
 

   
 

Living the Ya-Ya life 
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Unless your name is Sidda, Vivi, Teensy or Caro, Kala Ambrose of Cary might be as close to an authentic Ya-Ya as you're 
likely to meet in these parts. For one thing, Ambrose grew up in Alexandria, La., the setting of Rebecca Wells' best-selling 
novel "Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood." She also appreciates friends -- lifetime friends -- and counts her mother 
among them, now that they've reached a grown-up understanding of each other. Most telling, she knows how, when and 
where to wear a tiara.  
 
But Ambrose might not stand out in the crowd as much as you might think, at least not at a theater where the "Divine 
Secrets" movie is playing, because there are more Ya-Yas out there than you might have imagined. 
"Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood" (HarperCollins, 1996) and its predecessor, "Little Altars Everywhere" 
(HarperCollins, 1992) grabbed literary awards and attained best-seller status with Wells' saga of the often-tumultuous 
relationships between mothers and daughters and the importance of nurturing friendships to keep them for a lifetime. 
Women loved riding this roller coaster of family, friends, religion and life. 
The buzz has grown again via the movie, which opens today with a stellar cast: Ellen Burstyn, Maggie Smith, Ashley Judd 
and East Carolina University alum Sandra Bullock. 
 
Women have gone ga-ga for all things ya-ya -- the book (this week Amazon.com reported a 296 percent increase in sales of 
boxed sets of the Wells novels, and there's a new "movie tie-in edition" to boot), the glamour fashions, Louisiana music, Web 
sites, Neutrogena's new Ya-Ya Red lipstick. And movie reviewers predict that women will also embrace the movie, which 
was filmed in Chadbourn, Faison and Wilmington as well as Louisiana. 
 
Ya-Yas are everywhere these days with women coming together and forming groups as testament to the strength and depth of 
their friendships. There are more than 30 such groups, including Euro-Ya-Yas in England and a group in Canada. 
Ambrose formed the Carolina Ya-Yas after coming to North Carolina when her husband accepted a job in the Research 
Triangle Park. 
 
"I didn't know anybody," she said. "I wanted real friends, friends like our mothers and grandmothers had, friends who would 
be there for the rest of your life in good times and bad." 
So she bought a dozen copies of "Divine Secrets." When she met someone new -- someone with whom she clicked -- she 
gave her a book (or two for sharing with another friend). In 2001, she and her new friends organized the Carolina Ya-Yas. 
The nine members of the state's only official (according to the official Web site) Ya-Ya group includes married and single 
women from their 20s to their 60s. Ambrose's mother, who still lives in Louisiana, often sashays up to the Triangle for 
special Ya-Ya to-dos. 
 
The Carolina Ya-Yas meet as a group twice a month -- a private meeting at someone's home and a public night out at a 
karaoke club, a mall or restaurant. Waiters who once squinted at the group of women in hats, tiaras and gloves now save 
special tables for the Ya-Yas. 
 
"Some people have said things like, 'Are they trying to be beauty queens?' " Ambrose says. "That's really not it. When we 
dress up with our hats and beads, we're revisiting that time in childhood when you dressed up like a princess and felt 
everything was possible." 
 
For a Ya-Ya, every day is Mardi Gras and every woman is a queen. Their motto is "Live well. Laugh often. Love much." 
Ya-Yas all have special names (Ambrose is Princess Dancing Moon; her mother is Sultry Savannah). They even have 
special names for the men in their lives -- the Yahoos for the Cary group, and the Yo-Yos for spouses of the eight Beaufort, 
S.C., Ya-Yas members (their children are petite Ya-Yas/Yo-Yos). 
 



Ya-Ya culture -- the long gloves (Chantilly Lace in Wendell is the "official" shop of the Carolina Ya-Yas), the Ya-Ya names, 
the Mumbo Gumbo parties -- is great fun. But beneath all the frolicking is an important, somewhat spiritual message: "Our 
mission is to nurture and empower women, who and what we are -- the creativity, the beauty, the quiet strength, our inner 
lights," Ambrose says. 
 
Her response to those who doubt the ability of a close group of women to get along is matter-of-fact. "People see what they 
want to see," she says. "We accept every woman as she is -- no one's perfect -- and find all the good we have to share with 
each other." 
 

 
Perfect hostesses: 
The Carolina Ya-Yas got national exposure when their pictures were shown on the "Oprah" show that featured the author. 
Across the state line, in South Carolina, the Beaufort Ya-Yas, formed in 1998, actually got to introduce Wells when she 
appeared on Rosie O'Donnell's show. Founder and head Ya-Ya Melanie Holmquist describes how she and one of her Ya-Yas 
attacked the lovely fruit buffet in the green room before the show. A producer entered and said, "Oh, my God, you're in HER 
room." The women quickly "put all that beautiful fruit right back the way it was" for Wells. 
 
The author herself was intriguing, Holmquist says, "but the one question she wouldn't touch was whether the books mirror her 
life. We really wanted to know, too." 
 
Lately the privilege accorded dyed-in-the-chiffon Ya-Yas has been serving as hostesses to state premieres of the movie. On 
May 14, the Cary contingent donned their Ya-Ya best and went to Charlotte. 
 
Among the people in the audience were Buckner Hill Plantation Home owners Brad Chappell and Terry Grimes, who are as 
excited about the movie as Ambrose's and Holmquist's groups. After all, they had front-row seats for the filming when they 
rented their 1855 house in Faison to Wilmington-based Sisterhood Production Co. last year. When the Duplin County tourism 
representative took location scouts to see the antebellum mansion, they jumped up and down with glee. 
It was Chappell and Grimes' first movie experience. 
 
"We were a little concerned about damage to the property, which we've worked hard to preserve and is on the National 
Historic Registry," Chappell says. "The whole group was incredibly careful and generous about sharing the film experience 
with us." He speaks in awe of the actors, especially praising the performances of the four older Ya-Yas and expressing 
amazement at the 132-take scene in which Ashley Judd, as the young Vivi, "drops her basket" (Ya-Ya speak for losing it). 
They were especially thrilled when they were invited to be extras in the big party scene late in the movie. 
 
"They had me stand beside Maggie Smith, which was an honor," Chappell says. The film's director also asked to interview 
the men on tape for her library of accents and dialects. 
Having seen the film, the Ya-Yas as well as Chappell and Grimes approve of the results. 
 
"We had read the books and had access to the movie script and all the changes that were necessary," Grimes says. "We 
wondered if people would be disappointed, but we feel the movie captured the spirit of the book." 
The women gave the film a thumbs up but had a few questions about parts of the book that never made it into the movie. 
 
"The book contains a lot of flashbacks, which is tough to do in a movie," Ambrose says. "Overall, they did a good job. One 
thing we all noticed was that a lot was left out about Vivi's background -- things that, in the book, helped explain a lot about 
why she is the way she is. Her Catholicism wasn't played up as much as in the book." 
 
Holmquist, who enjoyed "The Joy Luck Club," "Steel Magnolias," "Terms of Endearment" and "Fried Green Tomatoes," says 
she has never had such a strong connection to any book or movie. 
 
"The parallels are so striking," she says. "We live by the river, going on flotilla boats with our children, cooking outside. It's 
our life in the South Carolina Low Country, set in another city. We realized we were already the Ya-Yas so we formed our 
group." 
 



Ya-Yas will probably become more visible in coming months, and Ambrose says people can expect wild and crazy 
adventures. And the nature of those adventures? 
"Divine secrets," she drawls. 
 

 
On the Web: 
www.ya-ya.com  The author''s official "Ga-ga for Ya-Ya" site, which includes news about the books and movie, messages 
from the author and information about Ya-Ya groups. 
www.yayasisterhood.com  The official movie site. 
www.Carolinayayas.org  The site of the local Ya-Yas. 
www.plantation.pair.com  The newly restored Buckner Hill Plantation house, including information on arranging, events and 
tours of the site used in the movie. 
 

 
"Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood" opens today at these Triangle theaters: Crossroads, Cary; Carolina, Chapel Hill; 
Southpoint 16. Willowdaile. Wynnsong, Durham; Towne Square, Garner; Park Place, Morrisville; Carmike 15. Grande. 
Mission Valley, Raleigh. 
 
Copyright 2002 by The News & Observer Pub. Co. 

 
 


