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Angel—Chapter 1


I helped Lois bury St. Joseph under the lilac tree. It was still summer when lilacs are just green bushes. Lilacs are spectacular in the Spring with their lovely scent and beautiful pale cones of flower, but the rest of the year they’re just ordinary, like me. I’d never heard of the legend but she said St. Joseph would help to sell the house, a handsome aging Victorian with the disadvantage of an acute need for a new furnace.

She held the little plastic statue and studied the round hole, then gestured for me to dig it a little deeper. This stroke made it deep enough. She sighed as she took a look around, unwrapped the little plastic statue and took another lingering look at the property that had been her home for so long. While she wasn’t looking I dropped three fat brown crocus bulbs into the hole before she dropped the little statue head first into it. Then she gestured for me to fill the earth back in. I finished filling it, then stepped on top to tamp the dirt tight.

“Lois, wouldn’t a real estate agent be better?”

“My son wants me to use his friend who’s an agent. This is to make sure we get the right buyer.”

“You’re not sick and haven’t told me?”

“St. Joseph will look out for me and bring a good buyer at the right time.”

“You can’t just plant plastic statues in the garden and hope a buyer will come to hand you money.”

She waved away my protest. “It’s an established real estate tradition. St. Joseph found the nuns a convent when there were none to be had and he’s been doing it ever since.”

“When was this?”

“Oh, fourteen, fifteen hundred, one of those years.”

“Lois get a good real estate agent.”

“My son says he has one. Now, do you think we should mulch those new roses?”

I looked at Lois’s wrinkled face in the strong afternoon sunlight. Lois was at least as old as I hoped to be some day. She was a good role model for the trip, but I don’t know–St. Joseph as a real estate agent? Maybe her mind was slipping a little.

“I’ll tell Junior that I planted St. Joseph—”

I opened my mouth to say Junior would probably up his timetable for moving her out of the house and into a nursing home, but she grinned at me.

“That will get him started sooner.” It wasn’t her mind that was slipping.

Her son rushed around the corner of the house. “Mother, I thought you’d be ready to go!” It always surprised me that he was older than me. Age should have taught him patience and wisdom. I’d asked him once why he and his wife didn’t move back, Lois didn’t need nursing care, she just needed someone to help with the cooking and do the cleaning. He’d said, “That barrack? God no!”

Lois glanced down at her clothes then back to his face, “I just have to get my purse.”

Junior stared at the house. “Needs paint.” He caught sight of the spade tucked under my arm. “What has she been doing? We’ll never get her out of the house if she planted something else.”

“Just a couple bulbs. Crocus. It’s nice to have a little surprise after the winter.”

“Sheesh!” he muttered, but Lois had come out of the house already and he hurried over to open the door of his Lexus.

My house faces in a different direction, faces the nice little winding street called Lady Place, that follows the old property line for this grand house when it stood alone here in all its glory. The back of my house, the kitchen window, the living room window and the upstairs bedroom windows overlook Lois’ garden. Our gardens mingle and I’m in charge of both.

I paused before I put the spade away and went on with my gardening. Lois needed the house maintained at its best if future buyers were going to be impressed. I looked up at the big sprawling house again. I wished I could find enough money to purchase it but what did I need with a three story house that had more rooms on the third floor than I had in my whole house.

 

Junior was back pausing on the carriage way long enough for Lois to step out and slam the car door but not long enough to more than step away before the car was in motion. I waved and Lois went to put her purse away. She came out with two glasses of iced tea and some cookies on a tray and set them on the table on the front porch before she waved me over.

“Three strikes and you’re out?” I asked as I took a chair.

She waved her hand in a negative gesture.

“Did you like this place?”

She waved her hand again. Then she said, “Junior has an appointment. The tour was so quick I hardly got to see anything.”

“I’ll take you if you want to go again?”

There was a little glint in her eyes and a tiny little smile on her lips as she took the brochure out of her pocket glanced at it and put it back. She sighed as she reached for a cookie. “The nursing part was nice, no bad smells, quiet.”

“You don’t need nursing services? Do you?”

“Junior likes to plan ahead. He’s like his father that way. He says if he gets the condo in his name I can use it until he’s ready for it. I think he’s gone back to discuss signing the papers.”

“I always did think he was older than you.”

She fingered the brochure again. “Tell me, who would be most like your dream man?”

“You first,” so I can see where this conversation was going. Lois never talked men. Never told stories of Junior’s father. 

“Age before beauty,” she quipped as she concentrated on stirring her iced tea just so and adding a little sugar. “Any man, movies, literature, TV—that actor that’s just traded in his third wife, on second thought that might not be the best reference—who?”

I grinned, “Tarzan.”

“Tarzan? Johnny or—who is that new boy in the movie, the Lord Greystoke?”

“The real one—the book one.”

She sipped her tea. “Angel, I’ve said it before—you read too much.”

“Your turn. Who?”

“Who what?”

“Your dream man.”

“George.”

“George who?”

“George Washington.”

“Lois, he wore a wig! That’s worse than a comb over.”

“Tersh asked me that. ‘Grandmom, did you know George Washington? You could help me with my essay.’”

Tersh was Junior Junior and as stuffy and take charge as his dad and now a grown man living in Florida expecting a baby any day.

The realtor came by and planted the FOR SALE three days later.

For the rest of the summer I caught sight of people trailing behind their agents as the agents waved expansively at the gardens, twirled on the patio extending their reach toward the roof, the house looked good from the outside but Lois’s children should have fixed the furnace instead of having the house painted. In September a hurricane crawled up the coast spilling trees and utility poles like an unhappy toddler, it spilled the old oak across the garage collapsing them both in an untidy pile, and took out the power in the whole area.

We sat in my house in candlelight wearing sweaters as cool northern air swooshed in behind the disaster. “It’s time,” Lois said.

“One of us can get a generator. It will be okay.”

“Next time it could be ice.” Candlelight is flattering, but even by that flattering light there was no denying that Lois was too old and too frail to be living alone in that barrack of a house but she wouldn’t live with me. “I’m going for a visit.”

She’d been making her own decisions for a long time. Junior would have had her in a senior apartment before this but she’d held out waiting for the house to sell first. I wasn’t going to change her mind. “I’ll drive you there. In the morning.”

I came back from dropping Lois at the assisted living to find the realtor pacing in circles in front of the house. I didn’t pull into the driveway because I couldn’t get my car between the downed tree and the realtor’s car. I parked at the curb.

“I don’t know what they expect me to do!” The realtor shouted when she saw me. “Look at this mess. He won’t drop the price!”

I assessed the damage while
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