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Chapter 1 

p 

MARGARET BRAITHWAITE STOOD AT the bedroom window, staring 
out at the brooding August sky, wondering if those low clouds prom-
ised a downpour. A raincoat would be a good idea today. Her 
attention was caught by movement down below. 

“Gavin,” she said, half-turning from the window. “There’s some-
one in the garden.” 

“Oh, yes,” he said from his chair where he was struggling to put 
his shoes on. “It must be the landscaper. Fitz somebody. I hired him 
to come and do some pruning.” 

“Really?” she said in surprise. Gavin had never wanted anyone 
else working in his garden. She turned from the window and saw 
that he was still trying to stuff a grotesquely swollen foot into his 
well-worn wingtip. 

“Damn it,” he huffed in frustration. 
“Gavin,” she said, coming to kneel beside his chair, “why don’t 

you wear slippers today?” 
Grudgingly, he agreed and allowed her to help him. She noted 
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that he had dressed in his typical attire of khakis, button-down shirt 
and tie, though his bloated body strained the buttons and made it 
look as if his tie were threatening to strangle him. Pushing off from 
the arms of the chair, he got heavily to his feet and shuffled from the 
bedroom. Descending the stairs one at a time, he was out of breath 
by the time he got to the breakfast table. 

“Aren’t you eating?” he asked as she placed a bowl of warm oat-
meal and a cup of coffee in front of him. 

“I’ve already eaten,” she said, giving him a kiss on the forehead. 
“I drew the short straw this semester – an early lecture. I’ll be home 
sometime this afternoon. There are sandwiches already made in the 
refrigerator.” 

Remembering to pull her raincoat off the peg in the mudroom, 
she gathered up her purse and briefcase as well. 

“Tell that landscaper I want a nice square edge on the box-
woods,” Gavin said as she stopped with her hand on the door to the 
garage. 

Sighing, she turned instead to the back door. “Yes, Gavin,” she 
said, stepping out onto the flagstone patio. “Like I have time to deal 
with the gardening help,” she muttered. “Who probably don’t even 
speak English.” 

Looking around impatiently, she saw no sign of the person she 
had seen from the window, but there was a large white pickup 
parked at the end of the driveway beside the garage with “Fitzsim-
mons Landscaping” painted on the door. 

She heard a rustle and a snap overhead, and realized there was a 
figure some twenty feet above her up in a tree, lowering a cut branch 
to the ground with a rope. 

“Mr. Fitzsimmons,” she called, adjusting the strap of her briefcase 
on her shoulder, “I’m Margaret Braithwaite. Dr. Braithwaite wanted 
me to tell you to trim the boxwoods with a square edge.” 

A long handsaw was lowered by rope to the ground also and the 
figure began climbing down from the tree. 

“Wrong and wrong,” said the tree-climber, dropping lightly to the 
ground from the lowest branch. 
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Margaret found herself looking into the amused eyes of a slightly 
built young woman with short dark hair that stood up scruffily. Mar-
garet couldn’t tell if the scruffiness was accidental or deliberately 
made to look accidental. She blinked as she realized the woman was 
speaking. 

“The name is Wyck Fitzsimmons or Ms. Fitzsimmons if you pre-
fer, but not mister. And I won’t use hedge trimmers to give him a 
square edge,” she said with a nod toward the kitchen window where 
Gavin’s head was visible, haloed in silver hair. “So if your father is 
going to insist on that, you’ll have to find another landscaper, Ms. 
Braithwaite.” 

Margaret raised one eyebrow in an expression that usually indi-
cated to anyone who knew her that she was displeased, but this 
Fitzsimmons – what kind of name is Wick? she wondered – was busy 
coiling the rope knotted to her tool belt and wasn’t looking at her. 

“Wrong and wrong,” Margaret said coldly. “Dr. Braithwaite is my 
husband, not my father. I am Dr. Braithwaite as well, not Ms. 
Braithwaite. And I suggest you speak with him about how you will or 
will not trim his hedges.”  

Wyck watched in amusement as Margaret gave her one more dis-
dainful glance up and down before letting herself through the back 
door to the garage, closing it with a slam. 

“Well, I guess that’s me told, isn’t it?” Wyck said with a grin. 

` 

Margaret found herself scowling as she escaped the lecture hall after 
her third class that day and made her way to the inner sanctum of 
her office where she closed the door firmly. Sinking into her chair, 
she pulled her reading glasses off, rubbing her eyes tiredly. 

“God save me from undergrad English classes,” she said as she sat 
back with her eyes closed. She knew she was just irritable after an-
other night of practically no sleep. Gavin’s breathing was getting 
worse, but he refused to take the fluid pills the doctor had pre-
scribed – “I’ll be up ten times to pee,” he complained. But Margaret 
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didn’t sleep no matter what. Either his getting up and down all night 
disturbed her, or she lay listening to his labored breathing – “no, it’s 
the not breathing I listen to,” she corrected herself. “Wondering 
when it will stop for good.” 

She groaned at the sound of light raps on the frosted glass of her 
office door. “Come,” she called apprehensively. “Close the door,” 
she said in relief as a well-dressed, slender man entered and quickly 
shut the door behind him. 

“Hiding already and it’s only the first day of the semester?” he 
quipped as he sat, adjusting the knot on his tie. “God, you look ter-
rible.” 

“Thanks.” 
He tilted his head, scrutinizing her. “When are you going to 

move to another room?” 
“I know, I know,” she said tiredly. “I’m going to have to. I’ll never 

get through the year like this. But he wants me near.” 
“And what Gavin wants…” he said archly, leaving the rest unsaid. 
“Don’t be a bitch, Taylor,” Margaret said. “What did you come by 

for?” she asked, changing the topic before he could take another jab 
at Gavin. 

“I was sent to see if Gavin is going to be at the dedication tomor-
row,” he said in a bored tone that clearly indicated he didn’t care 
whether Gavin was there or not. 

“Of course he will be,” Margaret said, but she looked worried. “I 
just don’t know if he can walk that far, and it will kill him to have to 
come in a wheelchair. He’s so disappointed that he’s had to go on 
medical leave this year, but I suppose it was inevitable…” 

“A little humility will do him some good,” Taylor said. “Or hu-
miliation. Either would do.” 

“Why do you dislike him so?” Margaret asked. 
Taylor brushed a hand over his carefully highlighted hair, making 

sure it was still in place, and sniffed, “I don’t dislike him. I just won’t 
kiss his ass like everyone else here does.” 

“I didn’t think there was a man whose ass you wouldn’t kiss,” 
Margaret said. 
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“Now who’s being a bitch?” 
“Well, you’d better be careful,” Margaret warned. “Gavin 

Braithwaite is an institution unto himself. Talk like that could get 
you branded as a heretic.” 

“He’s a professor, not Jesus, for God’s sake,” Taylor insisted wasp-
ishly. 

“At St. Aloysius University, he’s both,” Margaret said wryly. 

` 

Wyck sang along with the radio as she drove home. She’d ended up 
spending most of the day with the old man, touring the gardens. She 
guessed him to be in his eighties, scuffing along with his cane as he 
showed her around. He’d had to stop at almost every bench or seat 
to rest – fortunately, there were plenty of them – thus, the all-day 
tour. 

He hadn’t bothered hiding his surprise and displeasure upon 
meeting her. “A woman!” he had scowled when he came outside to 
inspect her work. “You were operating under false pretenses when we 
spoke.” 

Wyck laughed at his consternation, something Gavin Braithwaite 
was obviously not accustomed to. “I was perfectly frank with you on 
the phone. It’s your fault if you made an assumption that I was a 
secretary. This business is me, just me.” She picked up her rope and 
saw. “But, if you’d rather hire someone else, it’s also fine by me. I’ll 
write up an invoice for the work I’ve done this morning.” 

“Not so hasty,” Gavin said, surveying her work. His eyes were still 
sharp – “Thank goodness something still works,” he often grumbled 
– and he carefully looked to see where she had made her cuts. 
Grudgingly, he had to concede that she seemed to know what she 
was doing. He looked her up and down, much as Margaret had done 
a short while ago, and suggested they tour the garden. 

He refused to use the electric scooter sitting in the garage – 
“Margaret’s idea, but I’m not an invalid,” he insisted gruffly – prefer-
ring to walk along the wood-chipped paths that meandered through 
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the property. “I did all of this myself,” he puffed, and even through 
his breathlessness she could detect the note of pride in his voice. 

“Justifiably so,” she muttered to herself as she took in the dry-
stacked stone walls, many of them now in need of repair, the blue-
stone terrace where sat a wrought-iron table and chairs, the beds of 
peonies and rhododendron, roses, azaleas and hostas, the crabapple 
and dogwood and cherry trees. He pointed out patches of ground – 
“those will be covered in a sea of crocus and daffodils, come spring,” 
he said. There were a few leftover blooms on some of the plants, but 
mostly at this time of year, it was variegated shades of green. “The 
entire property is nearly twenty acres,” he informed her, though over 
half remained untouched woodland. “I’d better get working on the 
other half,” he said, chuckling at his own joke. 

“This reminds me of Winterthur,” she said during one of his 
rests, and he glanced at her in such a way that she knew he was re-
appraising her. 

“This is better,” he said, allowing a smile as she laughed. 
As they walked and talked, he quizzed her on her knowledge of 

the various plants and trees, her grasp of features such as hardscape 
and water drainage, and she realized this was turning into an inter-
view. The plants were in need of serious pruning and cleaning up 
and she could see that some of the walls had started to crumble or 
collapse from the pressure of the earth behind and inadequate 
drainage.  

He invited her inside for a sandwich and drink as they talked. 
“Now this is a mudroom,” Wyck said admiringly as she swiped 

her boots on the brushy scraper and stepped into a slate-tiled room 
with a drain set in the floor, and another slate countertop against 
the wall with a farmer’s sink set in. 

“I started most of my seedlings and grafts in here. I haven’t been 
able to do much the last few years,” Gavin admitted as they sat at the 
table. “It needs someone to look after it.” He squinted at her from 
across the table. “I think you’ll do.” 

“Do?” she asked, feigning ignorance. 
“To take over here,” he said with a sweeping gesture. 
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Wyck sat back and crossed her arms. “I’m sorry,” she bluffed, 
“but I have other clients, and the amount of work this place would 
take…” She paused, looking through the large windows to the gar-
dens. “I don’t think you could afford me.” 

He squinted at her again, his gray eyes sharp under his bushy 
eyebrows. “Try me.” 

She considered. She had only been in the Asheville area a couple 
of seasons, and, though jobs were coming her way, this contract 
could be enough to carry her all by itself. Gavin was clearly used to 
getting his way. Even Wyck had heard that St. Aloysius was preparing 
to re-dedicate one of its buildings to Gavin Braithwaite, who was 
something of a local Asheville celebrity, and she was beginning to 
understand why.  

Still, she didn’t want to be pushed into a commitment she 
couldn’t handle. She stalled, saying, “Let me put some figures to-
gether, and I’ll get back to you by the end of the week.” 

As they finished eating, Margaret Braithwaite came home, clearly 
displeased to see Wyck still there. 

“I have good news, my dear,” Gavin said as Margaret came into 
the kitchen. “I have found someone to take over the landscape and 
garden work.” 

Margaret’s mouth tightened in disapproval as she took in Wyck’s 
mussed hair, her t-shirt and carpenter jeans, the knees permanently 
stained with dirt, her scuffed leather work boots. “How lovely,” she 
said. 

The fact that Wyck clearly caught the sarcasm in her inflection, 
and was amused by it, only irritated her further. 

“I haven’t agreed to take the job,” Wyck reminded Gavin. 
He waved a hand as if shooing away a gnat. “You will, you will,” 

he said confidently. “Sit down, my dear,” he said, pulling a chair out 
for Margaret. “You two will get to be great friends,” he said even as 
the expressions on both women’s faces clearly indicated their doubt 
that his statement would ever prove true. “You already have some-
thing in common.” 

“What’s that?” Margaret was forced to ask. 
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“Ms. Fitzsimmons’ first name is Wyckham. She goes by Wyck.” 
Gavin chuckled. “Right up your alley, my dear.” He turned to Wyck. 
“Margaret’s expertise is Regency and Romantic literature,” he ex-
plained. 

“I’m sure ‘Wick’” – is there no end to this woman’s sarcasm? Wyck 
wondered – “neither knows nor cares about Regency literature,” 
Margaret said as, rather than sitting, she gathered up the sandwich 
plates and carried them to the sink. “I would guess that ‘Wick’ is 
more likely an homage to Frances Hodgson Burnett.” 

“Wrong again, Dr. Braithwaite,” Wyck said cheerfully. “The Secret 
Garden is one of my favorite books, but Wyckham is my middle 
name, not my first, and it is spelled with a ‘y’, not an ‘i’. So, alt-
hough I am as charming as Jane Austen’s Mr. Wickham, I assure 
you, I am of much better character.” 

Gavin laughed heartily as he tried to heave himself to his feet, 
falling back into his chair. Margaret and Wyck both came to his as-
sistance, each taking an arm, and helped him to stand. 

“As I said before,” Wyck said, “I will crunch some numbers and 
get back to you. And now,” she said with a mock – or was it mocking? 
Margaret asked herself – bow, and let herself out the door. 

` 

The truck rumbled along a road shaded by an avenue of trees with 
old split-rail fences on either side and cleared pastureland visible 
beyond the trees. Wyck turned onto a gravel lane that ended at a 
turn-about in front of a large barn. In a clearing nearby were the re-
mains of the stone foundation of a house abandoned long ago. A 
blond golden retriever galumphed from somewhere behind the barn, 
wagging her whole body as Wyck slid out of the truck. 

“Hello, Mandy,” Wyck said as she rubbed the wriggling dog. 
“How was your day? Hmmm?” 

Mandy responded by talking back with soft little barks and 
whines and yowls that blended together until they sounded like con-
versation. 
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Wyck unlocked the front door that had been framed into the 
opening of what had once been the barn’s sliding door and flipped 
on the lights. The continued overcast skies, still threatening rain, 
brought an early twilight to the barn’s cavernous interior. Inside, the 
edifice looked like a cathedral with exposed posts coming up 
through the main floor’s open space like tree trunks, supporting 
beams that extended up to the lofty spaces above.  

One wall contained a chimney, the stones salvaged from the di-
lapidated farmhouse next door, now serving as the flue for a large 
soapstone woodstove that provided heat in cold weather. The living 
area was littered with a mishmash of objects masquerading as furni-
ture: an upside-down half-barrel serving as a side table, an up-turned 
apple crate passing as either a seat or a table, depending on the need 
of the moment, one dilapidated but comfortable armchair and a 
camping cot set near the woodstove.  

Mandy, lying on her bed, moved only her eyes as she followed 
Wyck’s every movement. 

“I think we have time to get some more wire pulled upstairs be-
fore we eat,” she was saying as she went to a post with old, hand-cut 
nails pounded into it, each nail holding a different tool belt. She 
plucked the one loaded with electrical tools and climbed the wide 
wooden stairs to the upper level where a large coil of wire lay waiting 
to be run through the holes she had already drilled through the 
studs of what would become bedroom walls. The only finished room 
in the entire barn was the bathroom up on this level, which was also 
furnished with a washer and dryer.  

“I can live with unfinished space for as long as it takes,” Wyck 
had defended her odd priorities to Mandy, “but I’ve got to have a 
hot shower and clean clothes.” 

For the next couple of hours, she worked, pulling wire and mak-
ing connections to the junction boxes and outlets mounted at 
regular intervals. Mandy kept an eye on her progress and listened 
attentively while Wyck explained Gavin Braithwaite’s proposal. As 
she talked, Wyck weighed the pros and cons – “talking to Mandy 
always helps me figure things out,” she would have said had anyone 
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wondered why she was talking to her dog. At last, she stood stiffly, 
rubbing her sore knees. 

“That’s enough for tonight,” she said tiredly, looking around 
with satisfaction at how much she’d gotten done. “Let’s eat.” 

Mandy followed her downstairs to the kitchen – “well, not much 
of a kitchen yet, but it will be,” she often reminded herself, seeing 
the completed room in her mind’s eye – where she dished out a bowl 
of kibble garnished with green beans and carrots for Mandy and 
opened a can of soup for herself.  

The kitchen had already been plumbed and wired so that a sink 
and stove, connected by a plywood countertop, were at least func-
tional. She heated her soup on the stove and sat at a makeshift table 
fabricated of yet another piece of plywood supported by two saw-
horses. While she ate, she scratched figures on a pad of paper. 

“I kind of want the job,” she said to Mandy, who looked up polite-
ly from her bowl as Wyck talked, “but I’m not sure I can put up with 
the Doctors Braithwaite.” She looked over at Mandy who tilted her 
head as she listened. “I should charge triple just for the aggravation.” 
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Chapter 2 

p 

THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON, MARGARET made sure Gavin was in 
position early, using a wheelchair to get him to the dais that had 
been erected on the quad. She helped him up the steps and got him 
seated while she stashed the wheelchair out of sight. She had in-
structed someone to collect a chair with arms so that Gavin would be 
able to get to his feet on his own. 

“Jim,” she said quietly to the university president. “He’s strug-
gling. Try to keep it short.” 

Dr. James Evans looked over at his old friend and colleague. 
“Don’t worry, Margaret,” he said. “I’ve known him longer than you 
have. Gavin will bull through. He always does.” 

“Yes, he always does, and then I always have to deal with the af-
tereffects,” she nearly retorted, but, with a resigned sigh, Margaret 
took her seat in the front row of folding chairs that had been set up 
for the ceremony. Looking up at the overcast sky still threatening 
rain, she hoped it would hold off. At least the cloud cover had ar-
rived with cooler temperatures. She’d been worried about Gavin 
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sitting, wearing a jacket and tie, in the heat and humidity that would 
have been more typical for August. There had been discussion of 
holding this ceremony as part of next spring’s graduation festivities, 
but Gavin’s last bone scan had made that impossible.  

She was soon joined by Gavin’s children from his first marriage. 
Just four years younger than Margaret, Jeffrey was a younger version 
of Gavin. Looking at him was like seeing Gavin back when Margaret 
had first met him – handsome, professorial. He had also inherited 
his father’s arrogance and his tendency toward pretentiousness. Jef-
frey was a PhD in history and taught at UNC. Margaret remembered 
an incident many years ago in which Gavin had proudly introduced 
Jeffrey just so to a confused woman who asked, “Don’t you mean he 
has a PhD? Not he is a PhD.” The poor woman was completely be-
wildered as Jeffrey had haughtily replied, “You, madam, most 
obviously are not.” Margaret had understood early on that Gavin 
would never have considered marrying her if she hadn’t also had her 
Doctorate, the equivalent in his mind of being on his intellectual 
level, even if he never quite considered her his equal. To Gavin, the 
degree and the person were one and the same. 

Amanda, Gavin’s daughter, though she held a Master’s of her 
own in education, had married her PhD in the form of Matthew 
Sikes, a medical researcher at Duke.  

“Matthew couldn’t get away,” Amanda murmured as she settled 
into her seat, leaning across Jeffrey to talk to Margaret. She waved at 
Gavin. “He doesn’t look good, does he?” 

Jeffrey squinted at the dais, adjusting his glasses on the bridge of 
his nose as he frowned. “Have you been making sure he takes his 
medicine?” 

“You try living with him and making him do something he 
doesn’t want to do,” Margaret longed to retort, but instead said, 
“Nobody makes your father do anything. He takes his medicine 
when he feels like it.” 

Barely registering Amanda and Jeffrey’s continued conversation, 
Margaret scanned the crowd that had gathered. Most of these stu-
dents, she realized, had never had Gavin as a professor, but his 
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presence at this university was still so powerful that she knew the 
administration had pushed the faculty to “encourage” their students 
to attend. 

Her eye was caught by a person standing on the edge of the 
crowd wearing a waxed cotton rain jacket and jeans. It took her a 
moment to realize it was Wyck Fitzsimmons. Her face burned a little 
as she realized that her immediate reaction to Wyck’s androgynous 
good looks had been one of attraction. Her embarrassment became 
more acute as she saw that Wyck was watching her. 

“You must be careful about the image you project,” Gavin had 
schooled her when she first joined the faculty at St. Aloysius. “In 
academics, there is a very fine line between the relevant and the ri-
diculous,” he’d said seriously. “Your predecessor, Dr. Tandy, was so 
engrossed in all things Jane Austen it seemed after a time that she 
believed she was Jane Austen. She became laughable.” 

Under Gavin’s tutelage, Margaret had abandoned her preferred 
grad student uniform of jeans and sweatshirts for his preferred tailored 
clothing – though she stopped short of dresses and rarely wore skirts. 
“Just be careful not to get mannish,” he had warned repeatedly. 

Now, Margaret self-consciously smoothed her slacks and adjusted 
the collar of her jacket. Her jewelry, bought by Gavin of course, was 
tasteful – diamond studs in her ears, a simple gold bracelet on one 
wrist and a Rolex on the other. Fortunately, she’d always been slen-
der – she was under no delusions that Gavin would have kept quiet 
if she’d gained weight as she aged. Not that it hadn’t become more 
difficult to keep extra weight off as she passed through her forties 
and even more so now in her fifties. Recently, she’d noticed more 
streaks of silver beginning to show in her dark hair and her skin was 
beginning to sag in places, facts that bothered her more than she had 
expected they would. 

Over the continued murmuring of the voices around her, she be-
came aware of a loudly whispered conversation taking place behind 
her. 

“I wonder how much the old goat promised the university to buy 
this honor.” 
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“Shhh, that’s his wife. 
“Where?” 
“In the front row. The dark-haired woman.” 
“You’re kidding. She must be, what? Thirty years younger than 

him?” 
Gritting her teeth, Margaret stared resolutely ahead. This wasn’t the 

first time she’d heard similar sniggers. She knew some people assumed 
that her every promotion, her every accomplishment had been solely 
due to Gavin’s influence. Those who knew them best understood the 
deep respect and compatibility they shared, despite the difference in 
their ages – twenty-seven years, not thirty – and knew, too, that the re-
spect had blossomed over the years into love, even if it wasn’t a romantic 
love, “but who needs that at my age?” she might have said if there had 
been anyone in her life with whom she could discuss such things. 

Dimly, she registered that Jim had begun speaking, outlining 
Gavin’s years of service to the university, his best-selling books and 
innumerable papers on the Civil War and Carolina history, the im-
pressive numbers of his students who had gone on to pursue post-
graduate studies. 

I wonder where Julia is? she thought and immediately wondered 
what in the world had prompted that thought. Julia Vargas hadn’t 
crossed her mind in years, at least not consciously. Only in occasion-
al dreams, like the one a few weeks ago…. 

“Kiss me,” Julia had whispered, rubbing her velvet-soft cheek 
against Meggie’s – not Peggy as she had been to her family, nor Mar-
garet as Gavin had insisted on calling her, but “Meggie, like the 
Meggie in The Thornbirds,” Julia had murmured. “Wild and beautiful 
and irresistible,” she said, kissing her deeply and passionately, arous-
ing her in ways Gavin never had…. 

Her attention was snapped back to the present by applause as 
Gavin stood and tottered to the podium while Jim dramatically 
whisked the drape off the easel holding the new bronze plaque for 
Braithwaite Hall, soon to be affixed to the building behind the dais. 

Margaret joined the standing ovation, glancing back to the edge 
of the crowd. Frowning, she realized Wyck Fitzsimmons was gone.  
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` 

Gavin was exhausted by the time they got home. He went straight to 
bed while Jeffrey poured himself a Scotch and Amanda helped her-
self to a glass of wine. Margaret, who rarely drank, put the kettle on 
for tea. 

Jeffrey sighed as he sat in an armchair in the adjoining sunroom, 
putting his feet up on an ottoman. “What are we going to do with 
this old place when he’s gone?” 

“Sell it, of course,” Amanda said as she settled in a neighboring 
chair. 

Margaret stood in the kitchen as they began reminiscing about 
growing up in this house. She’d been a part of this family so long, 
that it was sometimes a shock to be reminded that there were parts 
of their history that didn’t include her. Jeffrey and Amanda had 
been in high school when their mother was killed in a car accident. 
By the time Gavin had announced that he and Margaret were getting 
married, Jeffrey had been in grad school and Amanda was a senior at 
Duke. If they were bothered by the fact that their father was marry-
ing someone only a few years older than they, it had never come up, 
but… sell the house? Since when was that a decision “we” would 
make? 

The kettle whistled. As she made her tea, Margaret was struck by 
a startling realization. I have no idea what Gavin’s will stipulates. The 
house had been his when they married – adding her name to the 
deed had never come up, not even when his lung cancer had first 
been diagnosed seven years ago. Their focus had been on the sur-
gery, and then the chemo and radiation that followed. But last year, 
when they found it had metastasized to his spine… why have I never 
asked him? she wondered as she absently sipped her tea. 

` 

It wasn’t until Friday of the following week that Wyck had the op-
portunity to return to the Braithwaite house. She rang the front bell, 
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but after a minute or two with no response, she stepped off the front 
porch. 

“Stay,” she said to Mandy who was watching her from the truck’s 
open window. 

As she rounded the back corner of the garage, she and Margaret 
nearly collided. 

“I’m sorry,” Wyck stammered. “I rang, but –” 
Margaret shook her head. “Sorry, Gavin is napping and I… I just 

needed some air,” she said. 
Wyck looked at her more closely. “Are you all right? You look up-

set. Is he –?” 
Margaret shook her head again. “He’s fine – well, as fine as he 

can be these days. You’ve probably heard that he has cancer.” She 
paused, taking in Wyck’s close-fitting polo shirt and seemingly ubiq-
uitous carpenter jeans, though these were clean – I don’t think I even 
still own a pair of jeans, she thought. 

“Dr. Braithwaite?” 
Margaret blinked and realized Wyck had been speaking. “Sorry… 

what?” 
“I have the figures your husband asked for,” Wyck said. “My es-

timate for cleaning up and maintaining the yard and gardens, plus 
my ideas for some new projects. May I go over them with you since 
he’s sleeping?” 

“I don’t really deal with the grounds,” Margaret said. “That’s al-
ways been Gavin’s territory.” 

Wyck watched her closely, her sharp eyes probing Margaret’s. 
“Excuse me if this comes across as insensitive, but… it seems likely 
that this will all be your territory before long. And then you will have 
to deal with it.” 

Margaret’s eyes filled with unexpected tears.  
“I’m so sorry,” Wyck apologized, cursing herself for being so 

blunt. 
“Damn,” Margaret hissed, clearly embarrassed. She walked a few 

steps away from Wyck. “It’s just that… I don’t know… after Gavin is 
gone…” 
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“Of course,” Wyck said, misunderstanding Margaret’s meaning.  
They were startled by a sharp rap on the window. Gavin waved 

them inside. 
Margaret turned away, quickly wiping her cheeks dry as she com-

posed herself and led the way to the kitchen door. “I didn’t realize 
you were awake,” she said as Wyck followed her inside. 

“Yes, yes,” said Gavin. “Sit down, Ms. Fitzsimmons.” 
“Please, call me Wyck.” 
“We may as well all be on a first-name basis,” Gavin said genially. 

“Could we offer you something to drink?” 
“Iced tea if you have any,” said Wyck. 
“I’m sure we have some sweet tea,” Gavin said. 
Wyck tried not to grimace. “Thank you, no. Ice water would be 

fine.” 
Gavin chuckled. “You live in the South and don’t drink sweet 

tea?” 
Wyck shook her head. “I grew up in New Hampshire. My drinks 

are the only thing I like straight.” She glanced up at Margaret who 
was blushing slightly as she handed her a glass of ice water. “Thank 
you.” She took a sip. “Congratulations on the dedication of the 
building,” Wyck said as Margaret went back to get two glasses of iced 
tea for herself and Gavin. “That’s quite an honor.” 

“Yes, yes,” Gavin nodded. “Of course, my work has brought more 
grants and more notice to St. Aloysius than all the others com-
bined.” 

Margaret tried not to smile as she pictured Taylor’s reaction to 
Gavin’s statement. 

“I assume you have figures for me?” Gavin said. “Let’s see them.” 
“Margaret, if you’ll move around to that side of the table, I can 

show both of you what I’ve come up with,” Wyck said. 
“Oh, Margaret has no interest in this,” Gavin said dismissively. 
Wyck glanced at Margaret. “That may have been true in the past 

when the gardens were your outlet, your sanctuary,” Wyck acknowl-
edged, “but that is changing now.” 

“How is that?” Gavin asked with a frown. 



Car e n  J. Wer l i ng e r  

18 

Margaret took a quick drink. Gavin wasn’t used to being chal-
lenged or questioned. 

Wyck leaned both elbows on the table, her hands lying protec-
tively on the sheaf of papers she had brought. “Gavin, I could pick 
up all the work I want just hiring myself out to prune and clean up 
or designing landscape plans for strip malls. This,” she said, peeling 
back the top page to reveal a beautifully rendered sketch of the gar-
den from the patio, “requires commitment and vision to continue 
what you started.” 

Margaret leaned closer, looking at the sketch. 
“I’m only interested in this if the work is to be ongoing.” 
“What do you mean?” Gavin asked. 
Wyck sat back, meeting his sharp gaze, and said carefully, “It’s 

public knowledge that you have cancer. At some point, you will not 
be able to confer with me about what you would like to have done. It 
seems important to me to involve Margaret now, so that she can con-
tinue to guide things the way you would want. Of course, if the plans 
are to sell, or maybe donate the property to the university, then I am 
not interested at all.” 

Margaret couldn’t help staring at Wyck. No one spoke to Gavin 
Braithwaite like this, and, how could she know? she wondered. Ever 
since Jeffrey and Amanda’s comments about selling the house, Mar-
garet had felt as if her entire world stood on a faultline, just one 
tremor away from slipping into a void. 

“Of course it’s going to Margaret,” Gavin blustered indignantly. 
“I’ve given that university my blood and sweat for decades. They’re 
not getting all the blood and sweat I’ve poured into this place, too.” 

With a quick smile at Margaret who sank into a chair next to 
Gavin, Wyck said, “All right, then,” and peeled away her top sketch 
to reveal other drawings with proposed structures and changes: a 
patio with a pergola near the roses – “There are too many ants in the 
peonies,” she said, “They’ll drive you crazy.” – with replacements for 
some of the stone walls that had been collapsing for years; vine-
covered archways over some of the paths. She slid her estimate for 
the various projects out next to the drawings. 
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Margaret, reeling a bit from her relief at learning the house would 
remain hers, was only half-listening as Wyck and Gavin talked. She 
watched Wyck’s hands as they moved across her sketches, pointing 
out certain features, and it struck her that these were an artist’s 
hands – long-fingered and delicate – and clean, she noticed with 
surprise. She smiled to herself as she recalled her initial impression 
of Wyck Fitzsimmons as a grubby gardener. Wrong again. 

She held her breath as Gavin looked the drawings and figures 
over for several minutes. “Agreed,” he said at last. 

Wyck stared at him for a long moment. “Really?” 
Gavin narrowed his eyes as he regarded her. “You expected me to 

haggle? I would have if you were only talking about upkeep, but you 
clearly have a vision that is in keeping with my own, and that is 
worth something to me.” 

He raised his tea glass and said, “To our partnership.” 
Wyck raised her glass also and took a drink. 
“You know, Wyck,” Gavin said, appraising her, “you’re a good-

looking woman.” 
Margaret closed her eyes with a silent groan. 
“If you would just dress more like a woman,” he continued. 
Wyck allowed herself a smile and said, “Well, Gavin, if I gave a 

damn about your personal opinion of me, I guess I’d be absolutely 
devastated right now. Luckily, we’re good.” 

She sat back looking at him as Gavin laughed heartily. 
“I won’t be able to start until later next week,” Wyck said. “The 

Biltmore is getting ready for their fall garden display and I’m sched-
uled to work there over the next several days.” 

“You work at the Biltmore?” Margaret asked in surprise. 
“Only part-time, usually when they need extra help setting up 

seasonal displays. Do you ever get over there?” Wyck asked. 
“Rarely,” Margaret shook her head. 
“Well, the chrysanthemums are going to be spectacular this year,” 

Wyck said. “You should go.” She slid her chair back. “Thank you for 
the water. I’m looking forward to working with you,” she said, hold-
ing her hand out to Gavin. 
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“I’ll walk you out,” Margaret offered, leading Wyck through the 
house to the front door. 

Wyck took in the fine furnishings, rich fabrics and numerous 
built-in bookcases. The walls were covered with paintings, mostly 
Civil War era landscapes and portraits, and a few framed maps. 

Wyck paused at one of these, scrutinizing it. “Jedediah Hotch-
kiss?” she said in surprise. 

“You know Hotchkiss?” Margaret asked, equally surprised. “Gavin 
will be impressed. He insists the war would have been over within 
two years if Lee and his officers hadn’t had Hotchkiss’s maps to 
guide them.” 

Mandy whined a greeting as Wyck emerged from the house. 
“Good girl.” 

“She waited for you all this time?” Margaret asked. She stepped 
closer to pet the soft head. “Do you always bring her with you?” 

“Not always, but she gets lonely waiting for me at home,” Wyck said. 
“Well,” Margaret cleared her throat a little as she stepped back to 

allow Wyck to open the door. “Feel free to bring her with you when 
you come here.” 

“Thank you,” Wyck said, a trifle uncertain as to why Margaret 
was suddenly being so accommodating. 

“And,” Margaret stammered, staring at the truck door, “thank 
you… for… in there,” she gestured toward the house. “I’ve not known 
what Gavin’s plans for the house were…” 

Wyck looked at her, a stab of pity momentarily mixed in with all 
her other more negative feelings toward Margaret Braithwaite. 
“You’re welcome.” 

Wyck backed the truck around and, as she pulled away, she 
glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw Margaret still standing there. 

“Stupid people,” she muttered. 
Mandy whined and shoved her nose against Wyck’s arm. Wyck 

laughed and cradled Mandy’s head. “I didn’t mean you,” she said, 
kissing Mandy on the muzzle. 

By the time they got home to the barn on the outskirts of the 
Pisgah National Forest south of Asheville, there were still a few hours 
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of daylight remaining. She parked the truck and went inside to 
change into running clothes. Mandy, recognizing what the change 
signified, danced around impatiently. 

“Ready?” Wyck asked, propping the door open as Mandy bound-
ed outside, startling a pair of squirrels who scampered up a tree. She 
jumped at the tree with a playful bark and then waited for Wyck to 
indicate which way they would go. Together, they jogged along a trail 
that led them to a dirt logging road. 

“Stay close to me,” Wyck said as she ran, keeping a wary eye out 
for shooters. It was not yet hunting season, but that didn’t stop some 
of the rednecks in the area from getting out for some target practice.  

Within an hour, they were circling back home, both pleasantly 
tired. Wyck cooled down and stretched, using the time to move 
some more split firewood from the large wood shed to the wood rack 
on the barn’s covered back porch, while Mandy stretched full out on 
her side in the shade, her tongue lolling. 

“Who’s gonna do all the other work for ya?” the stone mason had 
asked as he rebuilt the stone chimney for the woodstove. 

“No one,” said Wyck. “I’ll need help for a few things, but I’ll do 
the rest of the work myself.” 

All those summers as the grunt in her uncle’s construction company 
were finally paying off now as she did her own electrical, plumbing and 
carpentry work. She’d called on buddies to help with some of the larger 
windows – there was no way to do those jobs alone, even with hoists 
and jigs – and she’d hired out the new roof, but “all the rest is mine,” 
she said proudly, looking over what she had accomplished thus far. 

Wyck went inside to shower, Mandy following through the dog 
door a few minutes later. She quickly dressed, running her hands 
through her still-damp hair. Stifling a yawn, she said, “Rest later. Got 
work to do.” 

Mandy dutifully traipsed after her into what would become the 
master bedroom as she continued the electrical work. 

“You’ll be dead and buried ‘fore ya git this done,” the stone mason 
had drawled, looking at the empty shell of the barn as he shook his 
head.  
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“I’m not in a hurry,” she’d said. “I like to stay busy.” 
No, you need to stay busy, she corrected herself now as she recalled 

that conversation. She sat on the floor, pulling wires into a junction 
box. Soon, she knew, the telephone calls would start – “Aren’t you 
coming home for Thanksgiving?” and soon after, “You need to come 
home and be with family for Christmas.” Sometimes, they would put 
Michaela on the telephone, pleading, “Please come home, Aunt 
Wyck.” 

“Damn,” she muttered, twisting the insulation off a wire too vig-
orously and breaking the wire short. She snipped the end off and 
began again, concentrating on what she was doing, twisting the bare 
wires together with a wire nut and pushing them securely into the 
junction box, and then running wire up the stud to the mounting 
box for a wall sconce near where the bed would be. 

Giving up on getting any more done for the evening, Wyck sat on 
the plywood subfloor and pulled a guitar out of a case resting there. 
Leaning her back against the wall, she plucked at the strings, the fin-
gers of her left hand moving up and down the frets of their own 
accord. 

“Things are better,” she murmured to Mandy, “when you don’t 
rely on other people.” 
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