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March 1847

Atlantic Ocean

The wind had been blustery on the dock where Rois Briody boarded the ship which would take her to America. Standing there with her hair cut in choppy tufts and her scant bosom wrapped with linen beneath her shirt, she was able to slip in with the rest of the group of boys who were going to work on the ship for passage.

She heard from the spirit world that her sister, Margaret, had taken a ship a year earlier from Belfast and was somewhere on the east coast of America. Rois missed all her sisters, but the only one she knew where to find was Margaret. Spirt hadn’t been very forthcoming on the others except that they were all fine and not starving like many in her home country of Ireland were.

As she mopped the deck of the ship, it tossed and turned on the waves and the winds were bitterly cold. Sleet had fallen at some point and had it not been for the woolen gloves on her hands, her fingers would probably be numb by now. She lifted her face toward the cloudy sky and closed her eyes, trying to imagine running into her sister’s arms and being hugged tightly. Maybe then, they could find their other six sisters and once again be a family.

Caught up in her daydreams, she was taken off guard when a large wave tossed the ship, and she lost her footing. Try as she might, she could not stop herself from sliding on the wet deck and fell hard against the planks, her head cracking against a bucket. First, she saw stars, then nothing but empty darkness pulling her down until she landed on something soft and cushiony. Maybe she’d gone to spirit, and these were clouds.

A harsh voice hissed in her ear. “Girl! I say girl! Come along now! Wake up!”

Somewhere in the distance a soft voice soothed. “Oh dear, be gentle with her. The poor little soul took a hard spill out there. She doesn’t need your gruffness, Peter.”

Soft, gentle hands brushed across her cheek, and she could smell flowers. Roses. Surely, she was in spirit because the last time she’d smelled the heavenly scent of roses, she had been working in her little garden outside their cottage in County Meath. Back before her grandmother and mother had seen the starvation in the scrying mirror. Starvation which would spread across their beloved Ireland. Before she and her sisters went their separate ways. Simple times. Happier times.

When Rois left home, she journeyed south toward Dublin, stopping to work in the gardens at a lovely manor house just outside Howth. Her grandmother warned her not to dawdle for long on her trip away from the green hills of home, so she’d gone on and jumped on a boat destined for Liverpool. In Liverpool, she’d changed her appearance to look like a boy and worked on the docks until she heard of a ship heading for America.

She felt herself being shaken by the shoulders and the gruff voice returned. “Wake up girl. The captain is going to be coming, and you have some explaining to do.”

Rois opened her eyes and found herself staring into eyes as blue as the ocean. The woman’s face came into focus, and she groaned as she shifted her head. The woman smiled and lay a cloth on her head. “Take your time. Poor dear. You took quite a spill out on the deck and I’m afraid if I hadn’t needed a bit of air, one of the waves would have surely swept you right over the side of the ship. One of the ship’s hands helped me get you down here to our stateroom.”

As she sat up on the bed, her eyes scanned the room. Oil lamps left a warm glow on the polished panel walls and a pair of chairs stood in one corner with a table between them. The state room was as big as their cottage back in County Meath. It was quite nice and comfortable and did not have the rancid odor of the ship hands quarters.

The next thing Rois realized was that someone had put her in a soft cotton nightgown and the linen she’d used to bind herself was gone. These people knew she wasn’t a boy. Which meant the captain would soon know and she’d be in trouble for being a stowaway.

“How old are you, child?” The woman poured a cup of water for her and held it to her lips. “You look so young to be off on your own.”

Rois shivered. Not so much from cold but from fear. What if they turned her into the authorities? She would likely be sent to one of those Catholic orphanages where the sisters would beat her beliefs out of her. Finally, she shook her head. “I be eighteen, madam.”

The woman clicked her tongue against her teeth before she laughed softly. “And I’m married to the King of England. Child, be honest. What is it you fear?”

“I cannot go back. I left my home in County Meath because...” There was no way she could tell this stranger her mother and grandmother were magick. That they could see the future in the ancient scrying mirror. Or that they all had magick running through their blood that had been gifted to them by the faeries at the beginning of time.

“Oh! You are Irish. I should have known from that lovely lilt in your voice. My heart breaks for the Irish people. One would think the King of England would have some mercy.” The woman fanned her face. “The best thing that could have happened to we Americans was to win our independence from that ghastly monarchy.”

“Olivia.” The man with the gruff voice admonished her. “You have to remember we are on a British ship, and I don’t think the captain would take too kindly to my wife insulting his King.”

The woman smiled and squeezed Rois’ hand. “I’m Olivia Langley and this big bear is my husband, Peter. We are from North Carolina. We have a farm there. Suppose you tell me your name and we will figure out what to do with you for the remainder of this trip.”

She dropped her shoulders in defeat and sighed. “My name is Rois Briody.”

“And you are what, fifteen?”

Rois nodded. “Yes ma’am. Just turned fifteen in December. I was born on...”

“Are you a Christmas baby? How lovely! But it makes me sad that a child is off on her own. Working amongst a bunch of rowdy boys and men.”

“It’s been fine. They thought I was a boy. One of them, you see. Now, I don’t know what I’m going to do.” She bit back a sob. “I need to get to America to see if I can find my sister, Margaret.”

Peter cleared his throat. “The captain will be here any minute now.”

Olivia stood and smoothed her beautiful satin skirts. “Well then. We shall just have him bring an extra cot in here for her. Peter, do whatever you need to do to ensure she has a comfortable passage to America with us. I’m sure the captain is likely every bit as greedy as his precious monarch. A few coins should appease him.”

Rois shook her head and stood up. She was still a bit wobbly on her feet. “Oh no! I must not impose upon the two of you.”

Peter snorted. “No imposition at all. There’s not much choice for you here. It’s either sleeping on a cot while my wife mothers you or I’m sure the captain could lock you up below or even have you arrested for being a stowaway.” He turned as a loud knock sounded at the door. “Which is it going to be, young Rois Briody?”

She glanced from Olivia to Peter, then back to Olivia. “I’ll need to gather my satchel. It’s got some special keepsakes from home.” What she didn’t say was those keepsakes had two legs, two arms, and tended to get restless tucked away in her satchel. The aos si would need to be let out to wander tonight once everyone was asleep.
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The sound of honking horns and sirens intermingled with the noise of people talking as Holly Carpenter set out buckets of fresh cut flowers on the sidewalk in front of the flower shop where she worked. The fresh scent of the flowers blending in with the crisp autumn air was just about enough to cancel out the smells of the city. Exhaust fumes from buses and cars, the rancid garbage dumpsters in the alley ways, greasy food from the diner across the way. She didn’t think she would ever get used to all of this, even though she’d lived in New York City since she was ten years old.

The truth was, she didn’t ask to be brought here. Her mother made that choice for them both. Not that an adult would or should ever have to consult with a mere child before they made such an important decision that affected so many things. Namely uprooting Holly from her school, her friends, and a life where she could freely wander the woods and backroads without having to worry about getting caught up in the crossfire of city crime or being snatched by some pedophile or rapist. Gee thanks, Mom.

Holly mentally kicked herself in the ass for thinking so sarcastically. Her mother did what she thought best for them both. Her father had disappeared without a word and Dona Carpenter was left with a pile of bills to pay and no way to pay them. So, she packed up in the middle of the night and driven their old rickety car from outside Raleigh, North Carolina until it finally clunked to a miserable stop just outside New York City.

Dona had dreams of being on Broadway. She kept swearing to her young daughter that she was going to make it big someday. The best she’d ever done was a couple bit parts and a cocktail waitress job off Broadway. Holly kept hoping and praying her father would show up and take them back to North Carolina. He never did. Truth was, Holly could leave this town and never look back anytime she wanted. Take her two-year business degree and go somewhere else where the wind was clean and fresh, and you could see the sky without having to walk outside and look up past the tired-looking buildings. But she worried about how Dona would make it without her, and she knew her mother wouldn’t leave the city and her group of dramatic friends or the greasy, fast-talking boyfriend she’d met a year ago. Nico. Whom Holly was sure was involved in some kind of organized crime.

She stood back and looked at the brightly colored display on the sidewalk. One thing she loved was flowers and plants, and she felt extremely lucky to have been able to land a job near their fifth-floor apartment working at the well-established flower shop run by the sweetest old lady she’d ever met. Mildred was like everyone’s old grandmother. Petite with a mass of white curls and sparkling blue eyes and the most boisterous laugh she’d ever heard. Holly was sure she must be some relation to Mr. and Mrs. Claus at the North Pole, especially at Christmas when Mildred went over the top with poinsettias, mistletoe, holly and pine. She even partnered with a tree farm to fill the space behind the shop with trees.

One of these days, if she could save enough money, she wanted to own her own shop or greenhouse. Just not in the city. In one of those cute little towns like in the Hallmark movies. Maybe even a farm where she could have an entire field of sunflowers instead of just buckets of cut ones. One of these days, she promised herself. She would stand up tall and go out in the world and make it on her own.

In the meantime, she needed to get busy making the arrangements for the orders that were called in earlier this morning. Bouquets for secretaries, planters for shut ins, and the sympathy bouquets that would go to the funeral homes. She would work alongside Mildred and the Spanish speaking Nina this morning, then in the afternoon she would take care of the bookkeeping and ordering Mildred taught her how to do when she discovered she was going to college for business. Nina’s husband, Tomas, would roll in just before lunch and load the little minivan to make deliveries and again, just before they closed, he would do it all over again. It was the same Monday through Saturday every week. Until Black Friday when the delivery truck brought the Christmas trees. That’s when it was time to transform the shop and the empty area behind the store into a winter wonderland. Two more weeks. It truly was the most wonderful time of the year.

It wasn’t quite noon when Mildred gave her a nudge. “Holly, would you be so kind as to go eat some lunch? I can’t have you falling over at the counter this afternoon. It’s my bridge day with the ladies, so it will just be you and Nina. And Lord knows that woman can’t speak a lick of English.” The older woman opened the cash register drawer and handed Holly a couple bills. “Before you argue with me, that’s a bribe to come in and work the next two Sundays.”

“Oh Mildred, you know that you don’t have to bribe me to work on Sundays. It’s just another day that I don’t have to bear witness to my mother fawning all over Nico at the apartment.” She tucked the bills in the back pocket of her jeans and removed the apron she wore when she was working in the back room arranging flowers and repotting plants. “I’ll run down and grab takeout Chinese and be right back.”

Mildred clucked her tongue against her teeth and shook her head. “Oh no you won’t. You’re going to take a proper lunch break. Sit down. Let a waitress take care of you. Eat your lunch without being tempted to fiddle with a vase of flowers or make bows. Now shoo!”

Holly did as she was instructed. She walked down the block to the corner and crossed the street. A gust of sharp November wind whipped along the sidewalk leaving a flurry of dust and scraps of trash rising like a cyclone for a moment. She slipped inside the door of the café just as a burst of sleet peppered the sidewalk. Fall was moving rapidly into winter and the city would soon be filled with Christmas decorations, bell ringers, and a slew of Santas heading to their posts at the various department stores. She would take the subway to Rockefeller Center to see the Christmas tree and rent some skates to take a few spins on the ice rink.

She took her time over a bowl of chili and a grilled cheese sandwich, sitting in a booth in front of the windows where she could watch the people bustle by. None of them strolling along leisurely and that made her sad. So many people rushing from place to place. One of these days she would be sitting in a diner in a small town watching her neighbors stop and chat with each other or admiring the window dressings along the quaint main street. Maybe there would be a Christmas tree in the town square where everyone would gather for an annual tree lighting, sing carols and drink hot cocoa. The perfect place to live.

As she walked back to the shop, the sleet had stopped but the wind was still gusting, so Holly pulled the fleece collar of her jacket up more tightly around her neck. At least it was behind her, giving her a shove along the sidewalk instead of blowing dust and debris into her eyes. She crossed with the group of strangers at the corner and rushed quickly back to the shop and the warmth she’d find inside. 

What she found inside was an elderly couple chatting companionably with Mildred. The conversation abruptly stopped when Mildred announced her arrival. “There she is! Holly, come along. This lovely couple has come a long way to meet you.”

“Ummm, hello.” Holly managed to stammer. She had no idea why an elderly couple would come to the shop to visit her. Maybe customers she’d helped over the phone? And how far away was a long way? The answers she got knocked the wind right out of her.

“Hello Holly, we’re your grandparents. David Carpenter, your father, was our son.” The woman stepped forward, her green eyes twinkling with unshed tears. “I can’t believe we finally found you.”
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Holly’s mood shifted between anger and disbelief as she climbed the steps to the apartment she shared with her mother. Dona had some explaining to do. Hopefully, Nico wouldn’t be there, and her mother wasn’t off somewhere with him. All these years of thinking she had no other family and today she was presented with evidence that her parents lied to her about that. She couldn’t rip her father a new asshole because according to her grandparents, he’d passed away from cancer two months before. But before he died, he shared with them the existence of a daughter. Holly Nicole Carpenter. Her.

She used her key on the lock and was relieved to hear the television playing and the scent of tomato sauce filling the small living area. Her mother was standing over the stove stirring a pot and watching the last of a daytime talk show. Holly stalked over and shut the television off before turning to her mother.

“Hey baby girl, I was watching that.” Dona Carpenter puckered up her face and turned the pot on the stove down. “You’re home early. If I had known you were going to be home early, I’d have planned on having Nico come early for dinner too.”

“You might want to call and tell Nico not to come. We need to talk.” Holly crossed her arms across her chest and glared at her mother.

“Now wait a minute, you can talk to me before Nico gets here but he’s making a business trip and leaving first thing in the morning. I thought we could have a nice sit-down family dinner before he leaves for a whole week.”

“Nico is not our family.” Holly snapped out impatiently.

“Oh honey, he’s the only family we have.”

“Then who are Shawn and Rebecca Carpenter?”

Dona didn’t look up from the sauce on the stove she was stirring, but there was a visible drooping of her shoulders. Then an audible sigh. “Your father...”

“My father is dead. Two months ago. Before he died, he told his parents about me.” Holly slipped her coat off and threw it on the nearest chair. “They came to the shop today. A very nice couple who had been looking for us ever since my father’s funeral.”

“He said they were odd. He didn’t want me to meet them, nor did he want them to know about you. Even after he left us, I kept my word that if you ever asked, I’d tell you that they were dead.” Dona finally turned to look at her daughter. “I hope you told them to be on their way?”

Holly shook her head. “No, I didn’t. I’m having dinner with them tonight at their hotel. You had no right to lie to me.”

“Your father was estranged from them for a reason.”

“That reason was because they wouldn’t give him the money to pay some unsavory people a gambling debt, so he stole from them and left in the middle of the night.” Holly sat down on the arm of the sofa. “Did you know he had a gambling problem?”

Dona turned the stove off and picked up her cell phone. “I’m going to call Nico. He’ll know what to do about these people just showing up.”

“These people? Shawn and Rebecca are my grandparents. And I’m an adult, so I have every intention of getting to know them. I don’t need your boyfriend getting involved in my business.” Holly stood and motioned toward the kitchen. “You and Nico enjoy your dinner. I’m going to meet my grandparents for dinner.”

“I really wish you wouldn’t. Your father said that they weren’t right in the head. Who knows what they are capable of doing?”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Mother. Dad left us. Who in their right mind walks out on their wife and daughter never to be heard of again?” Holly shook her head. “And why, if he wanted to keep me away from them, would he tell them about me before he died? I’m going to go change for dinner.”

Holly was still seething by the time she finished showering and dressing. Luckily, she still had the black silk angora dress she wore for her college graduation last winter. She slipped on a pair of black tights and a pair of shiny black pumps. Walked over to the mirror on the back of the bathroom door and used the hair dryer and round brush to blow her auburn hair into loose curls which fell across her shoulders.

Not one to wear make-up very often, tonight she added some color to her cheeks and darkened her lashes with mascara. Satisfied that she was presentable for dinner at the restaurant in the Plaza Hotel, she went back to the living room to find her mother whining on the phone to Nico. She ignored her mother calling her back as she walked out the door and used her cell phone to call for an Uber. Without a nice coat to go over her dress, it was too cold to walk to the subway and she didn’t want to stand on the curb to try to hail a taxi at this time of the evening. This way, she could wait inside the doorway of the apartment building and watch for the driver to roll up in front.

The next call she made was to her newfound grandmother to tell her she was waiting on the Uber. There was no way she was going to make it by the designated time, and she didn’t want them to think she had changed her mind. Rebecca’s cheery voice assured her that would be just fine, they would enjoy a glass of wine while they waited for her to arrive.

When the Uber pulled up out front, she dashed out as quickly as possible. She didn’t want her mother to come to try to stop her. To hear her mother admit she knew about her grandparents being alive and continue to lie about it even after her father left them. All these years that Holly could have gotten to maybe spend time with grandparents, and she missed out. She was determined to make up for it now. No matter what.
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Holly got her first view of mountain splendor from the window of the Greyhound bus. Even though it hadn’t been the most pleasant of trips, seeing those snow-capped peaks dotted with the dark green of pine made every hour of that discomfort worthwhile. She pressed her face against the cold glass until the bus made a sharp turn which pushed the image out of her view.

When her grandparents extended an open invitation to visit them at their Christmas tree farm in a place called Maggie Valley, North Carolina she thought they were just being kind. However, her grandmother called her every day and Holly got the impression they really wanted her to come for more than a visit. It sounded like they needed some holiday help on their farm.

Her mother had been difficult at best, but most days she whined and complained about the Carpenters showing up out of the blue when it was clearly not what their son had wanted. Dona had even stooped to having Nico waylay her at work one day and try to guilt her into ceasing all contact with her grandparents. That had been the tipping point for her. She talked with Mildred who wholeheartedly agreed she should make the trip and get to know her grandparents better. The older woman had sent her off with a promise her job would still be there if she came back. Mildred had winked to emphasize the if part of her statement.

She hadn’t told her grandparents when she was coming. Probably not the best decision she had ever made. Holly had just packed up some of her clothes in a suitcase she got from the local thrift store and tucked her toiletries in her backpack along with her billfold and took a taxi from the flower shop to the bus station the day before yesterday. Now she had to figure out how to get from the bus station in Waynesville, North Carolina to her grandparents’ farm in Maggie Valley. Holly wondered if there was Uber service available in the midst of the mountainous area.

Glancing at the time on her phone, she had about thirty more minutes and she would be able to get off this bus and stretch her legs. Maybe find a place to sit down and eat some breakfast. After she used their restroom to freshen up a little bit. Then she would figure out how to get to the Mountain View Tree Farm.

Almost to the exact minute her itinerary had quoted, the bus rolled up beneath an enormous sign which announced the town was the Gateway to the Smokies. As Holly climbed off the bus and into the chilly air, she took a deep breath and sighed. The air was fresh. Looking around her while she waited for the driver to open the luggage compartment, she took in the quiet streets and quaint buildings. And there was no noise like there had been in New York. Just the
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