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As was her custom at the end of the last Mass on Sunday afternoons, Priscilla waited for the congregation to exit, and the sacristan to dim the lights, leaving only the soft pale rays of sunlight filtering through the glass-stained windows, transforming the Church proper into a haven of quiet calm and peace. Priscilla needed that calm and peace to stand before the icon of her patron saint to unburden her heart’s longings and desires.

It was rare not to find a few supplicants like her, praying before the ornately framed painting of the Byzantine icon of St. Prisca and Saint Aquila, that hung on the sidewall a little ways from the Altar. Saints Prisca and her husband Aquila, known as the Patron Saints of a Good Marriage both for young and old, were also known as Patron Saints of Missionaries spreading the word of the Lord throughout the world.

Priscilla, Prisca in ancient Latin, meant venerable. Aquila, in Greek, Roman, and Hebrew, stood for eagle, keen-eyed, steadfast. Twenty-six-year-old Priscilla had been praying to the saintly couple since her early teens.

She had first heard of the saintly couple in a sermon at Sunday Mass. Prisca and Aquila, noted for their deep love for each other, were Christian converts, and close friends of the Lord’s apostle, Saint Paul. Several times Paul cited in the Bible their friendship and their sheltering him from persecution, along with their accompanying him on his missionary work to spread Jesus’s teachings.

Priscilla felt a kinship to the saintly couple. Blessed with parents deeply in love, committed to the Good Lord and to each other, and to her, she treasured that love and commitment, especially since graduating college and moving on her own, learning to miss her parents now that seeing them daily was a thing of the past. Gentle, kind, loving parents, often over-protective. The once-teenager yearning for adulthood and leaving home to live free on her own, near her job as a veterinarian assistant in the city, now missed not seeing Mom and Dad daily, and looked forward to weekly visits with them.

It was no surprise to her that her fondest wish was to find a good man, a soul mate, to emulate the love and commitment she watched her parents share through good times and bad, through healthy times, and times of illness, through joyous and sorrowful times, especially the loss of her paternal grandparents. She shared their grief. Bonded from birth to her nonna, she had remained close to her, admiring her perseverance. Nonna, married at fifteen to a kind and loyal patriotic young man who sincerely loved her, had suffered his loss during the First World War in Italy. And soon after, the death of six of her nine children through illnesses that the medical skill of the contemporary world could easily have prevented.

Priscilla often prayed with her nonna before the small shrine nonna had erected in a corner of her bedroom.  The seven watt white electric bulb inside the ruby red votive glass before the statues of Jesus and Mary, hands folded beneath their Sacred Hearts, bathed the shrine in a soft ruby glow along with the framed photos of her beloved deceased that hung on the wall above the shrine and at its sides,. The largest picture, a 20” by 24”, was very old, the wood frame discolored by time and wear. The photo behind the glass, only slightly faded because of the small alcove’s protection from direct sunlight, was that of Nonno, Grandpa, in his Italian Army uniform and cap. He had beautiful dark brown eyes and hair and tanned olive skin. A fine trimmed mustache neatly curled at both ends, canopied a hint of a mischievous smile on his lips. It was the last photo taken of him before his death fighting the enemy. Nonna had it enlarged and colorized. His actual war medals, the ribboned ends long-frayed, were pinned to the photo on the left side of his chest. A proud, honorable man, yet his eyes, wide and expressive held an insuppressible sensitivity. There was undeniable love there for his wife and his children, and the realization that this might be his last ultimate gift to them.

Nonna lived to ninety-nine years, outliving two of her three remaining children. Priscilla’s father remained, married to the woman Nonna loved and often said, she considered her the Lord’s gift to replace her fourteen-year-old daughter, Grace, who had passed away from the Influenza of 1916, shortly after Nonno’s death in the War.

Despair had threatened her many times. But her love and commitment to the Lord and her three remaining children kept her from giving in to the despair. Once the war was over, she bundled her remaining daughter and her two sons and immigrated to the United States. She settled in Manhattan in a small flat, found work in the garment industry and plied her sewing talents to make a living for herself and her family, and later for her granddaughter, Priscilla herself.

During the final nine years of Nonna’s life, Alzheimers slowly consumed her memories and her energy, until all that was left was a gentle, sweet small body, whose main activity as she sat, memoryless, in her bedroom armchair, an unconcerned childlike expression in her shrunken, nebulous grey eyes, wrinkled arthritic fingers shredding to pieces whatever came across them; paper, napkins, tearable materials, anything unable to resist what fragile strength remained in her.

All through those heartbreaking final years, Priscilla and her mom and dad cared for Nonna, refusing to place her in a nursing home. Luckily, insurance provided home aides, and despite her declining mind, her health did not require nursing care. She went on until one night, while she slept, the Lord took her home to her family who had preceded her and awaited her in God’s Holy Light.

Priscilla, gazing up at the framed portrait of the icon of Saint Prisca and Saint Aquila, asked, “Have you met her, perhaps, in the Lord’s gardens? She loved roses. She will be young again, of course. A beautiful woman, long chestnut brown hair and intense, sensitive brown eyes. I pray to her as well, certain she is among the saints. Perhaps she’s already spoken to you about me, and my hopes and desires to become a loving wife and mother, like her and my mom, once I can find a good Christian man like my Nonno and my Dad. A kind-hearted Christian man who can love me and accept me, with all my weaknesses and my flaws. I know there must be someone out there for me, but I’ve had no luck finding him so far. Has she or you spotted one that can make my dreams come true?

Engrossed in her prayer, she did not notice the  ray of sunshine filtering through the glass-stained window portraying the images of Jesus and Mary, one hand placed against their hearts, and the other extended in welcome and love, bathe her and the portrait of the icon in a spectrum of red, yellows and blues. But a young man entering the quiet church and choosing a pew in the back to kneel and pray, noticed.

Mesmerized, he thought, was it a miracle? Then he suppressed a chuckle. He believed in miracles, but he was also a logical man, not one to jump to conclusions or plays of the imagination. Sunrays filtering through glass-stained windows were a common occurrence at this time of the afternoon in the dimmed lighting in a church this size so beautifully adorned. Just a soave coincidence in the peace and quiet of the candlelit interior. Just a coincidence that the cascading sunray enveloped the portrait and the woman gazing up in prayer at the image of the saintly duo.
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Wyatt bent his head and prayed that the woman’s prayer be answered if it be for her good and not against the will of the Lord. He prayed that perhaps one day he would meet a woman inbued with the fervor and devotion as this one enveloped in the sunlight filtering through the glass-stained window. He raised his head to steal another glance at her. She had turned slightly to the right to direct her prayer to the sculpted image of Our Lady of Fatima. The young woman was lovely, he thought, now privy to a full side view. Her fingers moved slowly over the Rosary in her hands, its light-blue beads similar in color to the beads in the Rosary Our Lady held, light-blue beads like the sky outside, shimmering under the bright sunray.

It had been a while since he’d prayed the Rosary. Too long, he admitted to himself, bowing his head, ashamed in the presence of such fervor. Growing up in a family Christian to the bone, attending Mass, receiving the Holy Eucharist, Christ incorporate in the simple wafer, and praying the Rosary often, at Church and at home, ranked top in priority in his family. Together they always made time for prayer and reading the bible, despite the many chores involved in running a cattle and horse ranch.  Often the ranch-hands and helpers joined them in the evening for that hour or two of peaceful, calming prayerful reflection and communication with the Blessed Trinity — Father, Son and Holy Spirit — through the Immaculate Heart of the Blessed Mother.

The day he and his twin sister Karen had left for college to pursue a Bachelor and Masters in Agriculture, his parents had advised them both to remain close to the Lord and His Holy Mother. He and Karen promised. As the eldest, and twins, their parents desire was to hand over the ranch and its running to them as equals. Karen had kept her promise and returned to the ranch and her parents to work with them, awaiting the day they felt ready to retire.

Graduated and fully accredited, and sincerely intending to keep his promise to join his twin to continue his parents’ legacy upon their retirement, he simply wasn’t ready yet. He’d never confided to anyone his hidden desires to travel the world, to see all there was to see before settling back on the ranch and spend the rest of his life, along with his sister, as equal owner and caretaker.

He had kept the promise of staying close to the Lord and His Holy Mother, if not as prioritized or as constant. Classes, scholastic activities, new friends with different mindsets, and a failed relationship with a young woman who shared none of his religious beliefs, had made it easy for him to set out on his travels abroad.

Seven years he’d traveled, seen beauty and ugliness, seen all he wanted to see, and now he was tired and disillusioned. All he wanted now was to return to the ranch, to the hard work and peace and calm he’d known during his growing years on the wide meadows and snow-capped mountains under the soft blue skies of the Big Timber country in the heart of Montana.

Yesterday morning, he’d landed at Logan Airport in Massachusetts, to connect to a flight heading back to Montana.  His connecting flight had cancelled due to a mix-up in the reservations. The only make-up reservation available on such short notice was the next day. The new reservation made, he had decided to see one last place that he had missed on his travels. Northeast, to the white mountains, along the Kancamagus Highway. His last travel adventure, a miniature one, filled with vivid autumn colors and fresh air with waterfall sprays and unusual rocky formations, caves and trails along the thirty-five-mile Kancamagus Road. He had rented a brown SUV with wide windows to travel northeast to Vermont and New Hampshire and back to Massachusetts’s Logan Airport and arrive in time for his new reservation to fly back to Montana and the ranch and the life he truly desired.

It was only by chance that he spotted this church with its impressive exterior and bell-tower. He might still make Sunday Mass, and he hadn’t been to church in a while. Entering the church, he realized, disappointed, that he’d missed the last Mass of the day. Needing a rest from the long drive from Logan, and some quiet time to reflect on his future, the dimmed lights and the peace and quiet of the Church’s hallowed interior drew him. Humbly, he chose a pew in the back, recalling Jesus’s parable of the humble sinner and the proud self-justifying man entering the temple.

“Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus, ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector.I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.’

The tax collector, standing far off, would not even look up to heaven, but was beating his breast and saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ I tell you, this man went down to his home justified rather than the other; for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted.” Luke 18:9-14.

Quietly, Wyatt took out the small wood-beaded rosary he had never lost the habit of carrying in the pocket of his windbreaker, bowed his head, closed his eyes, and prayed.
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Hopes and prayers set at the feet of the Lord and His Holy Mother, and patron saints, Priscilla remembered she had promised to call her parents to let them know as soon as she arrived at her paternal aunt and uncle’s inn in New Hampshire. Aunt Margie and Uncle Derrick had resided for years across the street from her and her parents’ home in central Massachusetts. Derrick was her father’s brother. Their families were close-knit and remained so even after her uncle and aunt’s retirement, and the realization of their dream to one day run a bed and breakfast inn along the Kancamagus Highway under the beautiful mystique of the White Mountains. With Priscilla’s years away at college, and her job following immediately after graduation, working as a certified assistant to the local veterinarian, they had not seen her for several years, although they had spoken with her often on the phone. During their most recent conversation, she had promised to spend a few days of her two-week vacation with them at their inn.

She checked her watch. She wanted to utilize the remaining daylight hours to begin her planned sightseeing along the Kancamagus Highway before arriving at the inn where her paternal aunt and uncle eagerly awaited her. She gazed reverently once more at the portrait of the icon of her patron saints, then at the statue of the Blessed Lady. She signed herself and replaced her Rosary in the side pocket of her beige slacks. Quietly she turned and headed toward the front doors. Her eyes rested a moment on the young man kneeling in the pew, his elbows perched on the top of the backseat of the pew in front of him, his eyes closed and his fingers moving slowly across his Rosary beads. Priscilla smiled. It was gratifying to see a young man devoutly praying the Rosary in Church, more a rarity than the norm in today’s world. God Bless you, she thought. Lord, she prayed silently, please answer his prayers if it is not against your Holy will. Saints Priscilla and Aquila, find me such a man to marry, with whom to share love and life.

Softening her steps so as not to disturb the young man engrossed in his prayers, Priscilla headed out the double doors back to her car in the parking lot.
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As Wyatt prayed, the sense of peace and calm in the Church’s hallowed interior soothed and refreshed him. His Rosary said, he opened his eyes. He glanced at the place where the young woman had been praying. She was gone. He looked about. A few hardy parishioners remained scattered through the church’s interior, kneeling in pews or standing praying before a sculpted image or portrait of a favored saint. But the young woman was not among them. He felt a pang of sadness. It would have felt nice to greet her in passing, wish her God’s blessings. Whoever her family, her husband, her children, they were lucky to have her in their lives, and the devotion she showed as she prayed. A lovely woman, inside and out, he thought.

The ray of sunshine had dimmed, announcing the approach of late afternoon. He’d lost track of time and he needed to find an inn or a motel to register for a night or two. Leaving the pew, genuflecting and making the sign of the cross, he left the church and returned to his car.

The New Hampshire traveler’s guidebook tucked away in his dashboard compartment described that driving along the Kancamagus Highway during Spring and Summer, especially during early Spring and approaching Fall, was an exhilarating experience. The cluster and variety of trees, their branches dipping with nature’s fully blossomed architectural ornaments, and the Fall season’s foliage of reds, oranges, golds, yellows, browns and myriad of in-betweens flanking both sides of the two-lane 34.5 miles bypass, fascinated. Not to mention the signboards and plaques every mile or so inviting tourists to stop and walk the trails or explore caves and natural waterfalls, along the Swift River. The tourist in Wyatt found it impossible to continue along the one-hour stretch without stopping.

Parking was no problem as both sides of the highway were intermittently lined with narrow parking areas to accommodate tourist vehicles. Wyatt loved waterfalls and streams that meandered over rocks and cascaded into waterfall basins. One among several particular markers on the eastern side of Kancamagus Pass inviting tourists, beckoned to his love of nature. He paid the $5 parking fee, parked and locked his rental, paid the 3-to-5-hour fee for a self-guided tour and joined the tourists already on the trail.

The trail started simply as a cleared dirt path, along the banks of the Swift River as it flowed east into a broad valley surrounded by the White Mountains. A sturdy wood-latticed covered bridge gave access to the river’s opposite bank, allowing Wyatt the choice to cross the intervale and enter a narrow gorge, passing over two sets of small waterfalls.  Ever the nature lover, Wyatt stopped midway along the bridge to survey the grey-green river below gently streaming over rocks and boulders. He felt the gentle breeze that stirred the Fall multi-colored leaves and flowering bushes. His gaze was drawn to the young woman who stood on the trail alongside
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