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GRACE CHAPEL INN


A place where one can be
refreshed and encouraged,
a place of hope and healing,
a place where God is at home.

J

ane Howard hummed quietly as she descended the stairs
from the third-floor hallway, dimly lit by Victorian

wall sconces.
De-dum, de-dum, de-dum, de-dum, on Christmas day, on Christmas day,
de-dum, de-dum, de-dum, de-dum, on Christmas day in the morning. She’d pulled
her long hair into a ponytail and it bounced against her neck. The
fresh, pungent scent of the pine boughs and bayberry draped on the
banisters took her back to her childhood, when, as the youngest in
the family, she’d crept down the same stairs. Always the first one up
on Christmas Day, she would tiptoe to the living room and plug in
the Christmas lights, then sit on the floor and gaze at the presents
beneath the gaily decorated tree, barely able to contain her excitement.
Christmas was her favorite holiday, when cherished traditions from generations past came alive. Jane loved Christmas
even more now that she and her sisters had all moved back home
to their family’s lovely old Victorian house that they had converted to a bed-and-breakfast called Grace Chapel Inn. They
rarely booked guests over Christmas, preferring to celebrate with
family and closest friends, and today it would be just Jane and her
sisters, plus her niece Cynthia. And, of course, Aunt Ethel, who
lived in the carriage house next door.
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Family traditions were especially important to Jane because

she’d missed so many family connections growing up. Their
mother had died when Jane was born and her grandparents had
all passed away, so the memories her sisters had shared helped
Jane to visualize the attachments she’d missed.
Being first up was part of Jane’s normal routine. As a professional chef, she was in charge of breakfasts for the inn, and she
started preparations early. Besides, Jane bubbled with energy and a
joy for life. She naturally rose early so she wouldn’t miss anything.
She peeked into the living room. The room was dark except for
the electric candles in the windows, which they always left glowing on
Christmas Eve night. She turned on the lights for the Christmas tree
in the corner. It sprang to life with sparkling red, green, blue, yellow
and white lights. Much better. The stockings hanging on the mantel were filled to overflowing. They were hung in a row by seniority:
Aunt Ethel, Louise, Alice, Jane, and Louise’s daughter Cynthia.
Jane glanced up on the mantel, where their grandmother’s
nativity set held center stage. The lovely hand-painted papiermâché figures were still bright and intact. She looked more
closely. The baby Jesus was in the manger. Odd. They always
waited until everyone was present to put Jesus there. They would
read the nativity story out of the Bible, as their father, the pastor
of Grace Chapel, had done. Then one of them would place the
baby in the nativity scene. One of her sisters must have gotten up
in the middle of the night and completed the nativity.
Shrugging, Jane knelt and started a fire in the fireplace. When
it caught, she closed the glass doors. She heard a noise and turned
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around. Wendell, their gray and black tabby cat, was curled up on
his favorite cushioned footstool. He stretched out one white paw
and opened one eye to gaze at her.
“Good morning, Wendell. Did you keep watch for Santa last
night?” She scratched his head, then headed for the kitchen. He
followed, looking for his breakfast.
After she fed the cat, she ground the coffee beans, then started
the machine. It dripped and hissed. She turned on the oven, then
took a glass casserole dish out of the refrigerator and set it aside to
bring it up to room temperature.
She put on a Christmas apron that had been a gift from
Louise, pushed the sleeves of her T-shirt up to her elbows, then
got out her mother’s well-worn recipe book and turned to the
Monkey Bread. They were a favorite for special occasions, and
a must for Christmas breakfast. She set out flour, sugar, butter,
and all the ingredients she needed to start a batter for biscuits.
She began humming again, thinking of sleigh bells and glistening snow. Jane rarely sang. She had not inherited her sister
Louise’s musical talents or her father’s clear deep voice, but she
loved music and dared to hum when no one was around. The
kitchen was her domain, and the sounds of cooking masked her
feeble vocal attempts. In her mind, the songs she hummed were
lovely. Besides, no one else was awake or could hear her from
the upper floors. Kneading dough and humming just seemed to
go together.
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Louise dried and combed out her short, silvery hair, slipped her
glasses and chain over her head to drape around her neck, and put
on a soft green merino wool cardigan sweater. In her calf-length
gray wool skirt, she was ready for the day. With a spring in her step,
she went downstairs. Christmas morning festivities awaited.
The Christmas tree lights were on and a fire danced in the
fireplace, warming the room and spreading its cheer. Louise looked
out the window. A light dusting of new snow covered the ground.
Picture perfect for Christmas Day. She added a log to the fire. As
she closed the glass doors and straightened, she noticed the nativity
on the mantel. With a twinge of disappointment, she saw the baby
Jesus in the manger. Jane must have forgotten to wait until they
were all gathered together, as they’d done since they were children.
Oh well. It was Christmas morning. She supposed it was all right.
She went down the hall to the kitchen. She heard Jane humming off-key, which grated on Louise’s trained ear, but she understood her sister’s desire to sing. Music filled the soul. Mentally
blocking the sound, she pulled the kitchen door open. Delightful smells burst through the doorway. Cinnamon. Fresh coffee.
Vanilla, butter and sugar.
“Yum. It smells divine in here,” Louise said. Jane jerked her
head around and grinned. The humming stopped.
Jane was in her element. Flour covered the butcher-block
countertop and the black-and-white checkerboard floor tiles
where she was working. “Good morning. Merry Christmas!”
“Merry Christmas to you too, my dear. Do you need someone
to sample something?”
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Jane laughed. “Breakfast is a ways out, but I made cherry
and almond scone nuggets as appetizers. And the coffee is
ready.”
“Wonderful. How can I help you?”
“I haven’t set the table yet.”
“I’ll be delighted to do that. But first I’ll have some coffee
and scones.”
“Are we the only ones up?” Jane asked.
“I heard Alice moving around when I passed her door. I don’t
expect Cynthia to come down until later. She’s been working
so hard to be able to take this week off, poor darling. She even
brought work with her.”
“If she isn’t down for breakfast, I’ll take a tray up to her, but
she must come down to open stockings and presents.”
Louise chuckled. “I’ve never known her to be late for that.
When she was little, she would come stand at the foot of our bed
until either Eliot or I woke up. Then she’d drag us to the living
room to start the day.”
Jane laughed. “I don’t recall ever standing by Father’s
bed to wake him up, but I got mighty impatient waiting for
everyone to come downstairs. I still feel like that little girl
sometimes.”
“You still look like that little girl sometimes. Like now, with
syrup on your chin. Have you been licking the bowl?”
“No. I wouldn’t do that.”
Louise had to laugh at Jane’s indignation, which made Jane
wave a wooden spoon at her. Jane might be impulsive, and she

6

Tales from Grace Chapel Inn

retained wonderful childlike qualities and youthful cheerfulness,
but she was the epitome of professionalism in her kitchen. Licking
the bowl was not acceptable in a commercial kitchen.
“Perhaps I’d better see to that table now,” Louise said, ducking her head in mock shame and pushing through the swinging
door to the dining room.


The Christmas tree lights formed a halo around Louise as she
stood staring at the tree, her back to the doorway. When Jane
entered the living room, Louise turned around and smiled. “I was
just looking at all our ornaments. So many years of memories here.”
“Good morning. Merry Christmas!” Alice said, peeking into
the room from the doorway. She had on a navy blue pantsuit. Her
short, reddish-brown hair had been combed in a neat bob. “Let
me get my tea, and I’ll join you.” She disappeared in the direction
of the kitchen.
Jane set her coffee cup on a crocheted doily on the table next
to her chair. Alice returned and sat in the rocking chair by the
fire. Jane could smell the cinnamon in her special Christmas
blend tea. The soft lights bathed the tree ornaments and garlands
and the beautiful old decorations in a glow that turned the living
room into a magical place. Aunt Ethel and Cynthia would join
them soon, but for this moment, the three sisters were together
sharing a special time.
Louise walked over and picked up the large brown leatherbound Howard family Bible that had resided on a table in the
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corner of the living room since Aunt Ethel had given it to the sisters. Though it was only used on special occasions like Christmas
morning and Easter, Jane knew the pages that chronicled their
family history. On a gold-gilt page with Victorian angels guarding the corners, all of the family births and deaths were listed in
the beautiful, flowing script that characterized the lovely penmanship of past generations. Each name had a Bible verse next to
it. Jane had added a page with the Berry family history in flowing
calligraphy script to match the other entries. The final entry was
the date of their father’s death.
Louise settled on the couch, put on her glasses, and opened
the Bible to the book of Luke. She began reading the familiar
words their father had read out loud every Christmas morning.
“And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree
from Caesar Augustus, that all the world should be taxed. And all
went to be taxed, every one into his own city. And Joseph also
went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judaea,
unto the city of David, which is called Bethlehem; to be taxed
with Mary his espoused wife, being great with child. And so it
was, that, while they were there, the days were accomplished that
she should be delivered. And she brought forth her firstborn son,
and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger;
because there was no room for them in the inn. And there were–”
“I can do this part,” Jane said. Closing her eyes, she recited,
“‘And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the
field, keeping watch over their flock by night. And, lo, the angel of
the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone round

