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* * * *
For Him
* * * *
* * * *
“Behold, I have refined you, but not as silver; I have tested you in the furnace of affliction.”
- Isaiah 48:10
* * * *
Refining Fire
* * * *
“And the Lord said, ‘Simon, Simon, behold, Satan hath desired to have you, that he may sift you as wheat . . .’”
- Luke 22:31
* * * *
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June, 1957
WANTED: Live-in nurse to care for disabled vet. Good wages, benefits. Own room in large house. Lite housekeeping, cooking.
The writer of the ad hadn’t asked for references, and the applicant prayed to God he wouldn’t. She prayed he wouldn’t require her current address. Wouldn’t ask to sample her cooking. For the entire hour-long bus ride from the center of the city, she prayed.
Looking out the open window of the mud-spattered bus, she watched the neighborhoods evolve from clapboard cracker boxes with tricycle- and newspaper-dotted front yards, to modest homes with the latest model Packards parked in their driveways, to grand manors with landscaping right out of Better Homes and Gardens. Two transfers it had taken to transport her to this district. Good thing transfers were no extra charge.
The bus slowed; the driver glanced in his mirror and called over his shoulder, “This is your stop, miss.”
Gathering her pocketbook and the sizeable tote bag that held all she now owned, she rose and stepped next to him. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate your assistance.”
As the lumbering bus came to a halt, she grabbed the bar above the front seat. The doors opened. For an instant she only looked out. She tried wetting her lips—a vain attempt with a parched tongue. Finally descending the steps, she leapt from the last high step onto the sidewalk. The heat emanating from the concrete hit like a blast furnace. The air was stagnant. The mid-Atlantic region’s oppressive combination of heat and humidity bore an effect she believed she’d never grow accustomed to.
She walked two blocks before halting in front of the “large house,” and some of her guilt was assuaged. She hadn’t lied to the elderly gentleman she spoke to when calling about the ad, but she hadn’t been entirely forthcoming. But neither had he. If this is what he called a large house, how would he define mansion?
A wide, wrought iron gate blocked her entry. When he told her she would have to press a red button on a black box, she thought he meant the doorbell. But she was a good fifty yards from the front door.
A voice came from the box. “May I help you?” Though a bit scratchy, it sounded like the same voice as the man on the phone. Hopefully, the voice of her new employer.
“Hello? Um, my name is Clare Canterbury, and I . . . uh . . . I’m here to interview for the home nurse position,” she said into the holes of the box, thinking it an impersonal way to communicate. After several seconds of silence, the gate opened before her on its own accord.
The “large house” was of red brick construction, and Clare counted fifteen second-story windows and three third-story gabled dormers as she trekked past the precisely manicured lawn and impeccably tended garden.
A gray-haired man dressed in a dark suit greeted her at the front door. His smile warmed her. “I’m so very glad you could come, Miss Canterbury.” He stepped aside and extended his arm, inviting her to enter. Immediately the coolness surrounded her. Air conditioning. It felt heavenly.
The kindly gentleman led her through a massive, two-storied entrance hall with a marble tiled floor, oil paintings on the walls, and sculptures on white-pillared stands. They passed a mahogany table bearing an oriental vase bursting with a magnificent flower arrangement. The only flowers she could name were roses and tulips, and these weren’t either, but the beauty of the colorful spray, along with their permeating scent, was not lost on her.
A pucker-faced, middle-aged woman in a maid uniform appeared.
“Midge, please get our guest something cold to drink.”
Without a word or a smile, the woman turned and retreated down a hallway.
Stopping at the door of a room to the left of the entry, the man turned and again extended his arm into what appeared to be a spacious study. His movements were a bit labored, his fingers gnarled with arthritis, but he trekked around well enough. She wondered what unseen disabilities necessitated his need of a live-in nurse.
He showed her to a chair facing a large cherry wood desk, then took a seat across from her. Opening a folder, he perched a pair of reading spectacles on his nose and scanned some papers. The moment had arrived. She had to impress this man. Had to land this job. No hospital would hire her now.
The maid arrived with a glass of sweetened lemonade. Clare guzzled half the drink before remembering her every action would be evaluated. She must show more class. She was, after all, trying to obtain a position in this rich man’s household.
“So, let’s begin with your qualifications. You mentioned you had three years of military nursing experience. Could you expound on this?”
She could. That wasn’t the problem. She’d spent the first six months of her service at Tripler Army Medical Center in Honolulu caring for the wounded coming back from Korea. When the war ended, she was transferred to Fitzsimons Army Hospital near Denver. Her duties there included caring for President Eisenhower after his heart attack. She served her final six months at Walter Reed.
As for her post-military nursing experiences . . . she touched on her work at the VA but successfully skirted the unpleasant incident there, stating only that she had left to seek non-government work. It wasn’t exactly an untruth. He didn’t question it.
He smiled a lot, that warm smile. She hoped it meant something.
“Well, Miss Canterbury, everything seems to be in order.”
No references. Thank You, Lord. Maybe namedropping Ike had something to do with it.
He scooted his chair back and stood. “If you will wait here, I will return shortly. I believe I can give you a decision today.”
“Thank you so much, sir.” She let out a breath as he exited the room.
A quarter of an hour passed. The hope she had dared to entertain was waning. No longer able to sit, she rose and stretched. Lifting the glass of depleted lemonade, she gobbled a dwindling ice cube into her mouth. She wandered slowly about the room. A man’s room for sure: heavy, dark furniture; volumes of reference books and business journals on built-in bookshelves; a fireplace enhanced by an exquisitely carved mantel, its sole occupant a Seth Thomas clock. Noticeably lacking there—and in the entire room—were pictures. Photographs of crowed-over children and grandchildren seemed more in keeping with the sweet old gentleman.
Two stuffed chairs angled slightly toward each other and separated by a coffee table loaded with business magazines faced the fireplace. One of the chairs was well worn and obviously favored by its owner. She coasted past a rocking chair next to the fireplace and rocked it gently. Moving to the mantel, she ran her hand along the decorative wood. The wall above it, barren of pictures or ornamentation, revealed a subtle change in the hue of the paint where a large rectangular painting, portrait, or mirror had once made its home. How cozy must this room be in the winter, she thought, the fire casting a yellow-orange glow on the masculine furnishings.
She turned from the fireplace, sucked in a breath and screamed at the face before her.
Jumping to the side, she nearly fell over the rocker. The man who had materialized as if by sorcery made no attempt to help her as she righted herself. She stared into his face, the left half of which had massive scarring. His blue eyes impaled her where she stood.
“Get out of my house!”
Her breath came in spasms. “Wh . . . what?”
“You heard me.”
“I . . . you . . .”
“This interview is over. Now get out!” The rasp in his voice intensified with its volume.
“But I . . . I don’t understand. I spoke with—”
“You spoke with Leopold. He has lousy discernment when it comes to hiring employees. He actually thought you might work out. But look at you. Some nurse you are. Now for the last time, get out!”
She was unable to move. The shock of the moment and the desperateness of her situation held her in place.
“You startled me, sir. It’s not your appearance but your sudden presence that—”
“Leopold!”
The older man, whom she had thought to be her prospective employer-patient but was apparently the butler-lackey, reentered the study looking ill at ease. “Yes, Mr. Cochran,” he said soberly.
His eyes still infiltrating hers, the disfigured man before her said, “Show her the way out at once.”
“Please,” she pled. “I apologize for my outburst. I swear to you, even if Gregory Peck himself appeared the way you did I would’ve had the same reaction. You frightened me out of my skin!”
He turned and limped across the room relying heavily on a cane, his left leg and arm near-lifeless. Departing the study, he dispatched a stormy glance to his manservant that she was sure would unequivocally remind him of his duty.
The gentleman who had been so kind to her, who she wished was the employer here and not a hireling, trudged to the desk and picked up her tote and pocketbook. Holding them out to her he said, “I am truly sorry, miss.”
She went to him and received her bags. “Why did he do that to me?”
“He sometimes tests potential employees by having them remain here in the study alone. Then,” he said as he pointed to a door situated in a back corner of the room, “he watches them in secret to see if they handle his possessions, pick books off the shelf, or maybe look at papers left on the desk.”
“He was spying on me?”
“He is a man who trusts no one. And there have been instances of employee theft. He attempts to sort out those who appear suspicious from the start. I have never known him to act as he did today, though. And I am genuinely sorry, but I am forbidden to warn of his disfigurement and other conditions and may only mention ‘disabled’ in the advertisement and the interview.”
“His face, and his voice . . . from a fire?”
He nodded. “Peter went to Korea vibrant, rugged, handsome . . . and arrogant. He came home from the war as you see him now.”
“Did you really think he’d hire me?”
“I held out hope, miss.” He led her across the study.
“How long has he been without a nurse?”
“With the comfortable situation here and generous pay, I have no problem getting nurses—or maids or cooks or gardeners or any servant—to respond to the ads. But no one stays. No nurse has stayed longer than two weeks.”
“Two weeks! But he needs—”
“He suffers from the neglect, and he knows it. But he is an angry man and cannot get along with anyone, except for those he deals with in his business. For them he puts on an amiable face—so to speak—for as long as it takes to accomplish what needs to be done.”
“I get the feeling you’ve worked for him a mite longer than two weeks.”
“I have been employed by the Cochran family for thirty-five years. Peter was just an infant when I first came to work in this household . . .” He sighed. “I’m afraid I’ve gone on more than I should have. As much as it pains me, I must see to your leaving now.”
The knot in her stomach tightened. Her last hope was slipping away.
As they walked across the foyer, he said, “I believe you would have been the exact caregiver Mr. Cochran needs, although I’m equally certain he would have made you quite miserable. The turn this has taken is really to your benefit.”
When they reached the front door, he paused. “Again, I apologize for bringing you all the way out here for nothing. I wish you the very best in your search for employment elsewhere.”
He opened the door. Eyes lowered, she couldn’t, just couldn’t go out that door.
“I can’t find employment elsewhere,” she choked, and swallowed hard. “There was . . . an incident at the VA hospital. Drugs went missing on my shift. I didn’t take them, but some evidence pointed to me. There were no charges because they admitted it wouldn’t hold up in court, but they fired me nonetheless. I applied at other hospitals, but my record of ‘suspicious activity’ follows me. Same with nursing homes, visiting nurse agencies, doctor’s offices. I’m out of money. I lost my apartment. I’ve sold off all I own.”
“Don’t you have family to help you?” He closed the door.
She shook her head. “No one.”
“Friends?”
“I thought I had friends. But after the drug accusation they began disappearing one by one.”
“If you went to another city . . .”
“I’ve contacted hospitals in other states. But they all ask for references, and . . .”
His sympathetic eyes would have brought comfort were she not at the end of her hope.
“I’m the one who needs to apologize now,” she told him. “Now it’s me who has gone on more than I should have.”
“Where are you staying now?”
“Last night was my first night with no place to stay. I slept on a bench, but a cop kicked me out of the park early this morning. That’s why I needed this job so badly.”
“I wish I could say that relating your story to Mr. Cochran would change his mind.” He shook his head. “I honestly don’t believe it would.”
“He’s that immune to others’ pain?”
“I’m afraid he’s too consumed with his own. Physical and otherwise.”
Her eyes lowered. “I’ve cared for many soldiers and veterans with devastating war injuries, but going through that nightmare—I just can’t imagine it.”
“What I can’t imagine is sending you out of here with no place to go.”
“You said he wouldn’t change his mind even if he knew.”
“That’s true, but . . .”
She eyed him dubiously. “But . . . ?”
“You seem like a courageous woman. Just how brave are you, Miss Canterbury?”
* * * *
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Peter Cochran worked in the sheltered sanctuary of his study late that evening while wind whipped and heavy rain fell outside. For some reason, writing his business proposal wasn’t going well. This was where he normally excelled. When a powerhouse of an idea struck like it had this morning his thoughts would weave themselves together in his brain, flow through his hand and onto the page like water over Niagara Falls. So why, tonight, did he feel like a novelist with a critical case of writer’s block?
He knew why, really. It was that woman. That long-haired brunette at his fireplace who looked at him through those green eyes of hers with such . . .
Just forget her, Cochran. File her away with all the others.
All the other prospective employees. All the wide-eyed children. All the wincing parents who’d grab their kids by the collar and steer them clear.
What do I need a nurse for anyway? This is just another of Leopold’s inane ideas.
Leopold’s and all those doctors who’d said that without physical therapy, wound care and scar tissue remedies, he could lose every gain he’d made in the last four years. But what did it matter? With a still sharp mind he was ably managing the family enterprise he’d been involved in since he was eighteen. Administering the business was the only thing in his now miserable existence bringing him contentment.
So why were his thoughts tonight less like a finely woven tapestry and more like a heap of scrambled eggs?
He knew why, really. It was that woman.
C’mon, Cochran. Concentrate.
It wasn’t guilt he felt. No, he’d done nothing to feel guilty about. He had every right to watch her, to test her.
She’d conducted herself better than most, he admitted, was slower to get up and pace and wander the room and nose through his things.
Nose through your things, Cochran?
Okay, so she didn’t nose through anything, but she rocked my chair and fondled my mantel, and she had no right. And what was Leopold thinking in even interviewing one so young? She couldn’t even be thirty. Didn’t the ad say “old maid wanted as live-in nurse” like I dictated it? I’ll have to check on that in the morning.
If his mind didn’t straighten up in a hurry, he’d still be at this desk in the morning, and that wouldn’t do. He had a deadline to meet and—
Wonderful. Just what he needed. The house went cavernously dark and dead quiet. He hadn’t noticed the hum of the air conditioner but noted now its absence. He rose, clumsily felt his way to the window behind the desk, and drew aside the heavy burgundy drape. Nope, the streetlights were still on so the storm hadn’t knocked out the power. Must be the circuit breaker. Perfect timing.
He called for Leopold and hoped the old man wouldn’t crack a hip getting to the breaker box inside the kitchen pantry. More silence. No return of Leopold’s voice or sound of shoes smacking marble in the foyer. He called out for him again. Nothing.
Heaving a disgruntled sigh, he felt for the desk and retrieved a flashlight from the drawer. Surprisingly, it actually worked. Sort of. It must’ve been down to its last volt by the looks of the weak yellow beam. But it got him out of the study, across the foyer, down the hall and into the kitchen without incident. Opening the door of the walk-in pantry, he aimed the paltry light on the gray metal breaker box. He limped to the box and hooked his cane on the crook of his arm. He lifted the latch and opened the door of the box, then ran the light along the tiny stickers next to each switch, squinting in an attempt to read the faded writing on each.
Great Room/Formal Dining. Library/Front Parlor. Gym/Solarium.
First he flipped the switch labeled Study/Entry. The barest light shone into the area. He proceeded to the next switch—Kitchen/Back Security. “Let there be light.” He raised the switch. “And there was light,” he stated triumphantly, and glanced out the pantry door.
A robust shout escaped him. His left leg collapsed, and he fell against a shelf of canned goods, sending several of the tin containers rollicking to the floor.
His heart pounded his breastbone as he stared at the silhouette in the doorway. That silhouette stood firm, making no attempt to help him as he righted himself.
“Is my appearance so despicable, Mr. Cochran, that you scream and cower in a closet at the sight of me?”
It was that woman!
She took several steps backward into the light to allow him egress from the pantry. He didn’t move right away. His pulse and breathing would have to slow first.
What is she doing here?
He tried to cover his discomposure as he emerged.
“Get out of my house!” he commanded breathily but without the force filling his infuriated soul.
“Must we go through that again?”
“Where is Leopold? Why didn’t he see to it you left?”
“You can’t blame Leo. He did what you told him to do. He showed me the way out.”
“Then why are you still here?”
“I had to make you understand what really happened today, how unfair—”
“What I understand is, you are trespassing, and it’s time for the police to be called. Leopold!”
She followed as he hobbled back to the study, his left leg throbbing. Leopold arrived at the same time.
“How could you let this happen?” The younger man tramped to the desk and lifted the phone receiver.
“I told you not to blame Leo.”
He glanced up sharply. “Who are you to tell me anything?”
“Can’t you see how your reaction to my sudden appearance was exactly like mine today? It is unfair of you to—”
He slammed the receiver onto its cradle.
“Don’t you dare talk to me about what’s fair!” With arduous strides he moved to where she stood in the middle of the room, stopping only inches from her. “You want to see unfair?”
He turned his head, presenting the left side of his face to her. Both eyes, though, continued to burn into hers. He could feel his neck veins bulging. His closeness had to be unnerving her, but she did not step away from him. Did not even lean away. Did not look away.
“This, woman, is my definition of unfair. I fought in a war—no, a police action—on the other side of the planet, and on my last day in-country got on a transport plane bound for home that crashed after takeoff. Fourteen surgeries have made me look this good. So don’t talk to me about what’s fair!”
Her eyes held sympathy, but not pity. And not an ounce of disgust. They were the color of emeralds. He had never seen the like, and in more ways than just their color.
“You need me, Mr. Cochran. I admit I need you, too. At least, I need the job. And you can’t find another nurse who’ll commit to staying in this House of Fun and provide the therapies you require. Your arm and leg will continue to wither without them. Those fourteen surgeries that made you look this good, along with the ones you’ve yet to face, will all be for naught if your skin and scarring and chronic wound around your colostomy aren’t given proper care.”
He shot his gaze over her shoulder to Leopold, conveying his contempt and betrayal to his meddling butler who stood by the fireplace.
“Stop blaming Leo for everything. He only told me about your other conditions because he has your best interests at heart.”
“Is that so?” He fixed his eyes back on hers. “And would you stop calling him by that ridiculous name? It’s demeaning.”
“Actually, sir,” came Leopold’s voice, “I find it rather endearing, coming from her.”
Peter sensed defeat coming. He must not let that happen, even if it meant . . .
He pushed up from his cane, shook off his slouch and straightened to as close as he could come to his six-foot height, giving himself a good six-inch edge on her.
“I have had to dismiss three nurses in the past two weeks due to deficiencies in either competency or proper attitude. So I suppose it would be in my best interests—you know, the ones Leo is so concerned about—to offer you a probationary period of employment. But I will not tolerate any rule infractions. And if the lights ever go out again . . .”
* * * *
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A bright flash of lightning followed by the extended rumbling of thunder had Clare nestling deeper under the covers of the colossal canopy bed. Despite the wet chill outside, the men still had the air conditioner running, and only with the aid of a thick comforter could she keep warm. She burrowed even further beneath it, filled with relief as she listened to the seething storm outside the walls of her new haven.
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