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Prologue
June 5, 1944
England
The tension in the marshalling area was as thick as the okra gumbo his best buddy liked so much. Scott heard none of the jabber and joking that always took place before practice jumps, because this wasn’t practice. It was the real deal. With the weather as clear as a bell, there wouldn’t be any last minute orders to abort the mission this time.
But where was Ed? He’d looked for his buddy earlier and someone said he was with the company clerk, filling out insurance papers. Scott didn’t want to think about insurance papers, and he sure as hell didn’t want to think about getting killed.
Using the skills drummed into his head through countless hours of training, he helped Private Thrupp strap on every weapon and piece of gear he could carry.
“I don’t know how the planes can get off the ground with all of the extra weight we’re carrying.”
“All I need is my M-1 carbine, Sarge,” Thrupp said.
Scott shook his head and took a tin of black camouflage paint out of his pack. He smeared it on Thrupp’s face and then his own. Thrupp seemed so young to Scott, even though he was only a few years younger.
“I’ll be damned. We’re about to go to war, and you’re puttin’ on makeup.”
The sound of Ed’s voice caused a wave of relief to rush over Scott.
“Where the hell have you been? I was looking all over for you. You know I can’t jump out of that damned plane without you right behind me.”
“Sorry I’m a little late, but I had to fill out insurance papers. You know, if I don’t make it home, Mama can be consoled with that extra ten thousand dollars we get for bein’ crazy enough to volunteer for this outfit.”
“You or ten thousand dollars? Tough trade,” Scott said.
Ed tugged aside the heavy parachute strapping to get to his shirt pocket.
“Oh, by the way, you got a piece of mail this mornin’, and I told Corporal Mitchell I’d give it to you.”
He didn’t have to look at the return address. The familiar pink paper told him all he needed to know. He held it close to his nose to inhale the rose-scented perfume she always doused on the stationery. God, how he loved her. He’d spent many a lonely night on the bunk in his crowded barracks reading her sweet messages and staring at the lovely face in the picture she’d sent.
“Ed, I’ve made up my mind about something. I’m going to live through this thing, and then I’m going to Florida.”
Ed glared back at him. “Florida? You ain’t goin’ all the way to Florida just to find some girl you don’t even know except from her letters. What if that ain’t her real pictures she’s been sendin’ you? She might weigh two hundred pounds and have a couple of teeth missin’.”
Ever the practical thinker, Ed was, but he didn’t want to hear practical thinking. He wanted Miss Cassie Wright. She’d been his pen pal for a year, chosen for him at random by her high school social studies teacher. Oh, yes, fate had been smiling on him that day.
“Florida,” Scott repeated, while tapping the corner of the envelope against Ed’s chest. “You mark my words, buddy. I’ll even invite you down to go fishing with me in the Gulf of Mexico. How about that?”
Ed grunted and shook his head but didn’t make a comment, because their lieutenant was giving the order to board the planes.
“When we hit the ground, just keep your ass covered, buddy, ‘cause you’re going to Florida with me,” Scott said.
He stepped up to the large opening behind the wing. His platoon leader gave him the thumbs up. This was it. No turning back. He took a deep breath to summon his courage and climbed inside the plane with the sweet scent of Cassie’s perfume still lingering in his mind.
Chapter 1
July, 1945
Azucar Beach, Florida
“Cassie! You’ve got a telephone call.”
At the sound of her mother’s voice, she jumped from the shrimp trawler onto the dock in one swift move. Her heartbeat quickened. Could it be Scott? No. It was too soon. It had only been a few weeks since she received his last letter.
“Who is it, Mama?”
“Don’t know. An important-sounding gentleman asked for Miss Cassandra Wright.”
She grabbed her father’s faded denim work shirt off the back of a lawn chair and pulled it on over her black, gingham shorts and halter top. At once, her nostrils were assaulted with the odors of various fish, but she continued to button up the shirt. Her mother would have a fit if she showed too much skin in front of the busboys.
She sprinted to the backdoor of her family’s seafood restaurant, and in her excitement let the screen door bang shut behind her. The cook, who was frying fresh-caught Red Snapper, turned and gave her a sharp look.
“Sorry about that, Naomi,” she said and picked up the receiver her mother had left dangling beneath the wall phone. “Hello.”
“Is this Miss Wright?” It was an unfamiliar male voice. He sounded too old to be Scott, and her heart sank.
“This is Cassandra Wright,” she answered.
“Miss Wright, this is Chancellor Beckham of the Bennett Conservatory of Music in Jacksonville. Last year, when you applied to attend our school, I was very impressed with your audition and kept your application on file. Are you still interested?”
Thank goodness she was standing next to one of the refrigerators, or she would have fallen to the floor. She slumped against it and struggled to catch her breath. She’d dreamed of this moment ever since she had taken her first piano lesson at age eight.
“Miss Wright? Are you there?”
“Yes, yes I’m here. Of course, I’m still interested.”
“I’ll set up an appointment for you to have another audition and interview with us next week.”
“The restaurant is closed on Mondays,” she said. “Can I come then?”
There was a pause on the line.
“I’m afraid Monday wouldn’t be possible. I have too much scheduled that day. I think Wednesday is the best I can do. I’ll call back with a definite date and time when I’ve spoken with the other faculty members who’ll be interviewing you.”
“Thank you very much, Chancellor Beckham.”
She let the phone slip through her fingers and drop against the wall. Her mind began to race. She needed to pick out a serious, classical piece of music like the ones the faculty at Bennett would want to hear.
Naomi stepped out from behind the stove and came close to her.
“Miss Cassie, are you all right? That wasn’t bad news, was it?”
“No, it wasn’t bad news at all,” she answered and reached down to grab the receiver and place it back in its cradle. “As a matter of fact, it was wonderful news, Naomi. I have another chance to be accepted at the Music Conservatory in Jacksonville.”
“Then why ain’t you jumpin’ up and down, screamin’ for joy?”
Naomi’s question gave her pause to think. A year ago, she would’ve run through the restaurant and across the street to their house, shouting “yahoo” at the top of her lungs.
“Maybe it’s because I got rejected last year and then had a whole year to get used to the fact that I might never get into Bennett. I haven’t practiced enough. What if I’ve lost it?”
“Nonsense, child. I hear you playin’ at church. Ain’t nobody can play Old Rugged Cross like you do. Matter-of-fact, I want you to play for my funeral.”
“Naomi, I don’t want to think about your funeral much less playing for it,” she said and gave her a quick hug.
She unbuttoned her father’s shirt and tossed it across a folding chair near the long counter that ran the length of the side wall.
“And anyway, being able to play hymns isn’t gonna get me into Bennett,” she said and took a bib apron from the hook on the wall. “I’m in need of one of your aprons. I have to talk to Mama about this, and I can’t go out into the restaurant wearing Daddy’s old shirt.”
***
The sound of Artie Shaw’s clarinet tooting out Begin the Beguine, accompanied by the chatter of the regular lunch crowd, filled the small dining room. The choice of music being played on the jukebox could only mean that her friend Trixie Carter was there. Girl talk with Trixie would have to wait. She had to tell her mother about the phone call she received.
Surveying the crowd, she spotted her near the front porch entrance, greeting a couple of unfamiliar patrons. Knowing better than to interrupt her mother, she stood by, tapping her sandal-clad foot with the rhythm of the music while her mother ushered the patrons to a small table next to the Koi aquarium.
“Cassie.” Trixie called to her from her booth in the far corner near the restrooms. “Come over and join us.”
She shook her head and pointed toward her mother, mouthing the words “in a minute.” Trixie wrinkled up her nose and sank back against the red vinyl seat to continue her conversation with another girlfriend.
Her mother disappeared behind the white, latticework screen that separated the beverage area from the dining room. It was now or never.
“Mama, do you have a minute?”
“Take these two glasses of iced tea to those customers who just came in,” she said, seeming not to hear Cassie’s question.
“Sure, but then can we talk? I need to tell you about my phone call.”
Her mother’s dark blonde curls bounced around her shoulders when she swung her head in her daughter’s direction.
“Oh yes, that. This phone call wasn’t about your soldier friend, was it?”
She didn’t like the tone of her mother’s voice and pulled herself up straight into a defiant stance.
“Mama, you and Daddy have made your feelings about Scott coming here quite clear, but I don’t want to argue about that again. The phone call had nothing to do with him.”
“Okay. Go deliver the tea before the ice melts, and I’ll meet you in the office.”
How could her mother call the cramped room next to the kitchen an office? Yes, it had a small oak desk and filing cabinet. Her mother even had an old Underwood typewriter from the early twenties, but office? That was a stretch. Oversized closet was more like it.
She turned toward the door when she heard the click-clack of her mother’s open-toed pumps on the kitchen’s tile floor.
“Now, what was this phone call all about?” she asked and perched on the corner of the desk.
“The Bennett Conservatory has an opening this fall, and they want me to come back and audition again. So, if you can spare me here, I’m going to need lots of extra time to practice between now and next week.”
Her mother’s blue eyes popped open, and her arms flew around Cassie. “Spare you? Oh, honey, whatever you need to do. This is great news.”
Cassie exhaled the breath she’d been holding.
“We’ll put on extra help. We’re going to have to find someone to replace you anyway once you go to Jacksonville.” She paused and clapped her hands together as if she couldn’t contain her excitement. “Oh honey, our dream is coming true. I can’t wait for your Daddy to get back from Apalachicola. He’s going to be thrilled. Your music has always been such a joy to him.”
She was a daddy’s girl. Her grandma used to say that it would spoil her for any man who dared to marry her.
“He is going to be happy,” she said. “I wonder if he’ll be able to drive me Jacksonville next Wednesday.”
Her mother hugged her again and this time, gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “I pity anyone who tries to stop him.”
The laugh they shared was interrupted when she spied the youngest of her three little brothers, standing in the doorway snacking on a hushpuppy he’d swiped from the basket Naomi just filled.
“Matthew, what are you doing over here?” her mother asked and raked her fingers through his wind-tousled brown hair. “I hope you didn’t cross the road by yourself.”
“Course not,” he answered. “I know better, Mama. Aaron came with me. The Western Union man brought a cable for Cassie, and Aaron said that only important news comes from the Western Union man, so we’d better bring it over here.”
He pulled the folded yellow paper from the pocket of his denim dungarees, and Cassie stared at it for a moment before retrieving it from his greasy fingers.
“It’s from that young man, isn’t it? I’m telling you Cassie, there’s something not right about a man who talks of marriage with a girl he’s never met. You just turned eighteen last week. You don’t need to be thinking about that—not with your future just waiting for you.”
She put out her hand to take the telegram, but Cassie pulled it away and tucked it into the pocket of the apron. Heading toward the screen door, she said, “As you just pointed out, I am eighteen, so that entitles me to read my cable in private.”
“Cassandra Marie Wright, don’t you talk to me in that tone of voice. I don’t care how old you are. I’m still your Mama.”
She answered her mother’s comment with a slam of the screen door and headed back down the well-worn path that led to the inlet. She plopped down into the grass and tore open the envelope. Her mother’s assumption had been correct. The cable was from Scott. He was at Fort Bragg in North Carolina, waiting to be discharged. With any luck, the cable read, he would be in Azucar Beach by the weekend.
***
The wooden treads, worn down from the boot steps of thousands of soldiers before him, creaked beneath Scott’s feet. Leaving headquarters with his discharge papers in hand, he felt like he could take on anything life could throw at him.
“So, how does it feel to not be First Sergeant Riley anymore?”
He shot his head around in the direction of that unmistakable southern drawl. Ed was leaning against the bumper of a Jeep, smoking a cigarette.
“It feels great. Did you get your papers this morning?”
Ed patted the back pocket of his khaki uniform pants. “Got ‘em right here, and I can’t wait to change into my civvies, find a bar on Hay Street and get drunk with celebration.”
He laughed and slapped Ed on the shoulder, causing him to wince.
“I’m sorry. I forgot that your shoulder’s still sore where you were wounded.”
“It’s not as bad as it used to be. It must be gonna rain today,” he said and pointed overhead to the clouds rolling in from the south.
“All the more reason why we need to get downtown to the train station.”
“Train station? No. I said a bar. They don’t serve booze at the train station,” Ed said.
“But they sell tickets to Florida.”
Tossing his cigarette to the pavement, Ed stamped it out with his foot. “Aw man, you ain’t still serious about that, are you? I thought when we saw your Mama and sister in Norfolk, they talked you outta that nonsense.”
Scott hoisted a foot up onto the Jeep bumper. He folded his discharge papers into a neat square that matched the size of his shirt pocket.
“I made a bargain with God in Holland. I swore to him that if he’d let me live through the war, I’d come home and make something important out of myself.”
“But how do you think you’re gonna make somethin’ important outta yourself in Florida?”
“With the girl I love at my side, and a thousand dollar discharge bonus in my pocket, the sky’s the limit.” Scott leaned forward and wagged his index finger at Ed. “And you’re goin’ with me. Remember. You promised me in Bastogne.”
Ed pushed away from the Jeep and walked away, laughing. “Oh, hell, I would’ve promised to marry your sister to get that extra pair of socks you had in your pack. And after meetin’ your sister, I think it wouldn’t have been such a bad bargain. Too bad she’s already spoken for.”
After all they’d meant to each other, this was the kind of friend he’d turned out to be? Damned if he would let Ed desert him now. He jogged up behind him and tapped him on his good shoulder.
“Don’t you remember the last letter Cassie wrote to me? She said she had a nice friend, who might take a liking to you.”
“In female lingo, ‘nice friend’ usually means ‘bow wow,’ and unlike you, I’m not willin’ to take a chance.”
Scott drew in a deep breath, straightening himself up into parade stance. “Hmmm, well you didn’t seem to mind me taking a chance when I pulled you into that foxhole with me just in time to miss getting hit by a mortar shell.”
“Oh, so that’s how it’s gonna be, is it? I owe you my life, so I should just give up all my plans for the future and follow you down to Florida.”
“What plans do you have for the future, Ed? Do you have a job waitin’ for you somewhere? No. Do you have a girl waitin’ for you? Hell, no. So what reason is there for you not to go to Florida with me?”
Ed stared back at him for a long moment and then a smile crept across his lips. “That train had better have a stopover in Marion, South Carolina, because I’d like to see my kinfolks again before I go off and do somethin’ stupid with you.”
He patted Ed on the back. “I knew you’d come through for me.”
Chapter 2
“F. F. G. B-flat.” Cassie called out the notes while her fingers jumped from one piano key to the other.
She stopped to scribble a note on the sheet music in front of her, and then placed both hands on the yellowed, ivory keyboard to repeat the measure. What began as perfect harmony, ended on a sour note.
“Aaaggghhh! F. F. G. B-flat, flat, flat!”
She slammed both fists into the leather upholstered bench.
“Cassie, why don’t you take a break,” her mother’s voice sounded behind her. “You’re getting frustrated.”
She swung around to face her. “Of course I’m getting frustrated, Mama. I have one week to prepare, and this piece proves that I’m not ready.”
“Well, play another piece. What’s that one your father likes? Prelude in C Minor by Chopin.”
She threw up her hands. “That one isn’t as difficult as this Beethoven piece. I’ve taken ten years of piano lessons. The faculty at Bennett is going to be expecting a lot from me.”
Her mother sank into the wing back chair that sat between the piano and the living room’s French doors. Her posture gave away her thoughts.
“Don’t even say it, Mama. I know what you’re thinking. I’m not frustrated over my music. I’m nervous about Scott coming here.”
“You said it.”
She bent over and planted her hands on her knees. “I think it’s only natural that I’m a little nervous. In his last letter, he said that he wanted to marry me.”
Her mother’s slim fingers grasped her chin and lifted it up so that they were looking into one another’s eyes.
“What are you going to do if he really does ask you to marry him?”
She hesitated, giving little butterflies a chance to float up from her stomach into her throat. She hadn’t dissuaded him when he’d talked about marriage. The man had been off fighting a war. It would’ve been cruel to send back a reply with something to the contrary.
“I’ll just tell him that we don’t really know each other, and I’ll tell him about my music and my plans to go to Bennett.”
“Oh, really? That’s what you’ll tell him?”
She nodded in the affirmative, even though her heart was sending her mixed signals.
“Look, honey, I know you and I have already had our mother-daughter talk about men, but just let me re-emphasize how persuasive they can be.”
“Mama, when have I ever let someone talk me into something I didn’t want to do? And I have been out on one or two dates. I know what boys have on their minds...”
“This isn’t a high school boy, Cassie.” Her mother interrupted her. “Mr. Riley has fought a war and lived to tell the tale. He’s a man. A man who has certain desires toward you, and I want you to know what you’re up against.”
While exhaling a deep breath, she stood up. “Mama, please! You sound just like Grandma with her puritanical, southern Baptist ideas.”
Her mother’s gaze on her tightened. “When I was your age, I used to feel the same way. I never will forget the time I wanted to go to a dance with your Daddy, but Mama found out that there was going to be a jazz band there. ‘Saxophones are the devil’s instrument,’ Mama said. ‘They make young people have all kinds of wayward thoughts.’ Naturally, I thought Mama was crazy.”
She paused and lowered her head. Cassie could’ve sworn she saw a pink blush on her mother’s cheeks.
“Let’s just say that Mama wasn’t entirely wrong.”
She stretched her weary muscles and tried to shake off thoughts about her parents she’d rather not have.
“Fine. When Scott gets here, I’ll tell him we can’t listen to saxophone music.”
“This isn’t funny, Cassie. Your daddy and I have worked too hard to give you and the boys opportunities he and I never dreamed of having when we were your age. I don’t want anything to get in the way of that.”
The metallic ring of the kitchen door bell reverberated through the house and pricked her already tender nerves. In a couple of days, it would be Scott ringing the bell. Then what?
She heard Matthew call out to her. “Cassie, Trixie’s here.”
Her mother stood up and gave her a quick hug. “Go have some fun with your friend. As hard as you’ve been practicing, you deserve some time off.”
She squeezed her eyes shut and pressed the heel of palm against her forehead. She did need a break. When she closed her eyes, all she could see were musical notes.
***
She hadn’t bothered to put on her shoes when she changed clothes to go down to the beach. It didn’t matter. The previous day’s rain had left the grass in the backyard as soft as a carpet. She and Trixie walked along the path through a stand of water oaks. A strong breeze carried the aroma of saltwater from the beach at the end of the trail. Now she wished she’d brought her shoes. The hot, white powder stung the soles of her feet. She wasted no time running out into the soothing, emerald green surf. Wet sand squished between her toes as the tide receded.
“The gulf is peaceful today,” she said. “No storms are coming.”
Trixie circled her foot through the water and made a big splash. “Except for one named Scott.”
At the mention of his name, she felt a knot form in the pit of her stomach. “Scott isn’t a storm.”
“He will be if he comes here talkin’ marriage. Your mama and daddy aren’t gonna sit still for that.”
Attracted by a flash of pink in the water, she bent over and picked up a piece of broken shell that was once a calico scallop. She studied its ridges for a moment and then tossed it out into the waves.
“Mama and Daddy don’t have anything to worry about,” she said and began to trudge through the surf toward a sandbar made visible by the outgoing tide. “Come on. I see some pretty shells over here. Let’s get them before the tide comes back in, and I’ll make us a couple of necklaces.”
Trixie was standing firm with her hands in the pockets of her yellow-striped shorts.
“Why are you looking at me like that?” Cassie asked.
“You know why. All this past year, it’s been Scott, Scott, Scott. ‘Got a letter from Scott today, Trix.’ ‘Scott wants to come to Florida, Trix.’ On and on and on. Now, what’s with this ‘Mama and Daddy don’t have anything to worry about’?”
The knot in her stomach grew, along with the weakness in her knees. It was the same feeling she experienced in the moments before a piano recital.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Trixie marched a circle around her, kicking up warm water that pelted her calves and thighs.
“I think what’s goin’ on is that now that he’s on his way here, you’ve got cold feet. My Cassie’s got the jitters.”
“If I’ve got the jitters, it’s because of my audition on Wednesday. It has nothing to do with Scott.”
Her friend bent over double, not even trying to stifle her laugh. “Tell that to someone who hasn’t been your best friend since first grade, but I know you better.”
She turned and walked away toward a large piece of driftwood that had been washed up onto the beach during the last storm. The smooth surface of the large plank was warmed by the afternoon sun.
“Let’s not talk about Scott or my audition. I’ve been practicing all day, and I want to relax.”
She stripped off her blue cotton shorts and shirt to reveal her favorite, one-piece black swimsuit.
Trixie unbuttoned her own shirt and let it fall off her shoulders, but she wasn’t wearing a swimsuit.
“Trix! You shameless hussy. You’re showing your underwear!”
She shrugged her shoulders and sat down on the plank next to Cassie. “It’s covering up just as much as some of those two-piece swimsuits that the pin-up girls wear.”
“But it’s underwear! And guys are fishing out on the pier. They can see you.” She paused to retrieve the shirt from the ground and toss it over Trixie. “Lord have mercy, I see a couple of them looking at you right now.”
Trixie threw her hand in the air and waved toward the pier. “Hi, guys!”
“Trix, I swear. I’m gonna go back to the house.”
“Don’t worry, sweetie. I think they’re more interested in hooking Spanish mackerel than a couple of girls.”
“You’re gonna get yourself into some awful big trouble one of these days.”
“I would stand a better chance if I had a gorgeous body like yours instead of being flat-chested and bow-legged.”
She turned toward Trixie and rolled her eyes. “A lot of good it’s done me. I only had two dates our whole senior year.”
Trixie pushed the shirt back to the ground and lay back with her hands behind her head.
“Most of the boys around here worth dating were off fighting the war, and the ones who hadn’t gone yet had already gotten the word about you.”
Gotten the word about her? She lifted herself up on her elbows. “What do you mean by ‘word about me’?”
“After you kneed Joey Cooper in the privates for puttin’ his hand in your sweater, word got around that you weren’t a very fun date.”
She’d always thought Joey Cooper was a disgusting little weasel.
“And was I supposed to let him have his way with me just ‘cause he was the only boy over sixteen left in town?”
Trixie rolled onto her side, facing Cassie. “No one said you had to give up your virginity, sweetie, but lettin’ a guy have a feel isn’t so bad.” She paused and leaned closer. “In fact, it can be pretty darn good if the guy knows what he’s doin’.”
She bolted upright. “You...! You swore to me that Bobby Burton was lyin’ when he told me that you made whoopee with him on his Daddy’s boat.”
Trixie turned her head away and began to hum to herself. Cassie poked her in the arm with her index finger.
“He was tellin’ the truth, wasn’t he?”
Trixie sat up and planted her feet in the sand. “No. He wasn’t. He made it sound like we went all the way, and we didn’t. And I swear to you on my Daddy’s soul, that’s the truth.”
After all their years together, she thought she knew Trixie. “And why should I believe you now? Here I am, your best friend, and you didn’t even tell me that you’d petted with a boy.”
Trixie looked away again back toward the fishing pier and was quiet for a moment. “I didn’t tell you ‘cause I was embarrassed, okay? After the way he went and bragged on it, I wasn’t about to say anything. Then when he joined the Army and got wounded over there in France. Do you think I was going to call the hometown hero a liar?”
She’d always felt sorry for Trixie. Her father had been drowned in a boating accident, leaving young Trixie alone with a mother who had to work as a housekeeper to support the two of them. She’d always suspected that her friend’s outrageous behavior was a plea to get attention.
“It’s like I’ve always tried to tell you, Trix. If a boy has his way with you, you can bet he’s gonna talk about it.”
“Oh, don’t play the good girl with me, Cassie Marie. I’d bet a shiny new quarter that you’ll let your soldier boy have his way with you when he gets here.”
Heat prickled her face. “No. I won’t! We’ve got to spend some time gettin’ to know one another. There’s a big difference between talkin’ sweet in a letter and actually bein’ together.”
Trixie grabbed her shirt and jumped to her feet. “Well, I might be a shameless hussy, but at least I’m not a tease.”
She giggled and ran back toward the trees, pulling her shirt on as she went.
“Where are you going?”
Trixie pointed in the direction of the pier. The two fishermen were headed their way. She didn’t even bother to dress. She snatched up her shorts and shirt and ran to catch up with her friend.
“I’m not a tease.”
“Are you sure about that?”
She reached for Trixie’s arm and swung her around. “I didn’t promise Scott anything.”
“But you didn’t discourage him, either, did you?”
She let go of Trixie’s arm and stomped off toward her house. “Why do you have to be so damned honest?”
“Ooh, Cassie said a bad word. I’m gonna tell your Mama.”
Turning around with her hands on her hips, she replied, “Go ahead and tell her. I’m too old to have my mouth washed out with soap.”
“Yeah, in a day or two, we’ll see how old your parents think you are.”
A sudden gust of warm sea breeze rattled the seashell wind chimes on the back porch, but those shells weren’t nearly as rattled as she was. What if she had to break Scott’s heart when he pushed for something she wasn’t ready to give him? All she had done was to write some letters. How had she gotten herself into this jam?
***
Scott pulled his handkerchief from his trouser pocket and wiped away the sweat trickling down the back of his neck. Could there have been a hotter, muggier day to ride on a rickety old bus from Jacksonville to Azucar Beach? He’d thought the train trip down from South Carolina was uncomfortable, but this jaunt beat that one by a mile.
The bus stank from exhaust fumes wafting in all the open windows and from the flowery perfume of the woman seated in front of him. He didn’t know which of the two was worse. Both made him sick to his stomach. Then again, the churning in his gut could’ve come from the greasy grits and sausage breakfast he’d had at the diner that morning.
He reached down beside the seat and pulled out the copy of Life magazine he’d bought at the bus depot in Jacksonville. He wanted to read the cover story on Audie Murphy, but he couldn’t concentrate on the words. He’d tried three times and couldn’t get past the third paragraph. All he could think about was what he was going to say to Cassie.
After all, how well did they really know one another? In his last few letters, he’d gotten carried away and talked about marriage. What if she didn’t want to marry him? Or worse, what if, after meeting her in person, he didn’t want to marry her?
The bus jerked to a stop, and Ed groaned as he came awake from a sound sleep. “Are we there?”
Scott looked out the window at what was supposed to be a town, but all he saw was a filling station, a small brick building with a sign that read “United States Post Office” and a diner where several cars were parked.
“No, we have a two more stops. But thank God that woman who took a bath in cheap cologne got off the bus. I was about to lose my breakfast.”
“Uh huh. You sure you ain’t gettin’ cold feet ‘bout meetin’ your little honey?”
Turning from the scene outside the window, he nudged Ed in the ribs with his elbow. “I jumped out of a C47 over Normandy. Why the hell would I get cold feet over meetin’ a girl?”
Ed opened his eyes and rolled his head toward Scott. “Okay, okay, so you’re not nervous, but do me a favor. If you feel like you’re gonna lose your breakfast again, then stick your head out the window. This bus stinks bad enough as it is.”
Before he could think of a clever retort, his attention was diverted to the driver flipping the overhead sign to read White City—one stop closer to their destination. When the driver closed the bus doors, the old metal hinges let out a wretched squeak. Like fingernails on a blackboard, the sound penetrated him until he cringed.
“We’ll be in Azucar Beach before you know it,” he said to Ed.
“What kind of a name is A-zoo-car for a beach?” Ed asked. “What does that mean?”
“It’s Spanish for sugar,” Scott said and wiped away another droplet of perspiration from his forehead. “Cassie said that the sand on their beach looks like sugar.”
Ed laughed. “That’s funny. You’re going to Sugar Beach to meet your sugar.”
Scott ignored him. He reached into the pocket of his crisp, new white shirt and took out the photograph he’d carried with him through England, St. Mere Eglese, Holland and Bastogne. The picture was somewhat worse for the wear, but then so was he.
The beautiful, dark-haired girl stared at him from the black and white snapshot. During the toughest days of fighting, when he’d seen good buddies get blown to bits, the thought of meeting her and being with her kept him sane. In one hour, his dream would stand before him. He’d step off the bus at Azucar Beach, and she’d be waiting for him. He turned his head toward the window in case the contents of his stomach decided to leap into his throat again.
He’d rehearsed what he was going say to her. He had it all planned. He’d take her delicate hand and draw it to his lips, then entwine his fingers with hers and linger for just a moment to enjoy the sensation of skin upon skin. The thought was soothing to his frazzled nerves, but then he lurched up and forward and back down against the seat with a hard thud. The bus slowed for a moment before continuing on its journey.
“What the hell?” Ed asked.
“We just hit a big pothole. Go back to sleep.”
He stuffed Cassie’s picture back into his breast pocket and leaned his head against the seat.
Chapter 3
“I will never let Trixie cut my hair again! It looks awful,” Cassie cried.
“It doesn’t look awful. You’re overreacting,” her mother said.
Cassie swung around from the dresser mirror and stared at her. “It’s too short. In the photograph I sent to Scott, I had long hair. He might not even recognize me.”
Her mother laughed, and Cassie found herself bristling. “What’s so funny, Mama?”
Her mother took her by the arm and pulled her down onto the bed. “This is not about your haircut, Cassie Marie. Meeting Scott has got you all in the tizzy. Why don’t you just admit it?”
Tizzy? She felt as if her insides were reenacting the War of 1812. But she would never admit it to her mother, of all people, and hear the words, “I told you so.” She took a deep breath, but when she exhaled, her head swam, and she thought she would faint.
“I’m okay, Mama. I’m just meeting a friend at the bus station. That’s all there is to it.”
“Really?” she asked and folded her arms across her chest in that mother knows better way. “Then why do you have five different outfits laid out on the bed, and you’re still sitting here in your petticoat?”
She turned from her mother and snatched a pink cotton dress from the bed. “I’m going to wear this one.”
She stood up and pulled the dress over her head. Her mother nodded. It had a full skirt and buttoned all the way up to her neck, hiding any glimpse Scott might get of cleavage or the shape of her bottom.
“Now tell me, Cassie, where are these two men going to be staying while they’re here?”
“Scott has written to me a few times about how much he and Ed love to fish, so I’d thought I take them over to the Blue Marlin Inn. They’ll be within walking distance of the fishing pier.”
“That’s a fleabag! They can’t stay there!”
“But Mama, I don’t know how much money they have. I don’t want to take them some place nicer and then embarrass them when they can’t afford it.”
“And you didn’t even think about the fact that your Aunt Mildred has a perfectly decent and clean boarding house. I’m going to call her right now and see if she has room for them.”
She had thought of Aunt Mildred, but then dismissed her boarding house without too much consideration. If she and Scott so much as held hands on the front porch, Aunt Mildred would have it all over town as quick as Southern Bell could deliver it.
“Mama, I’d rather they didn’t stay with Aunt Mildred. You know how she talks about people.”
“And what is it that you’re planning to do with Scott that you wouldn’t want Aunt Mildred to talk about?”
Cassie’s eyes drifted toward the clock on her bedside table. “Mama, it’s almost eleven. You’re gonna be late opening the restaurant.”
Her mother’s eyes flew to the clock. “Oh, Lordy, where has the time gone? Now listen, Cassie. You bring Scott and his friend straight to the restaurant. I’ll have Naomi fix an extra helping of the Saturday Special. Then we’ll discuss where they’re going to stay for however long they plan to be here.”
“Yes, Mama.”
Her mother checked to make sure the tag wasn’t sticking out of the back of her dress and then gave her a little peck on the cheek.
“Be a good girl. I’ll see you in a little while.”
Cassie’s stomach twisted into a knot. A queasy feeling worked its way up into her throat, and she ran toward the bathroom, slamming the door shut behind her.
***
With only an old, barely-working ceiling fan, and one open window to provide any breeze, the small, downtown bus station felt like a steam bath. She needn’t have put on any makeup, because more of it was on her handkerchief than was left on her face.
She reached into her purse and pulled out one of the new pasteboard fans the ushers had given out at church on Sunday. On one side was a painting of the First Baptist Church. On the other side was an advertisement for Yeats’ Hardware Store. It had an illustration of Jesus working as a carpenter with his father. For some reason, she found that amusing and let a giggle escape from her throat. A stranger sitting at the other end of the bench cast a look her way.
“Well, hey there sweetie,” he said, while his eyes roamed up and down her body in a way that made her shiver.
He was an older man in shabby clothing. From the smell of him, he’d spent his time in Azucar Beach drinking as well as fishing. She did her best to ignore him.
He scooted toward her. “You travelin’ or waitin’ for somebody?”
The scent of liquor was even stronger as he grew closer. Sensing that she shouldn’t give him any encouragement, she didn’t answer the man. She looked at her watch. It was one minute later than the last time she’d looked at it. The eleven thirty bus was fifteen minutes late. And to think she’d been nervous about meeting Scott. Now, she’d give anything to see him walk through the door.
The man snickered and moved even closer. “What’s the matter?” he asked. “Cat got your tongue?”
She stood up and walked to the ticket counter. Joey Cooper, the guy she’d “kneed in the privates,” as Trixie put it, was on duty. Great. She was stuck in the bus station with an old drunk and Joey. The morning was going from bad to worse.
“Hey Joey. Do you know why the bus is late?”
He didn’t look at her. He mumbled from behind the newspaper he was reading. “Had a flat tire outside White City. Should be here soon.”
She turned back to the waiting area, to find the masher standing a few feet away, staring a hole through her.
“You must be one of those snooty gals, who thinks she’s too good to speak to a bum like me,” he said.
She shook her head and glanced back at Joey, who was paying no attention. He seemed to be engrossed in the comic’s page. He wouldn’t come to her rescue anyway.
“Well, are ya?” The guy said and took a step closer.
She crossed her fingers and prayed that the loud squeak she heard was the old brakes on the eleven-thirty bus from Jacksonville. Please, Lord, let it be the bus. She made a beeline for the door, but when her hand closed over the glass knob, a rough, calloused hand closed over hers.
“Not so fast, sweetie. We hadn’t had a chance to get to know each other.”
The man slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her away from the door. She wanted to vomit.
“Joey, do something,” she called out.
He glanced up from his newspaper and cut his eyes toward her. “As I painfully recall, Miss Cassie Wright, you can take care of yourself.”
If only the guy had been Joey’s scant size and build, she could’ve taken care of him. But even in his drunken state, the man was a lot stronger than she was.
The big man pulled her closer. “All I want to do is for you to take a little walk with me down to the fishing pier and let’s get to know one another.”
“Leave me alone,” she hollered and jerked herself out of his grip.
She turned to give him a hard slap, but he grabbed her arm and twisted her toward him, bringing her face-to-face with the dark-eyed devil. He licked his lips while he pressed her body into his.
His strength and her fear kept her from being able to do anything but whimper, “Please, let me go.”
He lowered his head toward hers, but before he could put those nasty lips against her skin, a fist came out of nowhere and hit him square against the jaw. She felt his grip release, and he staggered backward, falling against a nearby bench. He lifted his head once and then slumped to the floor.
A tall, blond man rushed to check the damage. “He’ll be okay. I’d say he woulda passed out soon enuff anyway from the smell of ‘im.”
Fighting back tears, she put her head down and cradled her bruised arm.
“Are you all right, ma’am?” a gentle voice over her right shoulder asked.
“I don’t know what the world’s coming to,” she said and turned to look at the owner of the voice.
Her heart stopped. It was him. The boyish innocence she’d seen in his photograph was gone, and there was a scar across his chin, but she would’ve known Scott anywhere.
His dark blue eyes widened with recognition. She was uncertain of what to do. Should she offer him her hand? She didn’t have a chance to decide, because at once, his arms encircled her, pulling her against his lean, but muscular, chest.
She felt him blow out three long breaths against her ear before he spoke to her.
“Cassie. It’s you. I can’t believe I’m holding you in my arms.”
Straining to get her words out, she said, “Squeezing me in your arms is more like it.”
He loosened his grip. “I’m sorry. Please forgive me. It’s just that…well...you don’t know how long I’ve dreamed about meeting you.”
She backed away from him. She should say something, but what?
“Welcome to Azucar Beach,” she said, and then she giggled. A stupid giggle. Where were the words she’d been rehearsing for days? Thank goodness, the tall, blond guy let out a little cough to get Scott’s attention, or they might have just stood there all day gawking at one another.
“Oh, I almost forgot,” Scott said. “This is my buddy, Ed McLean. He’s the one I wrote to you about.”
“How do you do, ma’am?” Ed asked and offered her his hand.
“Pleased to meet you,” she replied and then turned back to Scott. “I’d really like to get out of here before the bum wakes up. Are you hungry?”
Scott kept staring into her eyes, as if mesmerized, but Ed said, “Yes, ma’am. I could eat a horse.”
She giggled again. Why couldn’t she stop doing that? She was going to make a fool out of herself, yet.
“We don’t serve horse, but would fried shrimp be okay?”
Ed made some kind of comment, but she didn’t hear it. She couldn’t take her eyes off Scott. He was handsome enough, but the desire in his eyes made him even more attractive—and dangerous. She had to look away.
“The restaurant isn’t too far from here, but we should be going,” she said. “Since the bus was late, it’s already past the time I told Mama we’d be there.”
A smile crept across Scott’s perfect, beautiful lips. His smile was even more enticing than his eyes. Little dimples appeared in his cheeks, and she felt a tingling sensation somewhere between her lungs and her throat.
“The last thing I want to do is disappoint your Mama,” he said. The man on the floor groaned and began to stir. “And it looks like your admirer is waking up, so we’d best hit the road. How far is it to the restaurant?”
She had to swallow and take a deep breath, or she would’ve never gotten her words out.
“It’s not far. Just over the bridge across the inlet.”
“Lead the way,” he said. “I’m all yours.”
Her knees turned to jelly, and she fell against the door.
Scott caught her arm and pulled her back upright. “Hey, I think you’ve had a little too much excitement this morning. Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked in a soothing voice.
Excitement? Boy, was that an understatement. She caught her breath and struggled to stand up straight without his support.
“I’m fine. He didn’t hurt anything except my arm and my pride. I’ve always been able to take care of boys who got too fresh.”
She looked at Joey, and he rolled his eyes up toward the ceiling.
“There’s a big difference between a teenage boy getting a little carried away, and a robust man intent on doing you harm,” Scott said. “Why don’t you give me the car keys and let me drive.”
“Sure. It’s the baby blue Buick right outside the door.”
He slipped a strong arm around her waist, and the tingle she felt earlier worked its way through her to the rest of her insides.
***
It was all he could do to keep his eyes on the narrow road. Ed was in the backseat commenting on scenery, but all he could see, aside from the asphalt in front of him, was Cassie’s shapely, tanned legs. Her knees were barely covered by the thin, pink fabric of her dress.
In the year since the last picture he had of her was taken, she’d blossomed into a woman of considerable charms. Her full lips, painted apple red, enticed thoughts that shouldn’t be in his head so soon after meeting her for the first time. Heaven help him, he wanted to pull over by the side of the road and make love to her for all he was worth.
Since getting into the car, she hadn’t looked directly at him. With one hand, she fidgeted with the strap on her small, white purse, and with the other, she was drumming a rhythm on the armrest. Hadn’t he been what she expected? He’d never thought of himself as the greatest looking guy in the world. He reached up and ran his fingers across the jagged lump of flesh on his chin where he’d been scarred in battle.
“See that sign up ahead on the right that says, ‘Tom’s Catch of the Day’?” she asked without taking her eyes from the road. “That’s our restaurant. Our house is right across the street on the left. You can park the car at the house, and we’ll walk over to the restaurant.”
“Nice place,” he said. while he pulled the car into the driveway. “Both of them.”
The house seemed out-of-place compared to the small, rustic cottages that dotted the street. It had wide cedar plank shingles and deep overhanging eaves. There was a huge front porch with brick columns and a swing where he could imagine wooing Cassie and stealing a kiss while her folks kept a watchful eye from the living room window.
At the end of the driveway, there was a detached garage painted the same deep brown as the house. “Do you want me to pull the car into the garage?” he asked.
“Heaven’s no,” she answered. “You wouldn’t be able to get it in there past all of Daddy’s junk. Just leave it here in the driveway.”
She hopped out of the car without waiting for him to come around and open the door for her. An independent streak wasn’t such a bad thing. He’d always wanted a smart woman who could think on her feet. He just never imagined that she could come in such a beautiful package.
He looked at Ed who was stretching his sore arm and inhaling a deep breath of air as if he smelled something wonderful.
“How far is your house from the beach?” Ed asked. “I can smell it.”
“Through those woods back there,” she said while pointing to the forested area beyond the garage.
“Have you spent a lot of time at the beach, Ed?” she asked.
“Oh, yes ma’am. My first cousin has a boat down at Murrell’s Inlet in South Carolina. He runs chartered fishing tours, and I spent most all my boyhood summers down there.”
“Sounds like you’d be very happy here,” she said. “Fishing is our way of life.”
For some reason, it annoyed him that Cassie was talking to Ed and not to him. How childish of him. He’d been tough enough to live through the Battle of the Bulge. He shouldn’t be jealous that Cassie was making polite conversation with Ed.
“Do you get many tourists here?” he asked.
She turned to look at him and almost made him forget the question he’d asked. Aside from her beauty, there was a sweetness about her. It was an innocence that he’d longed to know during all those nights when he slept in freezing cold foxholes with mortar shells raining down around him.
“The tourists tend to flock to the big beaches like Panama City,” she said. “But we bring in a lot of fishermen. Mostly the same regulars, who come every year.”
He thought she might offer him a tour of the house, but she turned on her heel and headed down the driveway toward the street.
“Come along,” she said. “Mama’s having Naomi fix you both a big batch of fried shrimp.”
He watched her while she walked across the street. She had a delicate little sway to her perfectly round hips. It wasn’t a purposeful stride—the way the girls would walk when they wanted to attract a soldier’s attention. It was the walk of a woman who had no clue as to how sexy she was or what she was doing to the man watching her. He gave his trousers a little adjustment and followed after her.
Chapter 4
Aside from her family restaurant, the street was lined with fresh seafood vendors, a little shop selling seaside novelties and a produce stand loaded with oranges, lemons and assorted melons.
For a place that didn’t attract many tourists, the parking lot of her parents’ restaurant was filled to capacity.
“Popular place,” he said.
“Naomi’s the best cook in the panhandle,” she said. “People drive out from White City, Apalachicola—all over the place to eat here.”
“Has this always been a family business, or did your parents start it themselves?”
“The property belonged to my Grandpa Wright. It was an old lodge where my grandparents rented rooms to seasonal fishermen. It was Mama’s idea to turn the place into a restaurant.”
Cassie reached for the door, but he grabbed the weathered brass handle and opened it for her. She might have an independent streak, but it was still a gentleman’s duty to open the door for a lady.
The atmosphere had a warm, cozy feel. Empty Coca Cola bottles served as vases for fresh flowers on the gingham covered tables. The aroma of frying fish permeated the air, and hunger pangs pierced his stomach.
The place was alive with the chatter of patrons discussing boats and surf conditions. But over the din, he could hear something that brought a smile to his lips. The jukebox was playing his favorite song, For Sentimental Reasons. He’d first heard it on Armed Services Radio while he was in England. He’d always imagined that it would be his and Cassie’s song.
He was close enough to reach his arm around her and whisper the words, “I love you for sentimental reasons” in her ear. The idea was driven from his mind by the approach of a smartly-dressed older woman, who looked familiar.
“Mama,” Cassie said, and he then realized why the woman looked familiar. Cassie had her eyes and nose. The rest must’ve been inherited from her father. Cassie’s dark hair and eyes were a stark contrast to her mother’s blonde and blue-eyed complexion.
In a move that surprised him, Cassie reached out and took hold of his hand. He threaded his own fingers through hers.
“Mama, this is Scott,” she said, pulling him forward with a gentle tug. “And his friend, Ed.”
His throat went dry, but he managed to get out the words, “How do you, ma’am?”
She looked him up and down as if discerning his fitness.
“I’m fine,” she said. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Mr. Riley.”
“Oh, please call me Scott, ma’am.”
“And why don’t you call me Eileen?” she responded. “Ma’am makes me feel so…old. Come with me. I have a table set up in the party room, so we can talk in private.”
Her tone had the distinct flavor of the what are your intentions toward my daughter speech. His intentions were to pull her soft, well-rounded body against his and introduce her sweet, apple red lips to his own at the earliest possible convenience. Of course, he wouldn’t say that to her mother.
Before following Mrs. Wright through a side door, he saw Cassie give a nod to a cute, petite blonde sitting in a booth in the far corner. If that was her friend, Trixie, Ed wasn’t going to be as disappointed as he’d predicted.
Cassie’s mother led them into a small room, with several tables decorated in the same manner as the main dining room. Two tables had been pushed together in the center of the room, and a dark-haired man stood up to greet them. His high cheekbones and smoky—almost black—eyes led Scott to believe he might have some American Indian blood. Before he could wonder about the man’s identity, Cassie ran to him with her arms outstretched.
“Daddy! When did you get back? Did the Gulf Princess get first place again this year?”
“She did indeed,” he said. “You know she’s the best trawler from here to New Orleans.”
Mr. Wright loosened his grip on Cassie and extended his hand toward Scott. Scott reached for it and felt the rough calluses of a lifelong fisherman.
“Tom Wright,” he said. “And you must be Scott Riley. Nice to meet you, son.”
Tom’s greeting seemed more congenial than Eileen’s. He’d referred to him as “son.” There had been older officers in the Army, who would call the young guys “son”. Having spent most of his life without a father, it never bothered him the way it had some other soldiers.
“Nice to meet you, too, sir,” he said and turned toward Ed. “And this is my friend, Ed McLean.”
Tom extended a cordial hand to Ed, as well.
“I hope you’ll let me go out in that trawler with you, Mr. Wright,” Ed said. “I was tellin’ your daughter that I spent a lot of time along the South Carolina coast, and I miss bein’ out on the water.”
“It’ll be my pleasure to take you out,” Tom said and nodded at Scott. “Both of you.”
“Well, shall we all have a seat?” Eileen asked, as if she wanted to get back control of the conversation.
Scott moved next to Cassie and held her chair for her. He somehow felt the need now to prove himself to be a gentleman—especially if he was correct in thinking that Eileen was wary of his relationship with her daughter.
The waitress, a plump young girl with Shirley Temple curls, brought out four glasses of very sweet iced tea. Ed made a comment about how much he’d missed the drink during the war, but Scott found the sugar so overpowering he couldn’t taste the tea. Mrs. Wright was certainly taking advantage of the lift on sugar rationing.
“Miss Naomi said to ask if everyone wanted hushpuppies,” the girl said.
“If that’s anything like the hushpuppies we eat back home in South Carolina, count me in,” Ed said.
The girl’s disappearance into the kitchen was followed by an awkward silence. It was broken only by the sound of ice cubes clinking on glass while they all sipped tea. Should he be the first to speak? And if he did, what should he say?
“So, how old are you, Mr. Riley…I mean Scott?” Eileen asked.
He swallowed down another gulp of syrupy mixture and met her judicious gaze. “Twenty-two, ma’am, as of three weeks ago.”
He caught onto the curious look that passed between both of Cassie’s parents. She must’ve told them about the content of his last letter—the one where he declared his intention to marry her. Why couldn’t the lead in his pencil have broken? Anything to have kept him from writing something so presumptuous.
He glanced at Cassie who was nothing less than ill-at-ease. Thank goodness for a waitress bearing food. At that moment, the young girl came back with three bread baskets full of piping hot hushpuppies.
It didn’t take Eileen long to get back on the subject. “Forgive me for saying so, but you look older than twenty-two.”
Before he could answer, he heard Cassie’s father make a small coughing sound and then look at his wife.
“I think war can certainly age a young man,” he said to her and then turned his attention toward Scott. “I had two older brothers who served in the last war. One was killed and is buried over there.”
Scott grew uncomfortable. He didn’t want to be reminded of the war. He wanted more than anything to forget about the things he had seen and done.
“When we were in Belgium on weekend pass, Ed and I went with another buddy of ours to Flanders Field. The guy had two uncles buried there, and he wanted to find their graves. I remember looking at all of those crosses and thinking that those men died believing that they were fighting the war to end all wars.” Scott paused and swallowed hard. “At least they found their peace.”
He glanced at Ed, who was chomping on hushpuppies as if he hadn’t had a decent meal in days. A flash of memory passed before his eyes—Ed diving into their foxhole while tree bursts from German Eighty-eights exploded all around them. The next thing he saw was Ed’s bloody shoulder.
He shook his head to rid himself of the memory and turned his attention to Cassie. A tentative, innocent smile crept across her lips, and he felt a warm calm pass over him.
“What are your plans now that the war’s over?” Tom asked.
Just a few days earlier, he would’ve given an enthusiastic answer about starting a new life there in Florida. Now, sitting around a table with Cassie’s parents, who were eyeing him as if he was a burglar about to break into their home, he didn’t quite know how to respond.
“I just want to put the war behind me and look for my opportunities where I can find them,” he said.
“And you didn’t think about going home to...where is it you’re from?” Eileen asked.
“Kentucky, ma’am,” he answered. “And where I’m from, there’s not much opportunity except to work in the coal mines. My daddy died in a mine accident when I was ten-years-old, and I swore then that I’d do something else with my life.”
There was silence for a moment, and he realized that he’d become too emotional in his response to Eileen. He couldn’t help it. It’d been twelve years since his dad died, and most of the time, he could bury the memory deep in his sub-conscious. When it did make its way to the surface, it still stung like a surprise attack from a sniper.
“You have to have some prospects—some kind of idea of what you want to do,” Eileen said. “You can’t just go around willy nilly, waiting for opportunity to fall into your lap.”
He drew in a quick breath to quell his discomfort, but Tom responded to Eileen before Scott could say anything.
“Come now, Eileen. Don’t be so rough on Scott.”
Eileen drew herself up and stared her husband down. “I don’t think I’m being ‘rough’. If Mr. Riley...Scott...didn’t have any immediate prospects, he should’ve stayed in the Army until he found some.”
He felt the adrenalin rushing to his chest, but his attention was diverted to Cassie’s lap where her hands were twisting her napkin into a knot. Her knuckles had turned white with the effort she was putting into it.
“Mama!” she almost shouted. “Leave Scott alone. His prospects are his own business.”
“Cassie Marie!” Tom responded to his daughter’s outburst while the color drained from Eileen’s cheeks. “There’s no need for this conversation to turn uncivilized.” He turned to his wife. “Is there?”
Eileen’s hand moved from her lap to her cheek, and her eyelashes fluttered.
“Suddenly, I’m not feeling well. I think I’ll go to the house.”
“Eileen!” Tom said, but she rose quickly and was out the door before he could say more. “Excuse me,” he said and followed after her.
Scott looked at Ed and could see amusement dancing in his eyes. Cassie had returned to a defeated posture—head down, eyes closed—and her napkin was now a wrinkled bundle on the floor beside her chair.
***
Cassie’s heart was still pounding. She’d known that her mother wouldn’t keep her feelings to herself, but how could she insult Scott the way she did? She turned to look at him. He was sitting with his hands folded under his chin, staring off into space. His profile was strong and handsome. Lordy, but he was handsome. When his head turned in her direction, and their eyes met, every nerve ending in her body sprang to attention.
“Maybe Ed and I should go find a place to spend the night,” he said. “Could you give me directions to the nearest inn or hotel?”
She swallowed and then took a deep breath to get control of her senses. “But you haven’t finished your lunch. Please stay a little longer.”
He seemed to relax, and he leaned back against his chair. “The shrimp does look awfully good,” he said without breaking his eye contact with her.
She forced herself to look away, but it was like pulling two magnets apart.
“When you finish eating, we’ll go look for a place to stay...I mean for you to stay...and Ed.” She felt heat blush her cheeks. “I was going to take you to a place called The Blue Marlin Inn near the fishing pier, but Mama says that’s a fleabag.”
He laughed. It was a deep, soft chuckle that sent a warm wave of desire coursing through her.
“A few fleas won’t bother us. All I need is a hot shower, and...” He paused just long enough to make her want to look at him again. “A bed,” he said almost in a whisper.
From behind her came a loud crash. Her nerves were so raw that she jumped up and knocked her chair over backward. She turned to see the waitress standing over a broken pitcher and a puddle of tea. Ed had already gotten up from his seat to help her with the cleanup.
“I’m so sorry,” the girl said in a tearful voice. “It just went right outta my hand.”
Cassie reached out to pat her hand. “It’s okay, Gertie. Lord knows, I’ve spilled tea all over this restaurant. Even on a customer once. I thought Mama would take my head off.”
She hadn’t seen Scott get up from his seat and get the broom from where it was propped against a corner of the room. But now he was sweeping up the glass into a dustpan.
“See it’s all over with,” she said to Gertie.
“But Miss Eileen will take the cost of that pitcher outta my salary,” Gertie whimpered.
“Not if we tell her I broke it,” Cassie said, and she saw relief pass across the girl’s small, plump features.
Scott grinned, and she felt her own mouth stretch into a wide smile.
“Gertie, how about boxing up these leftovers. I’m going to take these guys out looking for a place to stay.”
“Sure thing, Miss Cassie, but if you don’t mind my sayin’ so, your mama is right about The Blue Marlin. That’s where my uncle lays up when he’s on a drunk and can’t go home to Aunt Molly.”
“Uhm, I think we’d be just as comfortable at a boarding house if there’s one around here,” Scott said.
Aunt Mildred’s. The last thing she’d wanted was for Scott to be the talk of Azucar Beach, but then again, Aunt Mildred’s rooming house might be the best place for him and Ed to stay.
“Well, you’re in luck,” she said. “My aunt has a rooming house just over on the other side of the bridge. It’s really very nice. Plus she has a dock on the waterway and rents her little boat out for fishing.”
He was eyeing her as if he sensed that there was something she didn’t like about the arrangement.
“But it wouldn’t be your first choice for us to stay there,” he said.
“It’s just that Aunt Mildred is a terrible old gossip...”
“Well, I’ll try not to give her anything to talk about,” he said and then laughed again.
That sexy laugh made her toes curl. She had to get a hold of herself and her senses.
“Scott, look, we need to have a serious talk about some things.”
He put his hands on her shoulders. His touch sent a shockwave through her, but she tried to keep herself composed. Before she could say anything, he spoke first.
“Cassie, I don’t want you to worry about what I said in that last letter I wrote to you. I didn’t want to come here and get you all nervous and have your parents wanting to buy me the first bus ticket out of town. It would never be my intention to put you in a position you didn’t want to be in.”
She exhaled, but she wasn’t completely relaxed. She was afraid that she was about to break his heart.
“Oh, Scott, I have to tell you something.”
He let go of her and stepped back.
“Go ahead.”
Searching for the right words was difficult. He had come so far, putting his future on hold. She owed him the truth.
“If all goes the way I want it to, I’ll only be here until the end of August.”
She saw his jaw twitch, but for the most part, he kept a poker face.
“What do you mean?”
“I have another chance to earn a place at the music conservatory in Jacksonville. In fact, I’m going to audition on Wednesday.”
There was a long, deafening pause and then he took her in his arms and squeezed her against him.
“That’s wonderful, Cassie.”
“It is?”
“Of course, this is what you’ve dreamed of, isn’t it?”
She pulled back just a little but not too much. His embrace felt good. “Yes, but you came all this way...”
He loosened his grip. “And we have...what? Six weeks to get to know one another? Who’s to say I couldn’t begin my new post-war life in Jacksonville to be near you?”
The thought somehow excited her, even though she wasn’t sure if it would be the right thing for either one of them.
“Scott...”
“Please Cassie,” he said and placed his index fingers against her lips. A chill went down her spine. “Let’s just concentrate on the next six weeks and see what happens.”
If the feelings he’d been arousing in her for the last hour were any indication, she had no doubt about what would happen in six-weeks’ time, and it scared the devil out of her.
Chapter 5
The creaks and shimmies of the one-lane draw bridge unnerved Scott a little. Was it going to hold up under the weight of the heavy sedan?
“Has anyone thought about building a new bridge?” he asked.
“Of course,” she said. “But the old-timers around here are afraid it will bring in more tourists.”
He parked the car in Aunt Mildred’s circular driveway and took a moment to admire the house with its two-toned paint and gingerbread trim. It seemed like a relic from the past in a town that could’ve sprung up in the twentieth century.
“Great house,” he said. “Your Aunt Mildred’s last name isn’t Warbucks, is it?”
A soft giggle escaped from her throat. “Aunt Mildred will take pride in telling you that this was the only house left standing in Azucar Beach after the hurricane of 1906.”
“Well, it’s good to know that it’s sturdy. I take it she lives here alone.”
“Between the constant stream of boarders and the hired help, she’s hardly alone,” she said and pushed the car door open.
He got out of the car and met her at the trunk. “Is she your father’s sister?”
“She’s Mama’s aunt, which makes her my great aunt. Her husband was a lot older than she was and died before I was born. Supposedly, he made a lot of money from a textile mill he owned up in Georgia. The story goes that he bought this house for their vacation home in early-twenties. When he died a few years later, she moved here permanently.”
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