
  
    
      CIRCLE OF LIGHT

      A PERSIMMON HOLLOW CHRISTMAS NOVELLA

      
        PERSIMMON HOLLOW LEGACY SERIES

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        GERRI BAUER

      

    

    
      SPIRANTHES PRESS, LLC, DELAND, FLORIDA

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Circle of Light

        A Persimmon Hollow Christmas Novella

      

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, corporations, institutions, organizations, events, or locales in this novel are either the product of the author’s imagination or, if real, used fictitiously. The resemblance of any character to any actual persons (living or dead) is entirely coincidental.

      Editor: Ericka McIntyre, https://www.erickamcintyre.com/

      Cover art: SelfPubBookCovers.com/ RLSather

      
        
        ISBN

        979-8-9866600-7-3 (digital)

        979-8-9866600-8-0 (general paperback)

        979-8-9866600-5-9 (Amazon paperback)

        979-8-9866600-4-2 (Kindle)

        Copyright ©2023, Gerri Bauer

        All rights reserved

      

      

      No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

      
        
        Published by Spiranthes Press, LLC

        DeLand, Florida, USA

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my husband, Peter D. Bauer,

        and in beloved memory of both my and his parents:

        Catherine Rose Puccio Giovanelli

        Edward Michael Giovanelli

        Joanne Bronson Bauer

        Harold Eason Bauer Jr.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Part I

      

      
        Part II

      

      
        Part III

      

      
        Part IV

      

      
        Part V

      

      
        Part VI

      

      
        Part VII

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Gerri Bauer

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART I

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      November 27, 1898

      
        
        Advent, Week One—Hope

      

      

      Clara DeForest looked at the calendar atop the rolltop desk. Again. As though the weather outdoors would heed her glance and snap to attention.

      In a few days it would be December 1. Advent, December, and the Christmas season meant snow or at least cold temperatures. Mugs of cocoa by the fireside. Watching friends ice skate. Mittens, hats, and scarves; chilly rides in a sleigh. Not this half-autumn, half-summer oddness.

      Thanksgiving had been strange enough. They had dined outdoors in eighty-five-degree weather. A handful of days later, Advent began on the earliest possible date for the season’s start. It had been another eighty-degree day.

      God, are you reminding me where I am? she asked silently. Believe me, I’m aware.

      She could only imagine what Christmas Eve and Christmas Day would be like in weather that resembled summer.

      “You’re making yourself miserable,” said her sister, Meg, as she walked into the parlor. She held a bright orange globe-shaped tangerine in each hand. “Your sigh was loud enough to carry halfway across town.”

      “I didn’t sigh,” said Clara. Truly, she hadn’t. Had she?

      “See what I mean,” said Meg. “Here, take one. I brought one for each of us. Let’s eat them outside. They’re juicy and Mama wouldn’t be pleased to find citrus stains on the sofa.”

      Clara followed her sister out to the porch. It was easy for Meg to be cheery. Her beau, Harvey, had joined the family’s exodus to this wilderness of heat, junglelike woods, glaring sunshine, and paths of sugary sand instead of snow. There hadn’t even been an apple harvest in what was supposed to be autumn. Apples didn’t grow here. Nor did sugar maples. The trees around her still retained their leaves.

      The region’s tangled green growth was broken by rows of neat, rounded citrus trees and clusters of pine forests that towered over settlements. She’d been astonished at the forbidding wildernesses that stretched for miles around every town they’d passed through on their journey to Persimmon Hollow. Her incredulity about the family’s new home grew when the weather hardly changed from day to day to day. Nothing indicated summer had ended. Days stretched into circles of sunshine, occasional bursts of fierce rains, and sticky heat.

      Now the most hopeful season of the year had arrived, and it resembled nothing more than another day of sameness.

      “Yum,” said Meg, after she peeled her tangerine, pulled off a section and ate it. “C’mon, cheer up, Clara. It’s not that bad here.”

      “For you, maybe,” said Clara. She pouted, leaned on the porch railing and tried to ignore the tangy-sweet scent of citrus. Her mouth started to water. She pressed her lips together. She wouldn’t eat any of the tangerine. That would be giving in to the enemy—citrus fever—that had lured her father here.

      “You have Harvey and a wedding to plan. I have nothing.”

      “Except me and Harvey, and our brother, our parents and all the people here who’ve been so welcoming, and—”

      “Oh, you know what I mean,” said Clara, with a weary wave of her hand.

      Meg stopped snacking and studied Clara. “You’re acting like a two-year-old instead of a twenty-two-year-old.”

      “If I were two I wouldn’t be thinking about the lack of available men here. Not that I’m looking, mind you. I’ve accepted my state in life. No one would want me anyway.”

      “Oh, Clara! There’s a special man for you, somewhere. Maybe here! There’s a single man every time you turn around. I’ve never seen so many unattached men, especially some of the homesteaders putting in their groves and tending new farms.”

      “I mean suitable men,” Clara objected. Although she too had noticed some of the homesteaders. She had no idea whether any were suitable, or even what suitable looked like for someone like her. They all dressed alike and looked vaguely similar when working on their groves and farms.

      “A hard-working homesteader needs a strong, active woman, not an invalid like me,” she added. Someone who can bear children, her internal voice whispered.

      “There’s a fair number of young people in town and lots of things you can do,” said Meg, ignoring Clara’s comment about being an  invalid.

      “I heard there’s a literary society and a thespian group,” Meg said. “We’re just steps from the heart of town. You can walk that far without trouble. Papa was so lucky to get this property and business opportunity. It’s his dream come true. Look how excited Melvin is about helping him. I’ve never seen our brother so happy. Harvey, too. He’s already building extra furniture for store inventory.”

      “What about Mother?” Clara pointed out. “She wasn’t especially happy about moving  here.” Clara hadn’t been the only one unenthusiastic about exchanging northern city life for a small Florida citrus grove and downtown furniture store.

      “True,” said Meg, and smacked her lips. She’d gone back to savoring the citrus. For some reason, Meg’s cheerfulness soured Clara’s mood even more.

      “In case you didn’t notice, Mama is much happier lately,” Meg said. “Ever since she joined the Altar Society and the new Benevolent Society for the Orphaned and Needy. You don’t see her moping around the house.”

      Clara didn’t want to hear another word. “It’s so hot out here,” she said. “There’s no breeze. The sun is too bright. It’ll probably bleach the color from my eyes and they’re pale enough already. Even my hair is sweating, I’m convinced.”

      She undid her loose bun, untangled and retwisted her waist-long light-brown hair and pinned it up again. “I’m going in, Meg, and drawing the drapes tight against the sun,” she said. Fanning herself, she walked toward the door, her heels clicking with determination against the floorboards.

      “I’ll pray for you, that you don’t wallow in self-pity much longer,” Meg called as the screen door squeaked when Clara pulled it open. Clara didn’t answer, just clomped inside the house.

      “Gosh, this tangerine is good,” Meg said aloud as she finished the last piece. “Try giving thanks for what you have instead of pining after what you think you want, Clara,” she said in a low voice to the now-closed door.
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        * * *

      

      Clara worked on her embroidery until her head ached. Only a few more feather stitches and she’d be at a good stopping point. The bits of thread looked vaguely like chicken feet and reminded her of footsteps. The steps she would take to travel back north permanently if she had her own income. Okay, yes, if she had Mama and Papa’s approval, too. She knew they’d never give it. Not to the family weakling, always fawned over for her frailness and delicate health.

      She gave thanks they’d at least granted permission for her to travel north for her friend Beth’s wedding at the end of December. She was one of the attendants. How could she not go? It would be a quick trip, there and back in little over a week so she’d be home in time for Epiphany. Her parents had insisted on that.

      Maybe, just maybe, they’d let her return north permanently if she lived with a relative. Maybe Aunt Hattie. She was already staying with her for the wedding. Clara was certain her eccentric but loving aunt would be amenable to a long-term arrangement.

      Why hadn’t she thought of that before? She’d write to Aunt Hattie right away. Right now, so she’d receive the letter before Clara arrived for the wedding. That way the conversation could start before she actually returned north.

      Clara stood up and stretched and flexed her wrists and fingers while she considered what she’d pen when she got upstairs to her room.

      The family’s home fronted the main boulevard that went through the heart of Persimmon Hollow. Something was happening just outside the house. Clara pulled open the drapes enough to peek out. A flash of sunlight poured through the gap in the cotton damask. The sun seemed to mock her for sitting in a dim room instead of stitching outside in the brightness and fresh air.

      No, she thought. She wouldn’t let the sun win any more than she’d let citrus win. She’d rather see white snowflakes falling on a muffled landscape. Even if snow did make her fingers and toes blue with cold.

      The noise outside turned out to be nothing more than her brother, Melvin, and a couple of store employees untying, unwrapping, and removing a grandfather clock from its secure perch in the back of a wagon. She knew the clock’s final destination, the corner of the parlor. She picked up her needlework and headed upstairs so she’d be out of their way.

      She passed her mother on the stairs.

      “Clara!” said Gertrude DeForest. “I was just looking for you. Do you wish to join the Altar Society?”

      Clara hesitated, unwilling to admit she didn’t. It was something for the older women. Plus it might make everyone think she was willing to put down roots in Persimmon Hollow.

      Her mother knew her too well. “Yes, I know there are few women your age there. But,” she placed her hand on Clara’s arm, “surely you’d do us a generous favor and embroider a chasuble for Father O’Connell. You don’t have to join the society to do that. We’d like to gift him the chasuble for Gaudete Sunday.”

      Clara gaped at her.

      “You want me to embroider a chasuble in two weeks? Less than two weeks, even! Mother, that’s not a lot of time. Plus, I have to get ready for my trip—you know, prepare my clothes and pack and all.”

      “I know, time is a factor. That’s why we decided on a simple but elegant design. Come, let me show you. You’ll see that it’s doable. Meg and I are prepared to help if needed. All you have to do is ask.”

      Mother’s suggestions were usually commands. Clara followed her mother, who’d turned around and went back up the stairs and into the master bedroom.

      “Isn’t this beautiful?” Gertrude asked after she drew a paper from her dressing table drawer, unfolded it, and showed a sketch to Clara. “See how the design will fit nicely on the center of the fabric: a large cross with the letters IHS in a circle at the center, plus a few grape leaves, a small cluster of grapes, and two sheaths of wheat, one on each side. Simple but elegant.”

      Clara’s gloom lifted despite her determination to stay in a mood, her only form of protest for her current life situation.

      “Yes, I thought you’d approve,” her mother said. “You can see how we penciled in our preferred thread colors. So, what do you think?”

      For the first time since arriving in Persimmon Hollow six months earlier, Clara felt a shimmer of hope. If nothing else, the project would keep her busy. Plus, it would allow her to decline social events. The first handful had given her all the taste she needed of Persimmon Hollow society.

      Yes, everyone was welcoming and friendly. But she wasn’t the feisty pioneer type so many local women seemed to be. She didn’t know what to say when they started talking about citrus harvests, canning sessions, wild hogs rooting in flower beds, and cows blocking the railroad tracks.

      She also knew better than to decline a request from her mother.

      “I’d be happy to,” she said.

      “Good,” said Gertrude. She returned the design paper to the dresser drawer and organized the other contents around it. “I’ve gotten word that the town dressmaker has finished sewing the chasuble. You can go pick it up at her shop and select the thread while you’re there.”

      Clara’s sliver of hope faded at the thought. She walked over to the window and looked out, toward the heart of Persimmon Hollow. “Town” was so unlike what she had known in the city. Some of the storefronts looked like pictures she’d seen of Wild West gold rush towns, right down to the wooden sidewalks.

      The people were different, too. Their likes and behaviors were nothing like those of the company she was used to keeping. They seemed to have little use for the skills she’d mastered at the Gentle Ladies Arts Academy back home, things like deportment and elocution and comportment and posture and drawing and French. Although, in truth, she’d been better at organizing language books and arranging art prints for display than she’d been at conversing in French or reciting poetry. Her organizational skills had even drawn the attention of the principal, who had recommended her to the local historical society for a museum project.

      Oh, how she missed her museum project. She’d been surprised when the historical society asked her to develop plans for a small facility and exhibit focused on local history. The hours she spent in their archives had set her imagination awhirl. She’d been immersed in ideas when the family’s move to Florida had shaken her world. No one had told her until everything was decided. They hadn’t wanted to upset her delicate constitution, her parents said.

      Clara squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. She thought again about her student days. Life had seemed so easy.

      She wondered if the refinement arts were even taught at the DeLand Academy and College everyone here seemed to prize. She doubted it. She’d heard it emphasized academics.

      But even Clara realized she couldn’t hide forever in the house, one of the few things she liked about Persimmon Hollow. The family’s two-story Victorian-style house with its turret room and wraparound porch reminded her of home. Her old home.

      She turned around and saw her mother had finished her task and stood waiting, watching Clara with a soft gaze full of warmth and love.

      “Remember that it’s Advent, dear,” Gertrude said. “The season of hope.”
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        * * *

      

      Clara stepped into the open doorway to the dressmaker’s shop on Persimmon Boulevard and halted when she saw another customer there. She stopped and took a minute to collect herself. She was flushed from heat and fatigue after the three-block walk.

      She used to enjoy taking slow walks around the city’s streets back home. Her shortness of breath today must be due to the warmth and humidity. Three blocks had always been possible before. Well, most of the time.

      “I don’t know what color, Josefa.” A tall blond man stood at the counter, hands pressed down upon
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