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Chapter 1tc "Chapter 1"
Caroline Randolph’s eyes were so full of tears when she put down her cell phone, she didn’t even notice the ominous, gray-green clouds moving over her house. As she reached for her calendar to record the appointment she had just reluctantly made, the angry, impatient storm dramatically unleashed its power. Crack!  Boom!  The ear-splitting sounds of the lightning and thunder made her jump from her chair and whirl around to stare out the French doors.  She quickly understood that this was no typical spring thunderstorm assaulting her restored 19th century home in Dallas, Texas.  This storm would spare no one’s house—not even the home of Caroline’s husband, David Morgan Randolph, the owner of Randolph Industries International.   

A second flash of lightning crackled across the late afternoon sky.  Caroline covered her eyes with her hands and then swiftly moved her hands to her ears as the second boom of thunder shook the house.  A great gust of wind slammed into the house, shaking it to its foundations as the angry clouds released torrents of rain.

Caroline fled to the main hall and crouched under a heavy walnut table that stood next to the stately staircase.  Her heart beat wildly as she hid from the howling wind, jagged lightning and booming thunder.  Tornado! The word flew through Caroline’s mind. I need to--  There was no time to think further; a ferocious gust of wind blew the heavy front door open, and Caroline felt the sting of hail on her face.  She screamed and covered her head as the front door banged wildly and the hail tore at her skin.  A deafening crash in the drawing room shook the floor under her.

Suddenly the violence was over.

Caroline struggled to understand that the front door was no longer banging against the wall, that the hall was littered with hail, but the sharp pieces of ice were no longer attacking her skin.  The thunder now sounded more distant, and the flashes of lightning were no longer so close they were blinding.  All that was left of the storm was a torrential rain streaming straight down to the ground—and whatever damage the storm had left in the drawing room.

Trembling almost uncontrollably, Caroline crawled out from under the walnut table and struggled to stand up.  After stumbling to the front door and closing it, she looked in dismay at the hail that covered the center hallway of the elegant old house which she had so carefully restored.  Strength began to surge back through her legs as she realized that she had escaped the violence unharmed.  But my house! That horrendous crash in the drawing room! 

Nauseating fear rose in her as she stumbled toward the double doors of the drawing room and placed her hands on the elegant brass handles, so carefully polished that morning by her housekeeper. “I have to face this eventually.  Whatever has happened is only becoming worse as I stand here quivering,” she tried to scold herself into acting.  “Open the doors, Caroline!”  She pushed her weight against the doors, and they flew open. 

She swept her eyes down the length of the room, spotting the valuable, precious things she had placed there, checking them as if they were her children.  A remarkable number of things were in place.  The two ends of the long rectangular room were essentially untouched, but the middle of the room was tangled in a mass of wet tree limbs. Immediately she understood what had happened.  This tree was the venerable oak that had grown across the street in her neighbor’s yard.  It had been the pride of the block, but now it had fallen, and the very top of the tree had crashed through the large central window of her magnificent drawing room.

The uppermost branches had swept down the wall directly across from the window, leaving great scars on the plaster as they ripped all decorations from the wall. Despair rose in her at the sight of smashed chairs, a crumpled love seat, and crushed mahogany tables; this room had been her masterpiece of restoration. 

Suddenly Caroline’s mind flew to the single, most treasured item she owned, a family heirloom that had survived over 125 years.  It was preserved in a shadowbox frame that had hung on the now damaged wall.  “Oh no!” she cried as she came to life again.  “I must find it.  Oh, it just can’t be destroyed.  It just can’t!”

She scrambled to the tree and picked her way through small branches, peering down carefully at the items that were smashed beneath her feet.  Finally she saw the back of a large, framed item.  “It’s ruined!” she cried, but as tears filled her eyes, she pushed aside several more wet branches and pulled the shadowbox from the branches. As she turned it over, broken glass flew around her hands and she felt the sting of a cut on her left hand, but she ignored it in her anguish to discover if the heirloom could possibly be saved.  She struggled back out of the soaking branches of the tree and examined the shadowbox.  The glass that had protected it for decades was gone, but her great-great-grandfather’s silk vest, her most prized possession, seemed to be undamaged by the smashing of its frame or the water that had come into the room when the tree fell.

Aware now that her left hand was bleeding, her most pressing fear was that she would get blood on this precious vest.  She wrapped the hem of her skirt around her bleeding hand before carefully pulling the vest from its frame with her right hand. Hurrying out of the damaged room and into her sitting room across the hall,  she laid the vest on her desk and continued on to the downstairs bathroom to bandage her hand.

  As she stood before the vanity, she caught a shocking glimpse of herself in the mirror. A frightened, battered woman looked back at her.  Her long, auburn hair was tangled and plastered to her head.  Her grayish-blue eyes were bloodshot and surrounded by swollen lids; a mixture of her tears and rain had left her face dripping.  How could this happen to me? To me! 
When her left hand began to throb, she remembered that she had come to bandage the cut, so she flipped the light switch on. “No electricity!” she exclaimed, then sighed, “Of course.” Reaching for a fresh white towel with her right hand, she cradled her left, bleeding hand in it to examine the cut. Suddenly an unbidden, unwelcome question forced itself to the front of her mind, Will I ever be able to look at either of my hands again and not see blood on them—if I do this thing?  

Swiftly she covered her left, bleeding hand with the towel as she scolded herself.  “What absurd nonsense!  This is a cut on your hand which is bleeding.  That’s all it is, Caroline.  It has nothing to do with—with—with that!  Don’t let your fertile imagination run away with you.” 

She uncovered her left hand to rinse it. Once again unnerved by the sight of the blood,  she jerked her head up and stared angrily at herself in the mirror.

“I tell you this has nothing to do with—with—nothing to do with anything in the past or in the future!”  She spoke the words forcibly, determined that they would become her truth, but her eyes betrayed her. They obviously did not believe her.

Hurriedly she turned on the cold water faucet and stuck her bleeding hand under the cold water.  “You should be more concerned about whether you need stitches in this hand.  You’ve made your decision about the other matter.”

Another voice, deep inside her disagreed.  No, you haven’t.  You’re not at all sure you can do it, Caroline.

Hoping to leave that unwanted voice behind, Caroline snatched gauze from the vanity and fled the bathroom. As she returned to the main hall, she forced herself to consider her physical dilemma. I wonder how badly damaged the neighborhood is? Is the whole city damaged?  How long will it be before someone comes to help?  What can I do about a tree in my drawing room and no electricity?  Panic began to rise in her, but she fought it down.  “I’m not hurt, not really,” she reassured herself aloud, “but how many people around me are hurt?  And what about my family? Mother and Grandmother?” Every question she asked herself increased her anxiety, until she finally snapped at herself, “Stop it, Caroline!  No doubt the officials have control of the situation.  You must be sensible.  Think about the neighbors.  Can you see anything from the front porch?”

She pulled open the front door, stepped out onto the porch and gasped.  The street was littered with uprooted trees and downed power lines were crackling and sparking in spite of the driving rain.  Her neighbors’ houses were all standing, but they looked damaged.

“Is anyone in your house injured?” a man wearing a bright yellow rain coat and helmet shouted from the street.

“No, I’m okay,” she yelled back, “but my neighbors—”

“Go back inside!” he commanded.  “The streets are too dangerous.  We’re checking every house for injured people.”

“But what do I do?” she shouted.

“Just stay put!” he called back as he continued down the block.

She went back inside the house and closed the heavy door.  She felt terrifyingly alone, as if the last person on earth had abandoned her.  “Oh, I wish David were here,” she cried, “or that Hannah hadn’t already left.”  A quiver of fear ran through her.  “No, it’s stupid to wish such things.  If they had been here, they might have been hurt.  I’ve got to take hold of myself; I can’t just stand here shaking,” she reproached herself.  “I’d better check on the family.” She went to her study and snatched up the phone. “Dead! Of course!” She reached for her cell phone, but it was useless. “No signal!”

Anxiety enshrouded her again. “You simply have to wait,” she told herself.  “Do something to get your mind off the storm.” She continued talking to herself as she walked around her sitting room.  “Everything looks fine in here.  The main hall was not disturbed except for the hail that blew in.  The damage in the drawing room seems to be contained in a single area right in the middle.  The wind’s not blowing, the rain’s coming straight down, so the water damage isn’t getting too much worse.  The tree, of course, is lying in my drawing room, but there’s nothing I can do about that.  I should mop up the water off the wooden floor in the hall.  That’ll take a little time and get my mind off other worries.”  

After mopping up the melted hail, she found herself alone again in the battered house as evening approached.  Impatiently she went back into her sitting room, grabbed the TV remote and started clicking buttons. Nothing happened. “What am I doing?” she demanded. “There’s no electricity!”  She paced around the room, then startled herself by shouting, “I just want to get out of here!” She went to the French doors and stared out.  The rain was still pouring, the clouds were low and dark, but there was no wind.  She saw several bright flashlights and could vaguely see the people holding them.  There was nothing to do but wait in the dark for the city employees to come clear the streets.

“I’ve got to have some light,” she told herself firmly, “and I must concentrate on something.  Otherwise this waiting will drive me crazy.” She lit the five candles in a candelabrum on a side table and placed it on the mahogany table next to her favorite chair. Then she thought of the flashlight in the downstairs bathroom, but as she started for the door, she remembered the bloody towel she had left on the vanity. “I can’t face all that again,” she whispered. “I don’t want to think beyond right now.”

She settled in her favorite chair, pulled the candelabrum closer, picked up the vest, and carefully removed the remaining glass fragments.  “I’ve never even seen this vest up close,” she intentionally began to talk to herself.  “As long as I can remember, it’s been behind glass in its frame.  I remember staring up at it on the wall in Grandmother’s drawing room.  How important it seemed to be as Grandmother told me all those marvelous stories about her wealthy, powerful grandfather.  By the time I was twelve, I would shiver with excitement when she promised me that the vest would be mine some day.  I never thought she would give it up while she lived, but she did.  Of all the wedding presents David and I received, this vest was the one I treasured most.  Oh, thank goodness it’s safe!”

She began to examine the ivory-colored, silk vest.  Even though it was a man’s vest, it was covered with intricate embroidery, crafted in tiny stitches of silk thread.  The major motif of the design was a delicate vine which trailed across the vest with a leaf or tiny flower growing here and there from the vine.  “Such a design would be considered feminine now,” Caroline murmured, “but men of wealth wore embroidered vests for centuries.  What beautiful needlework this is!”

“To think that James Bradford, my great-great-grandfather wore this!  This vest is my connection to the great Bradford legacy I’ve always treasured.  Oh!  If it had been destroyed, I would have had to tell Grandmother it was gone. I believe it would have killed her.  How lucky she was to have actually known him!  I have always wished I could have.  Well, if there’s anything good about this storm, it’s the opportunity it has given me to actually touch James Bradford’s vest, to feel a little closer to him.”

She began to trace the intricate tendrils and tiny leaves of the vine and to place an appreciative finger on the little flowers that the seamstress had embroidered so many years ago.  There were several stains.  She considered their possible sources, as if she were handling the vest to prepare it for a museum presentation.

“This is undoubtedly a tea stain.  This one is darker.  Perhaps it is coffee.”  She ran her finger over the stain.  “And this one,” she came to the third, gasped, and quickly drew her finger back.  “This one looks like—  No!  It’s not—it is red wine,” she insisted to herself.  “A very dark red wine, a burgundy, no doubt.” 

Hastily she moved her attention to the hand-crafted button holes and the beautiful buttons.  She examined the pockets of the vest and contemplated the type of gold watch that had undoubtedly been housed there.  She stuck her fingers into the left-side pocket and felt a strange, rough stitching at the bottom of the pocket.  “That’s odd,” she murmured.  She pulled out the lining of the pocket and realized that the heavy watch her great-great-grandfather had tucked there had worn through the lining.  Someone had meticulously hand-sewn the bottom of the lining back together.  Caroline studied the darning stitches used for the repair and then stuffed the lining back into the pocket.

She turned the vest inside out and admired the careful, even stitches that connected the lining of the vest to the ornately decorated outer shell.  Slowly, methodically she ran her finger along the edge of the neck of the vest, admiring each tiny stitch some unknown seamstress had made over 125 years earlier.

Suddenly her fingers hit a crisp place in an otherwise pliable fabric, and at the same time she heard the slightest crackle.  “How odd! There’s something stuck between the vest lining and the outer shell,” she exclaimed to the empty room. “Something is sewn into the vest.  What is it and who would do such a thing?”

Once again she ran her fingers over the area and listened intently.  She heard the same crackling noise and felt something stiff under the fabric.  She bent the area between her fingers and heard the crackling noise again.  “It’s undoubtedly a piece of paper,” her excitement rose, “not a very large piece of paper, perhaps two or three inches square.  What on earth is it?  Why is it here?”

Slowly she began to work the paper down from the neck area of the vest across the chest, back toward the pocket.  It took a long time to edge the piece of paper down to the pocket, and as she diligently worked at it, the candlelight flickered in the darkness, casting a circle of light around her chair.

“There!” she exclaimed when she had achieved her goal. “If I want to, I can open the stitches where this pocket lining has been repaired and read what is on this piece of paper.  I could never bring myself to rip open any stitches that are original to the vest, but this repair in the pocket lining would make no difference.”  Unable to resist the temptation, she hurried to her desk drawer and came back with tiny needlepoint scissors.  Leaning over the vest, she pulled out the pocket lining once again and carefully snipped just a few stitches, just enough to open the lining two inches.  Then she put the scissors down on the table and looked at the opening.

The five candles cast strange, dancing shadows across the silk she had unstitched.  All thoughts of the storm and the tree that had crashed into her drawing room were erased from Caroline’s mind.  “If I want to, I can reach into the past by reaching through that opening and pulling out that piece of paper.  I can reach back into the 19th century and know something.  But what?  Will I be disappointed?  Will it be a perfectly commonplace piece of paper, some meaningless list, some scrap of a business document?”

She made no movement to retrieve the paper.  She was mysteriously drawn to it, but she was afraid it would disappoint her.  “What do I want to find?  What do I seek, sitting here now, facing the most important decision of my life, a decision I can’t force myself to make?”  She peered into the hole.

“What do I want to find?” she asked herself again.  And instantly she knew the answer.  “I want to find the solution to my present dilemma.  I want to find a way out of this horrible thing I must do.”

No storm, no damaged heirloom vest had been able to divert her mind completely from her problem.  No matter how many times she had told herself, “I won’t think about that now”—a piece of her mind was always thinking about it.  For some insane reason, she now believed the answer she sought was on this piece of paper and had been there for more than 125 years.

“Well,” she said aloud, with more bravado than she felt, “whatever it is, I must know.”

Gently she thrust two fingers into the opening she had made and clasped the piece of paper and pulled it forth.  It had ragged edges and was folded in half.  Obviously someone had hastily torn it off of a larger sheet of paper, folded it, and given it to her great-great-grandfather.  She stared at it unopened, petrified that it would not bring her what she needed.

Finally she took a deep breath and opened the piece of paper.  In faded brown ink, written in a spidery, feminine handwriting, she read, “He knows nothing.  Meet me at midnight.”  There was no signature.

Caroline was so startled by what she read she could not absorb the words.  She blinked her eyes, held the paper closer to the candlelight, and read it again.  It was not addressed to anyone, but it was obviously meant for her great-great-grand-father because it had been put into his pocket.  “He knows nothing. Meet me at midnight.”

She was disappointed.  This piece of paper did nothing for her life.  It did not move her one inch closer to a solution of her problem.  Anger rose in her, and she was tempted to crush the paper in her hand, but she could not release the notion that there was a reason she had found it.  “My great-great-grandfather must have put a note in his pocket, a note which went through the hole in the bottom of his pocket.  Someone repaired the hole without knowing the paper was there.  But why didn’t the seamstress who repaired the pocket notice the floating piece of paper?  Apparently no one has noticed it, or no one has been interested enough—or desperate enough—to retrieve it.  It is here for me.  I know it is!  But what does it mean?”

She read it again.  “He knows nothing.  Meet me at midnight.”  Her imagination leapt into action.  “A woman wrote it, apparently handed it to my great-great-grandfather, but she refers to some ‘he.’  Whoever this ‘he’ was, it was important that he didn’t know something.  It was important enough to her to cause her to write it down and give it to my great-great-grandfather.  But what woman would he be meeting at midnight?  What difference does it make to me?  What possible difference can it make over 125 years later to anyone, much less to me?”

