”

Susan quietly looked over the Shenandoah Valley. “It’s really coming down. Let’s hope by the time we drive down Route 250 it’s snowing on our side.”

“Susan.” Harry knew her friend inside and out.

“Ned and I are drifting apart.”

Harry’s face registered shock. “How? You seem close to me.”

“He’s distant. He doesn’t much want sex anymore. He’s all wrapped up in being our newly elected senator to Richmond. He’s spending more time in the apartment he just rented there than at home.”

“Mmm, the sex part is disturbing.”

“Tell me.”

“He’s got a lot to learn about the job.” Harry hoped this would help Susan push upsetting thoughts about Ned aside.

“Brooks graduates from high school this year. Danny loves Cornell. The house will soon be empty. He’s starting a whole new life. I feel like my life, or at least my usefulness, is vanishing, ending.”

Harry leaned into Tucker as Susan did, too. “All of this is a big change for both of you. He’s handling it differently than you, that’s all.”

“I hope so.” Tears now ran down Susan’s face. “You know I’m not cut out to be a political wife. I’m no good at it.” She wiped away a tear. “Ned is handsome. I’ve heard all those stories about politicians and pretty interns.”

Harry wrapped an arm around Susan’s shoulders. “Oh, honey, don’t cry.”

“I remember when it happened to you.”

“Fair and Ned are different kinds of men. I knew, like a little seismic rumble underneath, that Fair thought he was missing something marrying his high-school sweetheart. He”—she paused—“well, he just jumped out of the paddock.”

Susan cried harder. “I feel so awful. I know now how you felt.”

“You were good to me.” Harry hugged her.

“But I didn’t really know how you felt. I do now.”

Harry hugged her again, then straightened up. “Know who can help us?” Susan shook her head, so Harry continued, “BoomBoom. She’s got the best radar for men of any of us. If he’s up to no good, she’ll figure it out. And really, Susan, I don’t think he is.”

Susan considered this as she again wiped away her tears, the soft leather of the glove cool against her colder skin. “Think she would?”

“Help? Sure.”

“Well—”

“Let’s call her on my cell in the truck. If she’s free we can go down the mountain and meet her. It will ease your mind.”

“I can’t right this minute,” Susan replied. “I came here to think but also to pick up Great-Uncle Thomas for Thanksgiving dinner. He’s eighty-two now. Hard to believe. Anyway,” she paused, “it’s quite strange, really. He said to me, ‘Susan, my time is near. I’d like to spend Thanksgiving with you.’ He’s healthy as a horse. I told him he was a long way from death’s door.”

“Some people know. Like animals know.” Harry considered what Thomas had told Susan.

“Don’t you start.” Susan frowned for a moment. “People get older and anytime something happens to them they attribute it to age. I’m telling you, G-Uncle”—Susan called him “G” for “great”—“will outlive most of the brothers of this order.”

“Already has.” Harry laughed.

“That’s true.” Susan shook a snowflake from her nose. “He was a chatterbox. He went on about how he loves his work here. He repairs the plumbing, he keeps the fountains in the gardens going. He gardens. It was really touching to hear him.” Susan paused. “He brought up the legend of the Blessed Virgin Mother’s statue. How she cried in 1914, and then in 1941 after Pearl Harbor was attacked. He said he’d like to believe it, to see her tears, but if he did, it would herald a dreadful crisis, so he supposed he would die without seeing the tears. He believes she works miracles for those who believe. He really is touching.”

“Wonder if it’s true?” Harry was skeptical. “A stain of runny bird poop could look like tears.”

“Harry, you are awful!”

“Says you,” Harry laughed.

Susan stood up, linked her arm through Harry’s as Tucker jumped off the bench, dashing in front of them. “Come on, I’ll walk you to the statue, then I’ll go fetch G-Uncle. He should be ready by now.”

Tucker, senses sharper, wanted to protect the humans whose senses—except for their eyes—weren’t as keen. She’d race ahead, stop, sniff, swivel her ears. The coast was clear, so she’d look back at the humans, wait for them to approach, then scout ahead. Tucker reached the base of the Virgin Mary’s statue, where she waited for the two friends.

As they reached the tall statue, both reflexively looked up at her face.

“My God!” Susan exclaimed.

Harry’s hand went to her heart. “She’s crying blood.”
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Brother Prescott, hands tucked into the thick gray wool sleeves of his robe, watched the Virgin Mary’s face intently. His large, watery blue eyes never wavered from her face. “Hmm.”

A trickle of fading pink slid down her cheeks.

“It was blood when we left her.” Harry felt slightly foolish.

“There certainly seems to be something, but—” He stood on his tiptoes. The statue towered above him on the large boulder on which she was securely replaced after being removed and repaired during the summer.

“I’m sorry to have you come out in this cold. The mercury’s diving.” Susan shivered.

“Oh, that’s all right. After all, there could be red veins deep inside the stone. She was quarried from Nelson County, you know, over in Schuyler.” His voice carried a note of pride.

“Yes, she’s one of the treasures of the Blue Ridge.” Harry, her art history background from Smith College serving her well, appreciated the artistry of the statue.

“The Blessed Virgin works miracles. The visions at Lourdes get all the attention even to this day, but the Blessed Virgin Mary works miracles every day all over the world. Her love surpasses understanding,” Brother Prescott, second in command at the monastery, said.

Harry opened her mouth but nothing came out. A large white snowflake touched her tongue, melting. She intended to say something skeptical, but the words escaped her. Better to allow Brother Prescott—as well as Brother Thomas, standing silently beside him—his belief. She didn’t know what she believed about the Virgin Mary except she was glad there was a woman in the holy hierarchy. Her pastor, the Rev. Herbert Jones, a wise and compassionate man, sidestepped dogma, the dogma of any church including his own, which was Lutheran. He preferred to concentrate on the emotional and spiritual well-being of his flock. He’d often said that Mary’s fortunes throughout the centuries reflected the status of woman.

Harry wanted to call him.

“Herb?” Susan whispered to Harry.

“How’d you know what I was thinking?” Harry whispered back as they walked away from the statue. Brother Thomas hurried to his room to pick up a few odds and ends to contribute to dinner. Brother Prescott bid them good-bye, following Brother Thomas.

Susan raised her eyebrows. “Harry, I usually know what you’re thinking.”

“You do, don’t you?” They held on to each other as they slipped and slid down the sloping, winding path to the first parking lot where Susan’s Audi wagon sat, windshield covered with snow.

“Mom!” Owen, Susan’s corgi, brother to Tucker, greeted her with delight.

“I’m here.” Tucker announced with glee.

Susan opened the door, and sister and brother rapturously touched noses and wagged nonexistent tails, as Harry wiped off the passenger side of the windshield and Susan cleaned the driver’s side.

“Too bad this machine doesn’t have a creep gear.” Susan sighed, mentioning first gear in vehicles such as the Wrangler, which allows the driver to go slowly without stalling out. She thought a moment. “G-Uncle was overwhelmed by the fading tears. He couldn’t speak.”

Harry replied. “Yeah. I hope this doesn’t presage disaster.”

Harry left Susan as she warmed up her car. By the time she reached her old Ford F-150 truck, the bottoms of her jeans were soaked.

She opened the door.

“I hate you!” Mrs. Murphy jumped off the seat onto the snow, instantly regretting it.

[image: image]

Harry, Tucker, and Pewter giggled as the sleek tiger cat laid her ears back, shaking each paw in turn.

“Fuss.” Harry leaned over, picked up the beautiful animal, wiped off her paws, and set her back on the front seat next to Pewter, who didn’t budge. She wasn’t going to get her paws cold and wet. Harry reached in, turned on the ignition as she depressed the clutch. She had parked in gear, also, putting the brake on. The truck was a manual shift with over 160,000 miles on the speedometer. She preferred manual transmission; she felt it gave her much better control of the vehicle. As this was a 1978 Ford half ton, she was right. The new trucks with automatic contained a computer chip that sensed when gears needed shifting better than most humans could. Having an automatic wasn’t such a bad thing in the new F-150s.

The powerful eight-cylinder engine turned over despite the cold, the low rumble music to Harry’s ears. If it had an engine in it, she loved it. She put the gear in neutral, pulled on the emergency brake. She yanked out a long-handled brush from behind the bench seat covered with an old Baker blanket. After wiping off the snow on the windshield, she manually turned the hubcap centers on the front wheels to four-wheel drive, locking them.

“I told you not to leave the truck,” Pewter smugly said as Mrs. Murphy licked her paws. “Where would you run, anyway? All that does is put her in a bad mood. No catnip.”

“Thought I’d run back up the hill, make her huff and puff.” The tiger cat bit a tiny piece of ice from between her toes. “Grooming takes so much time.”

“You go overboard,” Tucker, who was still outside, called up. Harry picked her up, putting her next to the cats.

“You’re a sloppy pig.” Mrs. Murphy’s mood could use a lift.

“Crab. Because you’re such a crab I’m not going to tell you what I saw.”

Repenting instantly, Mrs. Murphy, hind leg still in midair, looked over. “What? I’m really not in a bad mood. This little ice bit irritates me, that’s all,” she fibbed.

“Tell, Tucker. I’ll let you play with my catnip mousie.” Pewter, so easy to bribe, thought she could do the same to the corgi.

“That old thing.” Tucker enjoyed her moment of glory as exhaust belched from the new tailpipe Harry had installed last summer.

Harry backed out, shifting the gears into four-wheel drive.

As Harry carefully drove along the Skyline Drive to the turnoff for Route 250 East, Tucker excitedly told the cats about the Virgin Mary crying blood.

“But that’s a statue,” Pewter sensibly replied.

“Was it truly blood?” Mrs. Murphy wondered.

“I don’t rightly know. It was the color of blood, the consistency, but I couldn’t smell it. She’s high and it’s too cold. By the time the blood reached her heart it washed away.”

“Blood carries a powerful scent, almost metallic.” Mrs. Murphy knew the odor well.

“By the time we returned with Brother Prescott and Brother Thomas, she was weeping pale pink. The tears were slowing down. Probably something to do with the temperature.”

“Did Mom say prayers?” Pewter, curious as to human religious impulses, asked.

“She was thoughtful and still before we saw the tears. I smelled Susan, so I ran down to her. Mom followed. The statue cried when Susan and Mom walked back up to it. Susan’s upset.”

“Why?” both cats said in unison.

Mrs. Murphy quickly yelled, “Jigs for tuna!”

Pewter, long whiskers swept forward, grumbled, “You win.”

In the South, if two people say the same thing at the same time, the first person to say, “Jigs for ———” gets whatever they ask for—in this case, tuna. Pewter, ever solicitous of her stomach, would have to share a morsel of flaky tuna.

“Susan is afraid her marriage is getting stale.” Tucker gave her opinion of the conversation. “Maybe tempted by young women in Richmond.”

“Ooo,” Pewter crooned.

“Oh, boy, there will be hell to pay if he doesn’t resist temptation.” Mrs. Murphy considered monogamy one of those peculiar human concepts. They tried, but it was against their nature. Some could do it but most couldn’t, and she thought the idea nothing but misery.

“Glad Mom put snow tires on this truck last week,” Pewter noted appreciatively.

“Yeah.” Mrs. Murphy, hind paws on the seat, leaned forward so her front paws rested on the dash. “Coming down thick now. We’re lucky the temperature dropped so it’s not raining anymore. That’s the worst.”

“Spring is so far away.” Tucker hoped ice wasn’t underneath the new-fallen snow.

Harry didn’t punch in BoomBoom’s number until she was safely down Afton Mountain. “Boom, Harry.”

“Where are you?”

“Foot of Afton Mountain.”

“Getting rough out there,” the statuesque blonde said.

“Could I stop by for a minute, unless you’re in the midst of cooking?”

“Come on. Alicia’s here. We’re going to the club later for Thanksgiving dinner. We’ve plenty of time.”

“Fifteen minutes,” Harry succinctly replied. They’d grown up together so could employ shorthand without offending.

Alicia Palmer, in her mid-fifties, had been a huge star in film. She retired in her middle forties, having married well on a few occasions; divorcing well, too. But the great love of Alicia’s life had been Mary Pat Reines, a kind, generous, and fabulously wealthy woman who’d died when Alicia was in her mid-twenties. Alicia had inherited Mary Pat’s estate. Over the years she’d visit the place once or twice a year, but she finally came home from Santa Barbara to settle in last year. She wondered why it took her so long to return to Virginia, only realizing once she came home that she had never laid Mary Pat’s ghost to rest. Once this emotional milestone was crossed, Alicia’s heart lightened.

BoomBoom, an avid golfer and rider, found Alicia a warm and understanding friend. As both women were stunning beauties, they had spent their lives fending off men or, in BoomBoom’s case, toying with them. Alicia didn’t do that. She had tried to love her two husbands. The strain proved more than she could bear as she never felt deeply close or connected to either man.

When BoomBoom hung up the phone she turned to Alicia, who was throwing cherry wood on the fire in the huge kitchen fireplace.

“Harry is stopping by.”

“Good. She’s a tonic, that one.” Alicia smiled her dazzling smile.

Older people said she looked like Hedy Lamarr, younger people said she looked like Catherine Zeta-Jones, but, really, Alicia looked like Alicia.

“Wonder what’s going on? Not like Harry.” BoomBoom had heard a note of urgency in Harry’s voice.

“You two have made up.”

“Pretty much.” BoomBoom, blond hair curling around her shoulders, inhaled. “I was an ass. I could have slept with a lot of men. I didn’t have to pick her husband, even though they were separated.”

“He’s uncommonly handsome. And nice. Fair is a genuinely nice man.”

“Six months is my limit.” BoomBoom tossed this off as she confronted the enormous espresso machine. “Espresso with cream and a curl of orange rind would be perfect on a day like this. You know, I need an engineering degree to work this thing.”

“Mocha latte with lots of cream.” Alicia watched as BoomBoom’s two rescue kittens charged into the kitchen, tumbling over each other. “Cream. I swear they know the word.”

The two women laughed as BoomBoom knelt down to scratch the cats’ ears, one black and white and the other a red tabby.

“Hard to believe they came from the same litter.”

“I know.” BoomBoom again faced the espresso machine. “Since I can work this, I have full confidence I could work for NASA. Have you ever seen anything so complicated in your life?”

“Yes, the iDrive on the seven-series BMW. Worst piece of you-know-what to come down the pike. And that ugly sawed-off truck lid—the designers have lost their minds, screwing up a fabulous machine like that.”

“Heard BMW has gotten so many complaints they’ll simplify the iDrive soon.”

“Not soon enough. The unflattering design has now carried over into the five-series, the five-series!” Alicia threw up her hands, the large diamond on her ring finger catching the light. “How could they?”

Both women were motorheads, as was Harry, and the three could blab for hours about cars, trucks, and tractors. BoomBoom didn’t like the changes made by BMW either so instead of trading in her four-year-old 7-series for a new one, she traded it for a Mercedes S600.

Alicia drove a Porsche C4 911 in good weather. She also owned a Land Cruiser, a spanking-new F-150, and an older F-350 dually. With her wealth she should have just bought a dealership.

The deep-throated rumble of the old Ford truck alerted them and the kittens that Harry had arrived.

“This isn’t the day, but we’ll have to get Harry in a corner about the redesigned F-150. You know she’ll know everything about it.” BoomBoom peeled rind off an orange as Alicia set out large mugs.

“I could make my famous chicken potpie. Given the weather I’m not sure I want to drive over to the club. I can live without turkey and sweet potato pie.”

“Doubt she’ll stay that long,” BoomBoom replied.

“Actually, I shouldn’t, either. I’d better get home before it turns pitch black.” Alicia noted the ever-darkening skies.

BoomBoom, walking toward the mudroom where the back door was located, stopped and surprised herself by turning to Alicia and saying, “I miss you when we’re not together.”

“BoomBoom, that’s the greatest compliment you could give me.” Alicia beamed at her.

“Knock, knock.” Harry opened the back door a crack.

“Come on in.” BoomBoom peered out into the snow. “Bring in the kids. They won’t want to sit in the truck.”

“You don’t mind? I heard you found two kittens.” Harry loved kittens better than anything on earth and had just spied the black and white one, four legs spread out, looking up at her from under a kitchen chair.

“Lucy and Desi will have to get used to other animals. Yours are so well behaved.”

“Most times.”

Within seconds Mrs. Murphy, Pewter, and Tucker marched through the mudroom into the kitchen, the delicious smells curling into their nostrils.

Desi, the black and white kitten, and Lucy, the red tabby, puffed up like blowfish.

Tucker ignored them as they spit at her.

“Worms,” Pewter said.

“Oh, Pewts, they’re scared enough.”

As the kittens crouched low and crept forward toward the visiting animals, Harry sat down and took a sip of her espresso, whipped cream swaying on top. “God, this is fabulous.” She then relayed Susan’s fears.

“She could ask him,” Alicia kindly said.

“Susan won’t. She’s kind of paralyzed,” Harry observed. “Also, she doesn’t want to hear a lie.”

“She’s feeling left out. Overreacting. Right now he can’t spend a lot of time with her,” BoomBoom remarked. “And he never flirted with me. She has nothing to worry about.”

“That puts him in a special class.” Alicia ate some of her whipped cream with the small demitasse spoon. “I don’t know Ned as you all do, but, without intending to stray, people do fall into one another’s arms.” Alicia turned to Harry, who never could get used to looking into those fabulous violet-tinged eyes. “And Susan is ninety miles away, beginning to worry about turning forty, I expect. I’m not saying Ned is having an affair, but sometimes it just . . . happens.”

“It never happened to me.”

BoomBoom couldn’t resist. “Put on a little makeup, hike up your boobs in a lace lift-and-separate bra, and, Harry, it will happen.”

The two women laughed as Harry, face red, looked deeply into her cup. “I can read whipped cream. Did you all know that? Other fortune-tellers read tea leaves or tarot cards, but I read whipped cream, and this whipped cream tells me there are two bad girls tormenting a saint. Karma! Beware of karma.” As they laughed, Harry’s mind flashed back to the statue. Since she had grown up with BoomBoom, she knew the blonde was accustomed to her hopping from subject to subject. “Susan and I saw the Virgin Mary cry blood! Today. Weird. Scary, actually.”

Harry filled in BoomBoom and Alicia about this strange event as well as why both she and Susan were at the monastery grounds.

The kittens became emboldened enough to slink toward the grown cats.

Little Lucy, belly flat on the heart-pine floor, reached out and batted Pewter’s fat, fluffy tail.

“Hey.” Pewter flicked her tail.

“It’s alive!” Lucy shrieked, jumping back.

Desi, rocking back and forth, eyes wide, couldn’t believe Pewter’s tail.

“It’s too short. Now, my tail is the proper length for my body.” Mrs. Murphy slyly thrashed her tail a bit.

“My tail is not too short. It’s full. I have Russian blue blood. My bones are big.”

“Oh, la.” Mrs. Murphy rolled her lustrous eyes.

“What’s a Russian blue?” Desi squeaked.

“A figment of her ever-active imagination.” Mrs. Murphy rolled over, displaying a creamy beige tummy.

Pewter turned her back on Mrs. Murphy. “Alley cat.”

“Oh, bull, Pewter, we’re all alley cats. This is America. Even the humans are alley cats.”

“Am I an alley cat?” Little Lucy softly came up to Mrs. Murphy, who rolled over to look the tiny bundle of red fur in the eye.

“You are.”

“Are you my mommy?” Lucy asked.

“Ha!” Pewter hooted.

Desi padded up to Mrs. Murphy. He squeezed tight against his sister. “We don’t remember our mommy very well. She didn’t come home one night.”

“Where were you?” Tucker joined with the cats.

At first the kittens puffed up, then calmed down when Tucker, who seemed very big, smiled at them reassuringly.

“We lived in a washing machine down in the ravine.”

“Ah.” None of the adults said anything after that, since all knew their mother had been killed in some fashion.

“How did you find BoomBoom?” Mrs. Murphy inquired.

“She and the other pretty lady were riding and we screamed. She got off her horse and we were really scared, but she kept talking to us and we were so hungry. Then she picked us up and put us in her jacket and we felt warm. We were cold. She’s a nice lady.”

“She fed us,” Desi chimed in. He wasn’t as talkative as his sister.

“And then,” Lucy’s voice rose, “the next day she took us to a man with a beard who gave us pills and shots. That was awful.”

“But necessary.” Tucker’s brown eyes sparkled.

“I’m not going back there,” Desi boasted.

“That’s what we all say.” Tucker laughed.

“I saw a dog with hair the color of BoomBoom’s at the vet’s,” Lucy remarked. “Are they related?”

At this, the grown-up cats and dog laughed so hard the humans noticed.

“Isn’t that sweet? Mrs. Murphy is grooming Lucy.” Alicia smiled broadly.

“She has a maternal streak,” Harry commented.

“Oh, I am going to throw up.” Pewter pretended to gag.

“Roundworms,” Mrs. Murphy said sarcastically as she pushed Pewter with her front paw.

Pewter pushed back. This escalated into a boxing match, then Pewter took off, Mrs. Murphy in hot pursuit.

Desi’s jaw dropped. “Gosh.”

“Mental.” Tucker touched noses with the little guy. “If one says apples, the other says bananas. They live to disagree.” She sighed, then added, “But that’s cats for you.”

“We’re cats.” Lucy blinked, her eyes still blue.

“Don’t get me wrong. Cats are very fine.” Tucker sounded very worldly. “But dogs are much more logical, especially corgis.”

“Don’t believe a word of it.” Mrs. Murphy, having heard everything, soared over all the seated animals in a dazzling display of athletic ability.

Pewter cleared the kittens, only to land smack on Tucker, who took it with her usual sense of humor.

As the cat and dog rolled over each other, the humans laughed and refilled their cups while trying to sort out Susan’s dilemma.

“Why don’t I discreetly poke around?” BoomBoom turned her attention for a second to the TV, which was on but muted. It was the start of the news report.

“Susan’s upset. It surprises me. I mean, her imagining something unproven. If Susan gets upset it’s about an event or someone being ill. It’s not in her head.” Although not much of a coffee drinker, Harry found the espresso delicious, especially after the biting cold up on Afton Mountain.

“People respond to different situations in ways even they don’t understand.” BoomBoom again checked the TV.

Harry crossed one leg over the other. “Isn’t it odd how we don’t know ourselves? We think we do, but if life is a circle of three hundred sixty degrees, has there ever been any human being who experienced all three hundred sixty degrees? We’ll never know everything about ourselves.”

“Then how can we know about anyone else?” BoomBoom asked.

“Because it’s easier to look out than to look in,” Alicia briskly replied. “Don’t you think?”

“I don’t know,” BoomBoom honestly answered.

“I’m not sure I do, either.” Harry smiled.

“I guess we spend our lives finding out.” BoomBoom laughed.

“I’d rather work on my tractor or fix the barn roof.” Harry shook her head. “The interior stuff is too much for me.”

“You have a good mind for solving problems. The interior stuff, as you call it, is a different kind of problem.” BoomBoom complimented her, then blinked her eyes, a slight jerk to her head as a handsome young man appeared on the TV. She rose to turn on the sound.

Wearing a deep-green silk tie against an ecru shirt, and an expensive tweed jacket over that, Nordy Elliott smiled the biggest, phoniest smile he could muster at the petite redhead sitting beside him. “So, Jessica, how’s it look for football? And what about travel tonight? A lot of people are on the road on turkey day.”

“Nordy, a low pressure system is—”

BoomBoom, who had brought the remote back to the table, clicked off the sound. “Nordy Elliott is like sand in my eye, a major irritant. I can’t stand the note of false urgency in his voice, which is always the same whether he’s interviewing shoppers at the mall or covering a car wreck.”

“He irritates you because he pesters you.” Alicia reached down to entice one of the cats to come over.

“He doesn’t listen.” BoomBoom turned to Harry. “I told him over and over—I mean, I tell him every time I see him or he calls that I am taking a year’s vacation from dating. So he calls each week and says”—she imitated his delivery—“one more week bites the dust. Twenty more to go!”

“Give him credit for persistence.” Alicia laughed.

Ruefully, BoomBoom shrugged. “Yes and no. I hate it when men don’t listen.”

“Sometimes they can’t.” Harry offered an unexpected insight. “Their bodies trump their minds. When most men look at either one of you, the blood heads south.”

“Harry, you flatter me,” Alicia demurred.

“True, though.” BoomBoom exhaled. “Men fall in love with their eyes.”

“For us, the true hook is, ‘Honey, I’ll take care of it.’ ” Harry’s mouth turned up as the other two laughed, since that, too, was true.

“A sweeter sound coming from a man than ‘I love you.’ ” Alicia reached over and touched Harry’s forearm.

“‘I love you’ is too easy. Fixing the dead battery in your car or doing your taxes—that’s love.” BoomBoom’s laughter sounded like perfect crystal when struck. It filled the room.

“I can do all that,” Harry boasted.

“Can’t we all?” Alicia said. “But how wonderful when a man does it.”

“Sometimes.” BoomBoom pointed toward Harry’s cup and Harry indicated she’d had enough. “But sometimes I’d rather get my hands dirty. Is it just me? Maybe it is, but I feel constrained around a man and I don’t want to feel I owe him something.”

“You’re beautiful, Boom. A man wants to keep you to himself. I suppose that feels, um, restrictive?” Alicia replied.

“You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, Alicia. It doesn’t happen to you?” BoomBoom’s large, expressive eyes seemed even larger.

“Yes.”

“Constrained is an interesting word.” Harry wiggled her toes in her boots. “I don’t want a man telling me what to do. I don’t want anyone telling me what to do, including the damned government. I can make my own decisions. If I make a mistake, it’s my mistake.”

“Hear, hear,” Alicia agreed.

“Oh, call the Duncans.” BoomBoom changed the subject, mentioning the couple, Fred and Doris, who ran Alicia’s farm. They were wonderful people. “You can stay here, safe and sound. We’ll sit by the fire and tell stories.”

Alicia didn’t reply to that directly. “When this storm clears, let’s go up to see the Virgin Mary.”

“Speaking of going, I’d better hit the road. Sun’s set and it’s looking like a real storm.” Harry checked outside the window, then back to the TV screen as the news cut frequently to Jessica, the weatherwoman.

BoomBoom also watched. “Snuck up on us, this one. Alicia, we’d better bag going to the country club.”

“That’s what makes it so exciting living at the foot of the mountains,” Alicia said as she rose. “I’d better head home, too.”
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