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It seemed impossible that as the country stood on the brink of war, she’d married a man she barely knew. The clash and roar of battle had been raging from Virginia to New Orleans for more than a year now, and she’d not seen her husband since the morning after their wedding, when he had ridden off to join the army—but that would change very soon.
Catherine heard the train before she saw it, heard the hiss of its engine and the rumble of tracks as it slowly crossed the trestle high over the James River. Her green bonnet shielded her from the faint drizzle of rain—and from the sympathetic look she knew was on the face of her uncle, Martin; not that she didn’t want his sympathy, or need it. “No doubt his wounds are serious,” Martin said. “I think you’d better prepare yourself, my dear.”
Catherine felt her stomach tighten. A whiff of cold wind stirred a few strands of russet hair from beneath her bonnet and brought a flush of pink across the high cheekbones and slim nose. The green fabric of her bonnet and cloak deepened the grayish-green shade of her eyes to emerald, but they were troubled in expression, almost fearful. She closed them for a moment, trying not to remember things she’d read in the newspapers, things she’d heard whispered during social gatherings, things she’d seen herself in the city’s hospitals.
Cannon balls, exploding shells, flying bullets—all had horrific effects upon the human body. It was bad enough to observe these effects on strangers, but one’s husband—Catherine stopped in mid-thought as the realization struck her again that the man who would soon accompany her home was practically a stranger.
With a screech of brakes, the train rolled into the station and stopped. Passengers, mostly women and children, began climbing down the steps. They must be refugees, she thought, the most recent victims of the war. She’d heard nearby Fredericksburg had been evacuated in anticipation of yet another attempt by the Union Army to capture Richmond.
She knew they ought to at least offer someone a ride, but somehow she couldn’t move, could hardly think.
A woman disembarked, very thin in a gray dress and white apron, with dark hair pulled severely back beneath a black bonnet. She turned to await someone else, extending her hand. A man’s gloved hand descended upon her arm.
Catherine heard her own involuntary gasp of surprise as she watched the man lean heavily on the woman in gray. She saw that his other hand grasped a slender black cane. As her gaze moved upward, she stifled another gasp, only vaguely aware of Martin taking her arm.
There could be no doubt he was her husband, though his frock coat hung more loosely about his tall frame. It was the same pale yellow coat he’d worn as he rode away to war, before he’d acquired his uniform. Beneath it he wore a black shirt and black trousers. Around his entire head was a black hood or scarf, covering even his eyes. Though he leaned on the woman, he held the cane out before him, as if—
“He’s blind,” she heard Martin say, his voice reflecting her own awed sense of disbelief.
The two advanced slowly. The woman held a large black umbrella over their heads. Perhaps forty or more years of age, she was plain and unsmiling, with an air of steely determination. Her owlish, slate-gray eyes swept Catherine grimly from head to toe.
Catherine stared at her husband. He seemed taller than she remembered, perhaps because a certain heaviness had fallen away; he looked lean and fit but for his obvious weakness. The black scarf completely enshrouded his head and neck. Two small holes had been cut where his nostrils must be. Black gloves made of soft leather concealed both hands.
The pair stopped. Catherine stood speechless, finally turning toward her uncle with a look of helplessness.
“Hello, Andrew,” Martin said, too loudly, too cheerfully. He reached out to shake the man’s hand, realized his mistake, and let his own hand fall.
“It’s Martin,” her uncle went on, less enthusiastically. “Catherine is here.”
“Hello, Catherine,” Andrew said, in a voice barely above a whisper. “Thank you for coming, Martin. Is Sallie with you?”
“No, I’m afraid…that is, I regret to say she was unable to come.”
“This is my nurse, Mrs. Shirley.”
“How do you do?” Mrs. Shirley extended her free hand in an almost mannish fashion. Catherine took the proffered hand, noting absently its firm, almost painful grip.
“If you don’t mind,” Andrew said, whispering, “I’m tired. I’d like to go home.”
***
Catherine had been prepared for, had even expected, missing limbs, scars, perhaps a patch over one sightless eye. But this black-garbed being, faceless, with hardly a voice to speak with—somehow Catherine felt completely taken aback.
The carriage rocked lightly over the cobblestoned street. Martin seemed to consider speaking, but Mrs. Shirley’s unblinking stare discouraged conversation. Even a simple “How was your trip?” seemed inappropriate.
The black hood over Andrew’s face revealed nothing of the shape or contours of the features beneath. Distortions and scars were left to her imagination—and Catherine had a fertile one. It didn’t seem real, sitting opposite this silent and faceless man.
The feeling of unreality was strangely familiar. It struck Catherine like a bolt of lightning that she’d felt exactly this way at least once before. It was on the day of their wedding.
Spring of 1861 had been a time of madness, of excitement, of hurry, hurry, hurry. Men left their families to fight a war some of them little understood. Their reasons for going, though varied and complex, could be boiled down to one simple truth: No man, or group of men, was going to tell the South what it could or could not do, and no army was
going to invade the Southland without a fight.
Catherine herself took little interest in politics, but she gathered the issues had to do with the rights of the individual states and the South’s economy, which would be fatally threatened by the eradication of slavery as proposed by the North.
Incensed slaveholders and radical abolitionists had really been fighting the war for years through newsprint and political speeches, and through harrowing acts of violence. Quieter, more sensible voices were heard, still in opposition to each other—some urging submission, others encouraging secession—but the North was unyielding and the South
refused to be coerced.
Men who loved their country, men who loved the Union, wept and left Washington forever to become principal leaders in the new Confederate States of America.
The North’s not-very-subtle attitude of moral superiority further alienated Southerners and maddened the owners of slaves (especially in view of the North’s labor practices, where even women and children were worked nearly to death and paid a pittance in wages). When Virginia seceded, Catherine believed her state had done the only honorable thing. It was a viewpoint shared by practically everyone she knew, including Andrew Kelly.
She’d met Andrew at one of the dozens of parties given that spring. And because he was young and handsome and came from a good Alabama family, because he declared his love for her after their second dance, because she had no parents and lived with her uncle and his very young second wife, and, mostly, because she feared she would never have another chance should the war take all the eligible young men— she consented to marry him.
Catherine’s gaze shifted from the window of the rocking carriage to the tired, gray-bearded face of her uncle. It wasn’t that she didn’t like living with Martin and Sallie. It wasn’t that she’d fallen suddenly, desperately, in love. Somehow she’d simply been caught up in the excitement of those early days of the war, when emotions ran as hot as some tropical fever through the blood of southern men and women alike.
Why, they’d whip the Yankees in a month. They’d teach those despotic rabble-rousers to stick their long Yankee noses into a situation that was no business of theirs. The young men couldn’t wait to join the army, and the young women couldn’t wait to marry them, to send them off with tearful pride and eagerly await their victorious return—heroes one and all.
Catherine found herself at the altar with dizzying celerity. Like most brides, she blushingly pledged her troth, stifling the misgivings that had begun to gnaw at her former determination. But, unlike most brides, she spent her wedding night alone in her own bed, for she had come down with a sore throat and raging fever. She was better by the next morning, but Andrew had to join his unit and so had ridden away after kissing her on the cheek and promising to write. (She had wondered, often, why she hadn’t been more regretful.)
After three letters, she heard nothing more for six months. It seemed she must assume the worst, but she held on to the fact that no one had found his body, though so many bodies remained unidentified, shoved into shallow mass graves. But Andrew was an officer; surely if he’d been killed, someone would know it!
In June of 1862, a few months after their first anniversary, she heard he was wounded and had been unconscious for a long time. He was only beginning to recover. She received a long but curiously uninformative letter from a surgeon who had tended Andrew in a hospital somewhere in Georgia. Her husband would be sent home as soon as he was strong enough to endure the trip.
Now it was November, and the man she’d married had returned. Except that he wasn’t exactly the man she had married.
The long and silent ride ended before a handsome three-story house of red brick on Franklin Street, not far from the government district. Martin Henderson alighted and turned to help the other occupants. Catherine climbed out, then stood uncertainly, wondering if she should help her husband, but Mrs. Shirley seemed to have the situation well in hand.
Catherine followed the pair into the house and turned to wait for her uncle, who was directing the driver as to the disposition of Andrew’s and Mrs. Shirley’s baggage. Once inside the house, she took off her bonnet and cloak and hung them on the rack next to the door.
Andrew had paused in the wide central hallway. Catherine noticed that Ephraim, who acted as butler, valet, and on many occasions her counselor, stood just inside the doorway of the parlor with a bewildered look on his kind, aged face.
The masked head turned slightly in her direction. “I do hope there’ll be no inconvenience. Mrs. Shirley must be available at all times. Is there a room for her?”
The whispery voice tore at Catherine’s heart. What had happened to him? Andrew had been so strong, tawny-haired, blue-eyed, quick to express his opinion, impulsive. He was now, she thought as she stared at the black scarf that covered even his throat, only a shadow of himself. Before she could answer, Martin came to stand beside her.
“Of course,” he said, with somewhat forced cordiality. “Of course she must stay. There’s plenty of room. Ephraim, tell Jessie to open another bedroom.”
Ephraim disappeared, going out the second doorway at the end of the room. A movement from the long stairway caught everyone’s gaze. Martin’s wife, Sallie, turned the sharp curve near the top and hurried gracefully down the stairs, saying breathlessly, “Oh, Martin, you’re back at last. I’ve been writing letters and lost track of the time.”
She reached the small landing near the bottom of the stairway, looked up from the steps, saw Andrew, and froze. Her smile of welcome cracked, she said “Oh” in a baffled tone, and fainted. Martin saw it coming, leaped forward to catch her before she hit the floor, and in the flurry that followed, Andrew and Mrs. Shirley disappeared up the stairs. Catherine ran for the smelling salts, which her uncle waved under his wife’s nose as she lay limply upon the settee in the hall.
“Oh,” Sallie said again, raising her head a little and automatically pushing away the smelling salts. “What was it? Martin, who was that man? I thought we were being robbed!”
“It’s Andrew,” Martin said gravely. “Of course you knew he’d been wounded. We didn’t know how seriously. I expect his nurse will let us know more as soon as Andrew is settled.”
“But, why…he must be terribly disfigured.” Sallie sat up, her bright gaze falling on Catherine. “How dreadful for you, dear. It must be quite a shock.”
Catherine turned away as Martin helped Sallie up and assisted her into the parlor. She heard the tinkle of glasses and knew a stout dosage of brandy was being poured. By now Martin—indeed all of them— knew how to handle Sallie’s fainting spells. Whether due to her excitable nature or the too-tight corset that cinched her waist to a mere handbreadth, they were a frequent occurrence.
Catherine walked across the hall into the second parlor, the formal room where their more lavish parties were held, though there had been none of those for a long time. While many of their neighbors held a party or reception at least once a week, Martin frugally chose not to entertain much. Catherine sat down, realizing dimly that her knees were weak and she was still too stunned to think straight.
Was Andrew going to get better? Why hadn’t the doctor prepared them? Why hadn’t he detailed Andrew’s injuries?
She remembered her relief at discovering he was alive. The surgeon had written: “Captain Kelly remained unconscious for a long period of time. Though we were aware of his identity, he himself remained confused, and for this reason we were reluctant to write concerning his condition, fearing that the appearance of family members would lead to more confusion and despondency. It is apparent that he has recovered his mental faculties and will require a period of recuperation. His desire is to return to his home. Will telegraph arrival time at a later date.”
Certainly there was nothing in the letter to imply his condition was so critical, though Martin had tried to warn her that such might be the case. There had been no mention of blindness and possible disfigurement. They had been trying to spare her feelings, she supposed, but seeing him had been a far greater shock than any written description could have been.
She could only think, Poor Andrew. And there was a vague idea, nipping away at her consciousness, that her life would never be the same.
“Mrs. Kelly.”
The voice came from the doorway. Catherine jumped to her feet, startled. Mrs. Shirley stared back at her. She had removed her bonnet, revealing straight black hair threaded with barely noticeable strands of gray and rolled into a knot at the base of her skull. “May I speak with you?”
“Please—of course. I’ve been waiting for you.”
“My accommodations are more than adequate. I must thank you.”
“I…oh, certainly. Mrs. Shirley, will you tell me about my husband?”
The nurse strode purposefully into the room, standing very straight with her hands at her sides. She was tall for a woman, an inch or two taller even than Catherine, who was above average in height. “You will find him much changed, madam. You must try not to mind too much.”
“Why—” Catherine searched for words. “Why does he cover his head? Is it because of his eyes?”
A moment of silence passed as Mrs. Shirley gave her a long, measuring look. “Your husband conceals his face out of concern for others, Mrs. Kelly. A bursting shell destroyed his sight. However, the brush caught fire where he lay wounded. He is not…recognizable.”
Catherine could not conceal her horror. She turned quickly away, clutching the curtain at the window. After a moment she said, “Is he not healed? Is that why you tend to him?”
Again Mrs. Shirley paused before answering, but this time there seemed to be a hint of sympathy in her voice. “Captain Kelly’s wounds are fresh in his mind, madam. They may ever be so. He trusts me. I am a good nurse. He will of course take meals in his room and I will assist him. He does not have good use of his hands. He requires assistance to dress. His burns are mostly healed, but there is always a chance for infection.”
Catherine swallowed and faced Mrs. Shirley again. “How long do you think it will be necessary for you to stay?”
A sparse black eyebrow went up. “That is difficult to say, madam. He is dependent on me. If he wants me to stay for the remainder of his life, considering my own continued good health, I will do so.”
“I see.”
“And there is something else. His memory has been somewhat affected.”
“Do you mean…he doesn’t remember me?”
“He remembers you and most of the important people in his life, but there are details, things he has forgotten. He hopes you will understand.”
Tears came to Catherine’s eyes. “But why weren’t we told, Mrs. Shirley? I could have been with my husband all this time. I don’t understand this long delay.”
“There was nothing you could have done,” the nurse said quietly. “And when he became aware of who he was and what had happened to him, he did not wish you to see him.”
“I want to help him,” Catherine said, her hands tightly clasped in front of her. “But I don’t know how. I hardly know what to say to him. I don’t want to hurt his pride. You probably know him better than I do, by now. Will you help me…to help him?”
“Of course, madam. At this time he desires nothing more than privacy. He must become accustomed to this thing that has happened to him. You must not feel neglected if he stays in his room a great deal of the time. I believe that eventually he may be able to return to a normal life.”
“What’s this?” Martin and Sallie entered the room. Mrs. Shirley’s head turned on her shoulders, though the rest of her body remained motionless.
“Did I hear you say Andrew is to be kept in his room?” Martin asked, releasing Sallie’s hand as she took a seat on the sofa.
“I said that he prefers to stay in his room and will be taking all his meals there. Of course he wants no one present when he removes his head covering.”
“But why does he wear that thing?” Sallie asked, in her lilting, little-girl voice—which for some reason always irritated Catherine.
Mrs. Shirley continued looking at Martin. “Captain Kelly has been burned. I’ve explained everything to Mrs. Kelly.”
Sallie gasped.
“I suspected as much,” Martin said. “Of course we’ll do everything we can to make him comfortable. As you probably know, Mrs. Kelly is my niece and has made her home here since the death of her parents several years ago.”
Mrs. Shirley inclined her head.
“And as to your, er, payment—”
“Captain Kelly provides adequate compensation for my services, Mr. Henderson. You needn’t concern yourself.”
“Ah. Of course.”
“If you will excuse me.” Mrs. Shirley did not wait for permission, but with seemingly no effort propelled her long body from the room.
“You’re all right, my dear?” Martin said anxiously.
Catherine started to answer but saw he was looking at his wife. Sallie smiled a little, her eyes downcast, and nodded.
“Then I shall go to my office. Catherine, I’m sorry about Andrew. This war…well, none of us knows what will happen, but as long as I’m able I shall continue to take care of both of you.”
Catherine stiffened her spine. “Andrew does have a home in Alabama, Uncle Martin. When he’s better, perhaps it would be best if we went to live there, though I’m very grateful to you.”
“Perhaps it would be best,” Sallie said, her blue eyes round and concerned. “Perhaps he’d prefer to be among his own people.”
“Well, we’ll see. Now I must be off.” Martin kissed his wife on the cheek, took his hat from the rack near the doorway, and left the room.
Sallie glanced at Catherine. “Well, I’m sure you’ve thought of this, but there’s always the possibility of an annulment.”
Catherine stared. “Annulment?”
Sallie lowered her eyes and adjusted the sleeve of her gown. “Why, yes. Do you know what your life is going to be like? Andrew is blind. You’re only nineteen. Why, that’s only three years younger than I am, and I know I wouldn’t want to spend the rest of my life with a man who’s completely helpless, even if there is someone else to take care of him.
“And what if Mrs. Shirley leaves and it’s left up to you? What if the war comes here and we all lose everything? How is Andrew going to support you?”
Catherine sat down abruptly. “Sallie, Andrew is my husband. I promised—”
“Yes, I know all about marriage vows, dear. But if you get an annulment, you’d be free to marry again.” Sallie raised a delicate brow. “You were only together for one day before he left, and you were sick. Of course it’s none of my business, but it seems that—”
“Yes, you’re quite right. That is, about it being none of your business. Excuse me, please. I must go see my husband.”
She got to her feet again, making a supreme effort to control her temper. How dared Sallie say such things? Of course she was not going to leave her husband. She would not listen to such talk. Only…only it seemed that Sallie’s suggestion, for just a moment, had lifted an intolerable burden…had given her a tantalizing glimpse of a certain freedom that would never be hers again.
Catherine felt ashamed. How could she be thinking of herself after what had happened to Andrew? How lonely and despondent he must have been all these months!
She steeled herself as she went up the long staircase, her hand sliding along the polished wooden banister. This situation would take some getting used to. What would she say to him? She gathered from what Mrs. Shirley had told her that he did not expect her to share his room, and she felt guiltily relieved.
The large area at the top of the stairs had been made into a sitting room. A central window looked down upon the street in front of the house. On either side of the sitting room, railed hallways ran parallel to each other, with three bedrooms on each side. One belonged to Martin and Sallie, one to Sallie’s brother, Bart Ingram, one to herself, and now on the opposite side, one each to Andrew and Mrs. Shirley. Not sure
which bedroom Andrew had been given, since she had expected him to use hers, she paused in the sitting room and listened.
Someone said at her side, “Your husband is waiting to speak with you, madam.”
Catherine’s eyes, a light gray-green now in the dimness, widened as she turned around. Mrs. Shirley was also going to take some getting used to.
“He’s in that room,” the nurse said, with a quick gesture. “My room is next to his.”
“Thank you,” Catherine said, trying to appear unruffled.
Mrs. Shirley stood and watched as Catherine moved down the hallway and knocked on the door, then she turned and went down the stairs. Not even her skirts rustled.
“Come in,” came a low voice from within.
Catherine turned the knob and stepped into the room. The shades had been pulled and the lighting was dim. Apparently all his clothes had been put away, for the empty bags sat near the armoire. The covers on the massive four-poster bed were folded back, as though he were about to take a nap.
Her husband stood near the doorway. She looked up at him and realized she would never even be able to see his eyes—though, of course, she did not know if he still had eyes. Again she was touched by horror and fought a feeling of queasiness.
Catherine unconsciously twisted her hands together. “Andrew, I hardly know what to say, or…or how to tell you how sorry I am all this has happened and I wasn’t there to help you. Mrs. Shirley said you didn’t want me to see you, but Andrew, I would have come in a moment and it wouldn’t matter what you looked like. You’re my husband.”
“You’re very kind,” he said, without moving. “I knew you would be. We still don’t know each other very well. Can you hear me, Catherine? My throat was damaged and it’s difficult to speak.”
She nodded, and again felt tears start to her eyes. She bit her lip to stop them, then remembered he couldn’t see them. Nor could he see her nod. She managed to say, “Yes, I can hear you.”
“For a while I’ll need to spend a lot of time alone. I require a great deal of sleep. Mrs. Shirley will see to everything, so you needn’t worry about me. I ask that you be patient with me, Catherine, and perhaps it won’t be long before I begin to feel more…normal…more human.”
Catherine knew he would be able to hear the tears in her voice. “I’ll be patient, Andrew. You’ve suffered so much. I…I wish there was something I could do to help you.”
“Thank you, Catherine. And now, I must rest.”
She wondered if she should embrace him, but decided it might be painful for him. “Can I help you to the bed?” she asked, dashing her hands over her wet cheeks.
“No,” he answered. “I’ve already memorized the room.”
“Can I get you anything?”
“No. Thank you.”
She went to the door. “Andrew?” she said softly.
“Yes, Catherine?”
“I’m glad you’re home.”
***
Catherine woke the next morning with a sense of having gone to bed with a heavy heart. It seemed no lighter today. However, she had many things to do—besides her regular chores, she had to prepare to give a talk on the prophet Elijah in her Sunday school class tomorrow—and she realized there was little to be gained by moping about the room.
She washed and dressed and, as usual, struggled with her hair. Waist-length, auburn in color and contrary in temperament, she could never coax it into a neat roll or braids and it refused to suffer the indignity of curling tongs, at least in her inexperienced hands.
And as she did every day, she gave up with a growl of exasperation and stuffed it into a net, choosing a color to match her dress. The neck and short sleeves of the olive green dress were edged sparingly with lace; she did not like ruffles and bows and dresses which fairly dripped with ornamentation. She left such furbelows to Sallie, who usually managed to look like a well-wrapped Christmas gift. And, Catherine thought as she made her way downstairs, that’s just about what she was.
Martin’s first wife had died not long before both of Catherine’s parents had succumbed to an outbreak of typhoid three years ago. Catherine had come to Richmond to live with Martin, her mother’s brother. She had finished her formal education by then, but read avidly, especially anything to do with history, and secretly wished to be a teacher.
She was never sure how she was to accomplish this, since girls of her social standing did not work outside the home. They married, had babies, and ran the household—which usually involved not only their husbands and children but a number of servants as well. But then she’d married Andrew and knew she would probably never become a teacher.
Sallie Ingram, a distant cousin of Martin’s first wife, had stopped by on her way to visit New York and never left again. It was Christmas, two years ago, when rumors of war were already flying across the nation.
Sallie had seen that Martin was wealthy, had a lovely home, and while still handsome at sixty-three, was probably too old to go into battle. The sweetly ingenuous Miss Ingram instantly captivated Martin, too long a widower. Catherine was embarrassed for him, but she really had nothing against Sallie and was glad Martin seemed happy.
Sallie’s older brother, Bartlett, whom she called Bartie and everyone else called Bart (Catherine had, more than once, mentally referred to him as Bratty) had moved in with his sister and brother-in-law just after the onset of the war. He worked as a clerk in the attorney general’s office.
A delicious aroma of bacon and coffee wafted into the main hallway. Catherine went through the dining room and into the kitchen where Hester, the cook, was beating eggs in a bowl.
“Good morning, Hester.”
The elderly black woman did not look up but answered warmly, “Good mornin,’ chile. Lawdamercy, I can see this won’t be ’nough eggs an’ I already done sent Jessie to town to get some more butter.”
“How many do you need?” Catherine asked, looking into the bowl.
“’Nough for two more people.”
“Well, use my helping. I’ll not eat eggs today, and give someone half of Bart’s. He never eats all of his.”
“I was hopin’ you’d say that.” Hester gave a characteristic cackle, along with an engaging, semi-toothless grin.
“I wanted to remind you to send Andrew a tray. I’m not sure if he’s awake yet. Perhaps Mrs. Shirley will let us know. And I don’t know if she’ll want to eat with us or in her room.”
“I’ll see to it, Miz Catherine.”
When Catherine returned to the dining room, Martin and Sallie were just seating themselves. Ephraim appeared, his brown face bearing the lines of age and a long-held, pleasant patience, his medium frame held proud and erect, his white hair adding to the impression of quiet dignity. He transferred the dishes Hester set on the sideboard to the long mahogany dining table and began to pour the coffee into porcelain cups. Plates were filled with bacon and ham, scrambled eggs, biscuits and gravy, buttered grits and hotcakes dripping with honey.
“Ephraim,” Catherine said, “what would you say is the most important characteristic of the prophet Elijah?”
Ephraim reflected. He knew most of the Bible by memory, having been taught to read by Catherine’s grandfather. He’d belonged to her parents and he, with his granddaughter, Jessie, had been imported to the Henderson residence along with Catherine. Martin’s housekeeper had recently died, and Ephraim proved to be worth his weight in gold. The butler never spoke until he knew exactly what he was going to say, and when he did speak it was with precision and a clear enunciation, scorning both the dialect of most slaves and the southern drawls of the white people. He did occasionally have a lapse of grammar but never of good manners. Nor had he, since arriving in Richmond, ever missed a service at the First African Church.
“I believe,” he said slowly, replacing the silver coffeepot on the sideboard, “that Elijah’s most important trait was his faith, Miss Catherine. After everything he did for the Lord and after what that old Jezebel put him through, and even if he did feel sorry for hisself sometime, he kept the faith. And that’s what life’s really all about, Miss Catherine.”
“Goodness,” laughed Sallie, delicately spooning sugar into her cup, “I believe you ought to be a preacher, Uncle Ephraim.”
Ephraim did not wince but Catherine knew he hated to be called Uncle Ephraim. It was the custom to add Uncle or Aunt to the names of faithful servants once they had reached a certain age, but Ephraim believed the appellation sounded undignified, well meaning though it was. Sallie apparently never noticed she was the only one who addressed him by that term of affection.
“He is a preacher,” said Catherine. “Do you still preach every fourth Sunday, Ephraim?”
“Yes, ma’am. In fact, tomorrow’s my day, and I might just use Elijah. I’ve been mostly talking on Moses lately.”
“About letting your people go, no doubt.” Bart Ingram came into the room and took the place next to his sister. “Isn’t there a law against that?”
Again Ephraim refrained from comment, bowed, and left the room. Catherine kept her eyes on her plate so no one would see her annoyance. She could never tell if Bart deliberately tried to be obnoxious or if he just couldn’t help himself.
Bart and Sallie looked a great deal alike, though Bart’s hair was more sandy than blond and his eyes more gray than blue. He kept his moustache and hair closely clipped, and his clothes always looked freshly ironed. He was keenly aware of his own good looks—another trait he shared with his sister.
“How are you, Catherine?” he said cheerfully, helping himself to what was left of the eggs. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be here to meet Andrew. I take it he’s not up yet?”
Martin cleared his throat. “Ah, Bart—”
“It’s all right, Uncle Martin.” Catherine put down her fork. “Andrew’s injuries were worse than any of us imagined, Bart. He prefers to remain in his room, though I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if you went up and spoke to him.”
“Indeed?” Bart looked questioningly from one face to another.
“Well, he’s blind,” Sallie said, with a glance at her husband. “And he…he wears a mask.”
“A mask?” Bart’s eyes grew rounder and he looked at Catherine.
“It’s a hood of some kind, to cover his eyes and face,” said Sallie. “There was a fire.”
“I say, well, that’s terrible news,” Bart said at last. “I’m sorry, Catherine. Of course I’ll speak to him. I didn’t know Andrew that well, but it seems a terrible shame.”
Catherine nodded. Her throat felt as if it were closing up and in a moment she would start crying. She rose.
“I’m going to walk to the church, Uncle Martin,” she said evenly. “I forgot my class book last Sunday and I need to study it. I won’t be gone long.”
“Take the carriage, my dear. Tad’s sick with a head cold but Joseph will drive you.”
“Thank you, but it’s such a nice day I think I’ll walk.”
Catherine went upstairs to get her shawl. As she was leaving her bedroom, she saw Mrs. Shirley come out of Andrew’s room carrying a tray. The plate was empty. Catherine turned, crossed the sitting room and started down the opposite hallway. Mrs. Shirley stood with the tray and did not move.
“I’d like to see Andrew,” she said, confused by the nurse’s manner.
“Not just now, if you please. He’s just eaten and he’s not ready to see you.”
Taken aback, Catherine didn’t know what to say.
“Perhaps after lunch,” said Mrs. Shirley.
“Why, I suppose…very well.”
Catherine turned to recross the sitting room, then slowly descended the stairs. She heard Mrs. Shirley following at some distance behind her.
Well, that was odd. Maybe Andrew made a mess when he ate. He had said his throat was damaged, and maybe…maybe all his teeth had been knocked out. Catherine’s heart constricted and she tried not to keep thinking, Poor, poor Andrew.
She hurried out the front door and down the porch steps. The sun spread a golden radiance over the November morning and the air was crisp with the slightest chill. She would much rather walk than wait for Joseph, the sixteen-year-old gardener, who was unfamiliar with the complexities of hooking up the carriage. In fact, she loved to walk to church, crossing the wide streets and strolling down the red brick sidewalks beneath stately oaks, their dry red and gold leaves crackling under her feet.
The beautiful, once peaceful city had doubled in population since being named the capital of the Confederacy and had become something akin to one huge army camp. Soldiers could be seen at any hour rushing down Broad Street, either on foot or on horseback, toward the government buildings or the Executive Mansion occupied by President Davis. Regiments marched daily to the beat of military drums or to the music of a full brass band. Constant choking dust, the rattle of army wagons, and the drilling of troops were all commonplace now, all part of the frantic pace to which life had accelerated.
The influx of government workers and their families, as well as job seekers of every description, crowded the city still further. With its paper mill, its many factories and iron works, Richmond was the only industrial city in the South and thus of crucial importance to the Confederacy.
Hope had been running high since the early victory at Manassas. Even so, the alarm bell in the tower of Capitol Square had rung often that year, as the Yankees expended mighty, and futile, efforts to take Richmond. The United States Navy had made its way up the James River to within eight miles of the city. On land, federal troops had come within eleven miles. Each time they were driven back.
There had been much excitement that summer during what came to be called “The Seven Days Battle.” The rapid firing of cannon could be plainly heard throughout the city, the battle again ending in victory. People had cheered in the streets; they’d laughed and reiterated the popular saying that one Southerner could lick a dozen Yankees. The Yankee war cry of “On to Richmond” became, at least for a time, “Away from Richmond!”
Catherine climbed the long steps of the church and turned the doorknob of one of the great double doors. It was never locked. She went inside the foyer and through the sanctuary, passed through another door and entered the area where the classrooms were located.
The rooms were dark and cold and smelled of chalk dust. She found her book, then took a few moments to look through a set of drawings to see if there might be a sketch of Elijah she could use. She found one where the prophet stood watching the pagan priests beseech their gods to send fire upon their offering, and went to place it in her classroom.
A door creaked somewhere in a draft. Catherine glanced around the hallway and noticed that a window was not closed completely. She put it down with an unintended bang. Walking quickly, she went down the long corridor, through the library, and passed again through the huge sanctuary.
The sun caressed her as she stepped outside, easing the chill from within. She carefully shut the door behind her, turned, and began descending the steps. On the last step she lowered the gloved hand that had been shading her eyes from the bright sunlight and looked up to see a group of people staring back at her.
She recognized the church custodian, Mr. Humphreys, and two older ladies, Mrs. Gates and Mrs. Whiteside. A camera mounted on a three-legged stand stood directly in front of Catherine; two human legs bent at the knees were planted beside it, with the rest of the figure hidden beneath a black canopy. Her wide-eyed gaze moved from the camera to the small, covered photographer’s wagon that stood nearby.
“Oh, Catherine,” moaned Mrs. Whiteside. “Of course you couldn’t have known. Mr. Pierce was just making a photograph of the church.”
“For the historical society,” added Mrs. Gates. “Tomorrow, you know, is our seventy-fifth anniversary.”
“Of the church.” Mrs. Whiteside thought it wise to be specific.
“Well, of course, Beatrice, I didn’t mean—”
“I’m terribly sorry,” Catherine said quickly. “Did I ruin the photograph?”
“Not at all,” came a muffled voice from beneath the canopy. The cloth lifted and she found herself looking up at a tall, black-haired man with eyes almost as dark as his hair. His black brows were neat with a slight curve, his jaw lean and firm, his nose straight. He was, she thought recklessly, the most handsome man she had ever seen.
“In fact,” he said good-naturedly, “I’d say you enhanced it considerably.” He smiled, revealing a glimpse of even, white teeth, which gleamed in sharp contrast to his tanned skin.
Catherine dropped her book. She knelt to retrieve it just as the man made the same gesture. Their hands touched. She released the book and straightened, knowing her face had turned as red as the scarlet ribbon on Mrs. Whiteside’s lorgnette, through which the woman now peered avidly.
She kept her eyes downcast as the man handed her the book.
“Thank you,” she murmured. She glanced at the two ladies and Mr. Humphreys. “I must be going. Good day.”
“Good-bye, Catherine,” they said.
“Good day, ma’am,” said the stranger.
Catherine hurried away, knowing they must think her rude for not staying to be introduced, but she was too…embarrassed. No, embarrassed wasn’t the right word. She was mortified to her very soul for some reason she could not begin to fathom.
She did not want to know who the photographer was, and hoped she would never see him again.
As Catherine moved to enter the house, Bart came through the doorway in a rush, saying over his shoulder, “I’ll be bringing a friend for supper tonight, Ephraim. Tell Hester
to—”
He stopped as he ran into Catherine, though she had tried to step aside. “Oh, Catherine!” He grabbed her around the waist to keep her from falling off the porch, but instead of letting go he kept his arm around her and guided her firmly to the front door. “Please forgive me,” he said in a smooth voice, looking down into her eyes. “How lovely you look in that green.”
“Thank you.” She pulled away and went into the house before he could say anything else. He reminded her of a snake. He was always appearing unexpectedly, and she always wanted to run away at the sight of him.
“Miss Catherine,” Ephraim said as she entered the vast central hall, “Miss Delia came to call while you were gone. She left you this.”
Quick as a magician, the always-proper butler produced a tray with a small white envelope lying on it.
“Thank you, Ephraim.”
“Miss Catherine.”
She looked up. “Yes, Ephraim?”
“I’m real sorry about what’s happened to Mr. Andrew. The Lord willing, everything will work out for the best.”
Catherine smiled and touched his wrinkled hand. “Thank you,” she whispered.
When she got to her room, she laid her shawl across the bed and sat in a chair to open the envelope. She guessed the contents—yes, it was a formal invitation to Delia’s wedding, scheduled for next Friday evening at four o’clock. Her friend was marrying a soldier, a man she’d known since childhood. They had recently become engaged and decided to marry while he was on furlough. Delia had already asked Catherine to serve as one of her attendants. She turned the envelope over and looked at it again.
Mr. and Mrs. Andrew Kelly.
A wave of nostalgia and sorrow swept over her. No doubt she would have to go to the wedding without Andrew. She could barely remember her own wedding, could barely remember what Andrew had even looked like…before. Now she must go and try to share in her friend’s happiness when her heart was baffled and aching and, yes, grieving over the fate of her husband.
She rose quickly, before she could think about it too much, and set to work studying the life of Elijah. By the time she’d made notes and organized them into a talk of acceptable length, it had begun to grow dark.
Catherine thought guiltily of Andrew. He had been alone in his room all day. Swiftly she lit a candle and walked across the sitting room. After a brief hesitation, she knocked on his door.
“Come in,” came the whispery voice.
He’d been sitting in a chair, but he rose as she came into the room. A lamp burned low on a table near the chair, no doubt for the nurse’s benefit, and she watched as he set aside what appeared to be a book.
“Andrew, are you all right? I’m sorry I’ve not been in sooner. I tried to see you this morning, but Mrs. Shirley told me to wait.”
“I hope Mrs. Shirley has not been too…domineering. She only does what she believes I want her to do. She’s usually right.”
“Well, she’s certainly…assertive. You will let me know if you want anything, even if Mrs. Shirley says you mustn’t?” she asked, smiling.
“Yes,” he said soberly. “I will. Would you like to sit down?”
She nodded and then remembered to say, “Yes, I’d like that.” She settled herself into a chair, wondering a little nervously what she would find to talk to him about. He resumed his seat.
“You must be reading according to that new system. What is it called? I read about it in a magazine.”
“The Braille system.”
She nodded with interest. “I’ve never seen a Braille book. Do you mind if I look at it?”
He reached for the book without moving his head and handed it to her. She opened it and flipped through the pages, which consisted only of upraised dots, all in different configurations.
“How remarkable that a person can read this way. Did it take you long to learn it?”
He hesitated. “I have some sensation in my right hand, enough to discern the order of the dots. It wasn’t difficult to learn. There was a woman at the hospital who was kind enough to teach me. Before the war started, she was a teacher at the Missouri School for the Blind in St. Louis.”
“What good fortune that you met her. Was it Mrs. Shirley?”
“No,” he said. “Someone else.”
“What’s it about? The book, I mean?”
“It’s the story of Louis Braille, the Frenchman who developed the system. It was actually created by a soldier named Barbier, to enable his men to read messages at night, but it was too complex, not practical at all. Braille simplified it and made it usable. He was blind himself, you know—blinded at the age of three when something he was playing with pierced his eye. Infection spread to his other eye and he lost his sight completely.”
“How sad! Somehow when I read the article I pictured him altogether different, a rich old professor maybe, sitting around experimenting with dots.”
Andrew tilted his head toward her. “He was only forty-three when he died of tuberculosis, caused by the terrible conditions under which he lived. He overcame many obstacles in his life, many setbacks and disappointments, but he was dedicated to the idea of devising some method to enable blind people to read and write.” He paused and added, quietly but with feeling, “A most admirable man.”
“Why, Andrew, I’ve never heard you talk like this before. But then, we’ve never really talked about such…serious things. There’s so much about you I don’t know. Your life before the war, your family—”
“I’ve changed. I’m not that man anymore. With all I’ve lost, how could I not change?”
“You still have me.”
“Yes,” he said. “I still have you.”
“I would very much enjoy reading to you sometime, if you’d like.”
His head moved in a barely perceptible nod. “Sometimes Mrs. Shirley reads to me but…it’s somewhat lacking in drama.”
Catherine laughed. “Would you like me to read to you now? I just finished one of Mr. Dickens’s novels, though I don’t think it’s his most recent one. It’s very good.”
“I’d like that, but some other time, I think. You were about to go down to supper, weren’t you? And I’m ready to retire for the night.”
“All right.” Her skirts rustled loudly in the still room as she stood up. He stood also and waited politely for her to speak.
“Have you had your supper?”
“Mrs. Shirley will bring it.”
“Well, good night, then.”
“Good night, Catherine.”
As the door closed behind her, she saw Jessie in the sitting room lighting the lamps, her gingham dress and white apron clean and neat on her plump figure. Her round dark face looked strangely disembodied over the flare of a candle. “Supper’s ready, Miz Catherine,” she said. “They say they’s waitin’ on Mr. Bart’s friend.”
“Thank you, Jessie.”
Catherine hurried to her room where she changed her dress and smoothed her hair. She didn’t usually like Bart’s friends any more than she liked Bart, but her uncle would expect her to look her best. No doubt Sallie would be as ornamented as a Christmas tree.
When she reentered the hallway, she saw Jessie waiting for her, the long taper smoking in her hands. She never seemed to relish her task of seeing to the lamps once dusk had fallen, and she stayed close behind Catherine as they started down the stairs.
Catherine stopped on the landing so suddenly Jessie bumped into her with a loud “oomph.”
“Oh, ’scuse me, ma’am,” Jessie said quickly, waiting for her to resume her descent, but Catherine had become as unmovable as a statue.
Just down the hallway and over Bart’s sandy head, Catherine saw the man who had been photographing the church that morning—the man from whom she’d run away for some unfathomable reason and hoped never to see again. The thought raced across her mind that she could turn and flee up the stairs and remain in her room all evening, but the stout maid stood behind her like a fortress.
Someone said her name, and she became dimly aware that her uncle stood in the parlor doorway with Sallie, calling to her. Bart turned aside.
The stranger stood framed against the massive front door, looking at her. Catherine made herself move forward.
Bart said, with excessive cordiality, “Clayton, may I present Martin’s niece, Mrs. Catherine Kelly. Catherine, this is my friend, Clayton Pierce.”
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