SHATTERED HEARTS…
“May I ask you something, Vickie?”
She nodded.
His voice broke as he whispered, “May I just hold you for a moment? It’s been so long since I . . . since I’ve held anyone.”
His question tore her apart, and with a low cry, she nodded. She didn’t know why she instinctively trusted him. She only knew she felt a strong bond between them, a sense of communication that went beyond words.
Adrian led her to the easy chair beside the window and pulled her down onto his lap. She sighed as she felt his strength and heat envelop her, his male scent fill her senses. She shivered as his lips slowly brushed her brow, her cheek. She slipped her fingers into his; his warm hand tightly grasped hers. For long moments they just clung to each other, taking comfort from the intimacy, amid the sounds of the street drifting in—dogs barking, cars rattling past.
“How do you bear it, Vickie?” he asked at last. “How do you live from day to day?”
“I don’t. I just endure somehow.”
She lifted her face to his and again their gazes locked in a moment of poignant communication. Adrian leaned over and claimed Vickie’s lips with unbearable tenderness. With a soft whimper she kissed him back.
Such passion, such bliss he stirred in her! The sense of connecting with another soul in need was so intense that it filled her with a keenly physical aching. Adrian’s kiss was like a touch of heaven, a ray of warm, beautiful sunshine penetrating the clouds of her grief, a merciful respite for them both. She realized she had needed this desperately, had needed to feel right and sane and loved and wanted—if only for a moment.
Their lips parted on a sigh, a smile.
“This is so sweet,” she murmured achingly. “I had forgotten what it’s like to be held, to be comforted like this. To feel safe. It’s been so long for me, too.”
He nuzzled his lips against her temple and nestled her closer . . .
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Tears and cheers filled the Charleston Battery. The cruel war that had demanded so much from so many was almost at an end.
The sun shone brightly on the crowd gathered beneath the ancient, gnarled oak trees in White Point Gardens at the southernmost tip of the Neck; from the bay beyond, a brisk breeze swept in, lacing the nectar-laden air with the scent of the sea, then wending on past the park to fan the porticoes and iron-lace balconies of the majestic old colonial mansions lining the street beyond.
In the gazebo, a hastily summoned Navy brass band played “The Stars and Stripes Forever” to a throng of enthralled citizens: children waving tiny U.S. flags; hunched elderly couples choked with emotion; young women dressed in widow’s black and carrying babies too young to know the meaning of sorrow; veterans with missing arms, legs, or eyes, in military dress costume, with medals brightly gleaming and faces aglow with pride.
At the back of the crowd, two children clutched hands and craned their necks to get a better view of the bandstand. At twelve, Nate Bennett was tall and slender, blue-eyed and black-haired; he bore the aristocratic features of his English father, his handsome, angular face distinguished by deep-set eyes, high cheekbones, a cleanly etched nose, thin-lipped mouth, and strong chin. Wearing a plaid shirt and tweed pants, he stood head and shoulders above his companion, nine-year-old Cathy Cheney.
Cathy was a lovely child whose light blond hair was styled in “pineapple” curls with bangs; her large, lively cornflower blue eyes peered out of a wide, cherubic face with pink cheeks, upturned nose, and dainty mouth. In keeping with the festive occasion, she wore a jaunty green-and-white seersucker dress with puffed sleeves and fitted waist, her outfit complemented by a straw hat with flower-bedecked ribbon streamers; in one delicate hand she gripped a small U.S. flag that she waved in time to the rousing music.
The march ended to applause and cheers. Cathy turned to Nate, bouncing up and down in her glee. “Oh, Nate, I’m so glad that mean old war is almost over,” she declared in her bright young voice. “Soon Vickie and your dad will come back to get us, won’t they?”
With the rousing strains of “God Bless America” spilling out from the bandstand, Nate blanched. He’d been expecting this question from Cathy all afternoon, ever since news of the surrender had swept the city in a tidal wave of euphoria, along with the sounds of car horns blaring, fireworks erupting, and citizens pouring into the streets accompanied by cheers and confetti. Mr. Graves, the jeweler for whom Nate worked as an apprentice silversmith, had closed his shop early for the day and told Nate to go home.
He could not believe how much his life had changed during those brief hours. With heart pounding in mingled excitement and trepidation, he’d run several blocks to St. Christopher’s Orphanage, where he and Cathy lived, to share the news with her; but Mother Agatha had told him Cathy and several other children had already left for the celebration in town. After searching the thronged streets, Nate had found Cathy here listening to the concert.
“Nate?” Cathy pressed anxiously. “How soon will they come back for us?”
I hope never! he thought to himself fiercely. To Cathy, he reluctantly smiled, reaching out and playfully tugging on a ribbon streamer. “The war in Europe only ended today, goose. We still have the Japs to defeat. It could be months before the soldiers come home. Your sister is in Italy, my dad somewhere in France.”
Cathy’s features filled with disappointment. “I hope they come soon. I can’t wait to see Vickie.”
“Well, I can wait to see my father,” Nate muttered bitterly.
Cathy gasped in dismay. “Nate!”
“It’s true,” he retorted. “You know my dad abandoned me after my poor mum died. He couldn’t abide the sight of me.”
Cathy patted his hand. “But, Nate, he had to fight for his country. He didn’t have a choice.”
“He had a choice,” Nate responded, clenching his jaw. “Maybe if I’m lucky, he’ll be killed before he can come claim me.”
Cathy sucked in a horrified breath. “Nate Bennett, what an awful thing to say!” Wide-eyed, she crossed herself. “Sister Eustace would have a stroke if she heard you say that. We must say a prayer at once for your dad’s safe passage.”
Nate scowled.
She tugged at his sleeve and spoke plaintively. “We must, Nate, or you’ll be doomed to hell for your evil thoughts.”
“Okay,” he conceded at last. “But I’m only doing it for you, Cathy—not for him.”
Slanting him a chiding glance, Cathy tugged him toward a nearby magnolia tree. Both children knelt and fixed their hands in an attitude of prayer. Nate dutifully closed his eyes as Cathy implored the Holy Virgin to bless and safeguard their loved ones still at war.
“There—don’t you feel much better?” she asked afterward.
“No, I don’t.” His hurt-filled eyes reproved her. “Are you so eager to leave me, Cathy?”
She touched his arm. “Nate, we’ll see each other again.”
“Not when you’re back in Georgetown with Vickie and my dad takes me home to England.”
“We can write,” she put in hopefully.
Nate shook his head sadly and struggled to swallow the emotion burning in his throat. Suddenly he felt old way beyond his twelve years. “It’s not the same, Cathy. It’ll never be the same again and you know it.”
She sighed “But there’s nothing more we can do.”
He gazed at her earnestly. “Yes, there is, goose. You can run away with me.”
Cathy chortled. “And get married?”
“No, not now, goose,” Nate answered, feeling his face redden. “I mean later, when we’re old enough.” He drew himself up proudly. “You know I love you, Cathy. You know we’ve promised we’ll be together one day.”
“I know, Nate,” she replied solemnly. “I love you too.”
He smiled wistfully. “Do you remember that afternoon in the attic, the day it rained? When we crossed our hearts, swore to be best friends forever, and hoped to die if we were ever parted?”
“Of course I remember. How could I forget?”
“Then how can you go away with Vickie and leave me forever?” he demanded, his voice thick with the anguish of a child forsaken.
Biting her underlip, Cathy stared helplessly at her feet. “Nate, we’re only children. We can’t take care of ourselves yet.”
“I can provide for you,” declared Nate. “I’m doing well in school, and Mr. Graves says I’m the most talented apprentice he’s ever trained.”
“I know you have a trade, but—”
“Here, I’ll prove it.” Nate dug in his pocket and pulled out a silver ring. “For you.”
“Oh, Nate!”
Eyes aglow, Cathy took the shiny ring, turning its glittering facets toward the light. The wide band was intricately carved, with a smiling sun engraved on its face.
“Do you like it?” he asked, his heart in his voice.
She gazed up at him in awe. “Nate, it’s beautiful.”
His spontaneous grin betraying his pride, Nate took the ring and slipped it on the third finger of her left hand. “It’s for you, Cathy, because you love sunshine. You brought the sun into my life when I had only dark clouds left.”
“Oh, Nate.” Cathy blinked away a tear. “That’s the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me. I think you’re a poet.”
He clutched her hand. “It’s a promise ring, Cathy, a promise that one day we’ll be together always. Say it’s true, Cathy. Just like before. Cross your heart and hope to die if it isn’t true.”
Cathy dutifully crossed her heart. “I’ll treasure the ring always. I’ll never take it off.” She expelled a heavy breath. “And we’ll be together one day, Nate, I promise. But we can’t run away now. We have to wait till we’re grown. Besides, I miss Vickie and I need her.”
Nate was frowning, about to reply, when the music stopped. A man wearing a double-breasted, black and white striped cotton suit and a felt fedora stepped up to the bandstand. Grinning, he held up a hand to silence the cheering crowd.
Nate leaned toward Cathy and whispered, “Hey, that’s Mayor Wehman. Come on, let’s skedaddle, before he makes a boring speech.”
Stifling giggles, Cathy left the park with Nate. Pushed along by crisp bay breezes, the children strolled up historic Meeting Street, past majestic pillared buildings and soaring church steeples; the thoroughfare was clogged with automobiles, buses, and old horse-drawn drays bearing laundry, produce, and kegs of beer.
Spotting the iceman rattling past in his mule-drawn wagon, Nate grinned at Cathy, then ran ahead, grabbing two large slivers of ice from the wagon gate. He raced back to Cathy, wiped the sawdust from one of the chunks, and handed it to her.
Sucking on the ice, the children continued along the sidewalk, passing a stylishly dressed lady wheeling a baby carriage, three midgets in overalls bound for their shift at the shipyard, and an elderly gentleman in cap and dungarees, wearing an armband emblem proclaiming him an air raid warden in the Civilian Defense.
Nate glanced at Cathy; so young and carefree skipping along beside him, and remembered what he had almost told her in the park a moment earlier. She had argued that they were still children. But Nate felt already grown, a child no longer; the events of the past six years had stripped him of his youth. Back in England, at the tender age of six, he had lost his mother to diphtheria; at seven, he had watched his father desert him to go fly with the Royal Air Force. He’d been shipped off to America to ride out the war with his grandmother. Months later, she’d suffered a stroke and had been sent to a rest home, leaving him an orphan under the care of the Sisters of Mercy. At St. Christopher’s Nate had become a loner, a shy, embittered lad who shunned the overtures of the other children and resisted the kindnesses of the nuns.
Then three years ago Nate had met Cathy, an event that had radically changed his life. He would never forget the moment when six-year-old Cathy danced across the orphanage parlor with a box of checkers, her yellow curls bouncing, her laughter drawing him out of his shell as she insisted he play the game with her.
She, too, had been a victim of tragedy, losing her mother at a very early age. When her widowed father died, she had been forced to come live at the orphanage until her sister, a nurse serving in the army, could return to claim her.
Yet, unlike Nate, Cathy had never allowed the tragedies of her life to touch her spirit, and her sunny outlook had attracted Nate from the outset. She had become his best friend, his reason for living. He loved her and wanted one day to marry her . . .
Only now he was about to lose her. A heavy sigh escaped him. Perhaps she was still too young to fully understand what forever meant, but Nate knew. Oh, he knew. A forever had passed since he had lost his dear mum, another eternity since his dad had deserted him. How could he make Cathy understand that when his dad and her sister returned, they would likely be parted for the rest of their lives?
Well, he would not abide it! Somehow he must keep them together, for Cathy had become Nate’s entire world. He smiled, watching her hop along the street, jumping over the cracks in the sidewalk that might break her mother’s back, despite the fact that her mother had long dwelled in a heavenly place where cracks could no longer harm her. As she skipped along, she sang a little ditty about their seaport city, ending with the phrase, Ghosts haunt the waterfront in old Charles Town!
Nate chuckled. “It’s Charleston, goose, not Charles Town.”
Skipping over a crack, Cathy shot him a saucy look. “It was Charles Town back before independence.”
“Where did you learn that silly chant, anyway?” he teased.
Cathy panted her indignant reply between leaps. “It’s not silly! Brown Bessie taught me last night. Her mama taught her way back in the year 1810.”
Nate snorted a laugh. “Not that crazy old Brown Bessie again. Sister Marie says she’s dangerous, that Bessie’s ghost has been setting fires ‘round Charleston for over a hundred years.”
“Oh!” cried Cathy, shooting Nate a look of hurt and indignation. “That’s not so! How dare you say such bad things about Bessie. She’s my friend. You take back what you said.”
Seeing the hurt in Cathy’s bright eyes, Nate swallowed his angry retort. Brown Bessie was a ghost, the spirit of a slave who had been executed in Charleston a hundred and twenty years ago—and a very sore subject between him and Cathy. Although Nate doubted the phantom Bessie even existed, Cathy had believed in the ghost for some time now. He felt intensely jealous of the many hours Cathy spent in the orphanage attic, talking with her imaginary friend or “playing marbles” with Bessie. Nate was convinced that Cathy had invented Bessie out of loneliness, and could not understand why his friendship was not enough.
“So what else did Bessie tell you?” he asked grudgingly.
‘‘Will you take back the mean things you just said?” Cathy said stubbornly.
Nate threw up his hands. “Okay, Bessie’s not bad. There, are you happy? Now tell me what she said.”
Cathy shrugged. “Bessie didn’t say much. Mostly we played marbles with Rufus.”
Nate ground his jaw. Rufus was a kitten Cathy had recently rescued from a garbage can, a kitten she claimed Bessie had named. Resentment surging in him, he demanded, “Why don’t you just admit Bessie doesn’t exist?”
“Because it’s not true!” Cathy cried.
“It is so true. If you didn’t make her up, then why does Bessie disappear every time I go up in the attic?”
Cathy stopped to regard him proudly. “‘Cause you won’t believe in her. Bessie’ll come to you too if you’ll just believe in her. She told me so.”
Nate was mulling this over when he spotted their friend, Officer Paddy McIntire, emerging on a corner ahead of them. Dressed in the blue uniform and cap of the Charleston Police, armed with his Smith and Wesson revolver and a billy club, the pot-bellied man was ambling across Meeting Street.
Feeling grateful for the diversion, Nate pointed ahead. “Hey, look, there’s Officer Paddy. Let’s go see what he’s doing. Maybe he’ll give us nickels for candy.”
But Cathy dug in her heels, her expression uncharacteristically wary. “No. Brown Bessie warned me we should stay away from Officer Paddy today.”
“Bah!” Nate waved her off. “I’m not believing in that silly old ghost again.”
Cathy glowered.
“‘Sides, Officer Paddy wouldn’t hurt a fly. What has he ever done but give us gum and nickels and tell us funny stories about the drunkards rolling around in Roper’s Alley?”
Cathy set her arms akimbo. “I think we should stay away from him.”
Nate grabbed her hand: “Come on, goose. He’s crossing the street and we’ll lose him.”
Cathy reluctantly fell into step beside Nate, and the two rushed for the intersection of Meeting and Broad streets, known as the Four Corners of Law. On opposite corners ahead of them loomed Charleston City Hall and the post office; across the street to their west stood the county courthouse, while beside them rose majestic old St. Michael’s Church with its pillars, clock tower, and steeple.
Following McIntire, the children raced around the corner onto Broad Street, skidding past a hunched old flower lady with her cart; beyond at the harbor end of the street stood the Old Exchange and Provost Dungeon. The pair trailed McIntire onto Church Street, passing the old tenement known as Cabbage Row, where a jovial black woman stood framed in her kitchen window, singing “God Bless the Child” as she laid out squashes, potatoes, carrots, and onions for sale on her windowsill. They followed the policeman into a seamy alleyway filled with garbage cans, trash, and old dogs dozing on the steps of sagging back stoops.
Cathy sniffed at the unpleasant odors of rubbish. “What is he doing here?” she asked in an urgent whisper.
Nate shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe Officer Paddy is playing dominoes again.”
“Then he won’t want us around.”
“He won’t care.” Nate paused, gripping Cathy’s hand as, ahead of them, Paddy trooped up the back steps of a tenement. “There—he’s stopping.”
Cathy tugged at Nate’s sleeve. “Let’s go home.”
“Naw, I want to see what Paddy’s doing.”
He towed her on, until the two stopped before a derelict brownstone building that towered four stories above them. Ahead in some garbage cans he could hear the high-pitched wailing of battling cats. Then a screeching gray mongrel sailed out of a pile of trash and vaulted past them down the alleyway, jumping over the legs of a drunkard who lay unconscious near the back door of a row house. The man didn’t even twitch.
“Come on, Nate, we can’t find Officer Paddy now,” Cathy implored.
Nate spotted the old iron fire escape. “Sure we can. We’ll climb up the fire steps.”
“Nate, I don’t want candy that much.”
“Oh, hush.”
Nate jumped up and down until he caught the bottom rung of the fire escape ladder, then pulled down the creaky, rickety contraption. He and Cathy climbed up to the first floor landing, pausing at the sounds of men’s loud voices.
“Stay low,” Nate cautioned Cathy. “I think that’s Officer Paddy I hear.”
Cathy crouched on the landing. Nate peered over the windowsill to see Officer Paddy sitting at a table with another policeman, a man Nate recognized as Paddy’s boss, the one he called Keegan. The scarred tabletop was stacked with greenbacks and cluttered with beer bottles and ashtrays. The men were counting out the cash and arguing loudly.
“Jeepers, look at all that money,” Nate whispered. “I’ll bet he’ll give us enough to buy the whole candy store.”
Wide-eyed, Cathy poked her dainty nose over the windowsill, and both children watched and listened . . .
***
At the table sat two men in policeman’s blues. Paddy McIntire sported a jovial face and a twinkle in his gray eyes; a smoking cigar dangled between his thick lips. Lieutenant Carmichael Keegan was older and thinner, with a pug-nosed face, shifty hazel eyes, and orange hair liberally streaked with gray.
Keegan was in a rage, chomping down furiously on the wad of tobacco stuffed between his teeth and his cheek. He’d been a member of the Charleston police force for almost two decades now. During most of those years, he’d been lord of his own little kingdom of graft, “protecting” the brothels and juke joints in the harbor district—for the right price. His problems had begun early in the war, when the commander of Charleston Naval Base had declared the “sinful” city off-limits to military personnel. Now the mayor and the police chief had been forced to launch a major crackdown on vice in the area . . .
Which was Keegan’s sacred domain. Taverns and whorehouses were biting the dust left and right, and Keegan’s remaining customers were balking, claiming he could no longer shield them from the authorities. Keegan’ s supply of easy money was drying up, and his chief foot soldier, the idiot Paddy McIntire, wasn’t helping much.
“I can’t believe Lottie told you she ain’t gotta pay up this time,” Mic Keegan snarled, spitting tobacco juice on the floor.
“She said Captain O’Moody come around last week, askin’ if any coppers was trying to fleece her,” Paddy replied. “Now Lottie says she ain’t paying up, and she and her gals is moving on to Walterboro, anyhow. Says O’Moody give her thirty days to clear out of town. Says if we pester her again, she’ll squeal on us to O’Moody.”
“That witch!” roared Keegan, waving a fist. “I’ll teach that hussy to threaten me—and make her cough up double.”
“It ain’t just her, Keegan, all our marks is stiffing us. They’re all feeling the squeeze.” Paddy gestured disparagingly at the cash strewn on the table. “This ain’t half what we used to collect.”
“Yeah, and I think O’Moody is gettin’ wise to us, to boot,” groused Keegan. “He sure was askin’ a lot of questions ‘round police headquarters yesterday, like who might be on the take. Kept looking my way, funny-like.”
“So what’ll we do?”
Keegan drummed his fingertips on the table. “I think maybe we oughta get rid of him.”
Paddy’s mouth fell open, his lit cigar tumbling onto the table. “You don’t mean bump him off, Mic?”
“I sure as hell do.”
“No!” protested Paddy, grabbing the smoldering cigar and snuffing it out in an ashtray.
Mic gestured his frustration. “Yeah, it’ll be easy. I’ll just have me a little chat with Lottie, have ‘er make a call and tell O’Moody she’s ready to snitch. When he arrives at Marsh Alley to meet her, you’ll be lying in wait with your billy club.”
“Me!” gasped Paddy, falling back in his chair.
“Heck, it’ll be easy pickin’s. Just make it look like a robbery and we’ll be in the clear. I’ll likely get O’Moody’s job and then we can continue on just like before.”
Paddy had gone pale. “You ain’t saying I should rub ‘im out?”
“Yeah, it’s him or us,” snarled Keegan.
Paddy violently shook his head. “No, I ain’t doin’ it.”
Keegan’ s face turned purple. “After all I done for you, stuffing your pockets with greenbacks for ten years, you’re telling me no?”
“Mic, please. This ain’t like stealing from whores and tavern masters. This is murder.”
“Bah!” Keegan waved him off. “Do it right, and ain’t no one’ll ever know the difference.”
“I can’t,” said Paddy, shuddering.
Mic made a sound of contempt “Hell, then I’ll do it for you, you miserable coward.”
“No, Keegan,” said Paddy, drawing himself up with dignity. “There I gotta draw the line. If you do in O’Moody for no good reason, I gotta turn you in.”
Keegan shouted an expletive and pounded a fist “What did you just say, you good-for-nothing piss-ant?”
Although Paddy gulped, he held his ground. “You’re the Judas, Mic, if you up and kill Captain O’Moody. If you do it, I’m gonna ‘fess up everything.”
“You bastard!” Features livid, Keegan shot to his feet and whipped out his revolver.
Paddy’s jovial face went ashen, his eyes widening in terror as he held up trembling hands. “Keegan, for the love of Saint Mary, don’t go off your rocker now. No, Mic, please, don’t—”
His terrified plea ended in the blast of a bullet that ripped through his heart. Wide-eyed, Paddy McIntire fell forward, dead, across the table.
Keegan smiled and blew at the smoke clouding the air.
A child screamed.
Keegan whirled about to see two young, terrified faces watching him from the windowsill. Mary, Joseph, and Jesus! It was them damn kids from St Christopher’s Orphanage, the very ones who were always begging candy money off McIntire. And the whelps had seen it all!
“Brats!” Keegan screamed. “I’ll teach you to spy on me!”
Lunging toward the window, Keegan recocked and aimed his revolver, but by then the two sheet-white faces had vanished.
***
“Run, Cathy!” Nate yelled. “Run for your life!”
The two children raced down the seamy alleyway, a hiccupping and sobbing Cathy tugged along by a panicked Nate.
“Nate, stop!” she cried, her wide, terrified eyes beseeching him. “We must go back and help Officer Paddy. He’s hurt bad—I saw blood splashing all over his shirt when the mean man shot him.”
“Cathy, we can’t help him anymore,” said Nate miserably.
“But we can!” she wailed. “When he fell across the table, his eyes were still open.”
Nate groaned, hating himself for having put Cathy through this ordeal. “Cathy, you must believe we can’t help him. Now run or Keegan’ll get us. We must hurry back to the orphanage and hide.”
Cathy was about to sob out another protest when an enraged voice bellowed from behind them, “Come back, you little sneaks!”
Nate frantically glanced over his shoulder to see Keegan in the street a block behind them, running after them and waving his billy club. “Come on, Cathy, hurry!”
The two tore onto Church Street and raced the final blocks to St. Christopher’s Orphanage, a large three-story frame residence hall that faced sideways to the street, with a small chapel in the yard beyond. The children vaulted through the yard, up the side steps, and down the pillared piazza into the house, slamming the door behind them.
Pressed against the panel, both children stood trembling, gulping in huge breaths of air. Glancing about, Nate noted with relief mat the corridor was deserted.
“You okay?” he asked Cathy.
She nodded bravely, blinking at tears. “Why did the mean man shoot Officer Paddy?”
“I’m not sure. I think they had a fight over bumpin’ someone off.” He squeezed her hand. “But we can’t worry about that now. Let’s get upstairs to the attic before that crazy copper finds us.”
As Nate pulled her away, Cathy spoke in quivering tones. “Bessie is there. Bessie will help us.”
Nate shot her a heated look. “I’ll protect you, Cathy. Don’t you worry.”
The children rushed up several flights of winding stairs and finally creaked open the door to the attic, stepping inside a huge expanse cluttered with boxes, furniture, old school desks, and ratty clothing. Dust moats danced in the spikes of light streaming in through the front dormer windows.
Cathy sneezed, and in the shadows a kitten mewled.
“Rufus,” Cathy called, her anxieties momentarily forgotten.
A furry head peeked out of an open hatbox, then a fluffy orange, black, and white calico kitten leaped out, meowing plaintively as it danced across the dusty planks to rub itself against Cathy’s ankle.
Leaning over, Cathy scooped up the furball. As she straightened and held the purring kitten against her cheek, her troubled expression melted into one of relief. “Rufus, I’m so glad to see you!”
Rufus purred even louder and licked Cathy’s nose. She giggled.
Nate touched her shoulder. “Cathy, will you be okay for a minute?”
“Why?” she asked in sudden fear.
“I have to go downstairs and watch in case Keegan comes here.”
Cathy’s eyes grew huge. “No! The bad man’ll take you away and shoot you, Nate, just like he shot Officer Paddy.”
Nate drew himself up with bravado. “No, he won’t. I’ll hide. ‘Sides, no one knows we’re back. Mother Agatha thinks we’re still in town. I just have to make sure we’ll be safe.”
“What about Officer Paddy?”
He regarded her starkly. “Cathy, he’s in heaven now.”
She shuddered, clutching her kitten.
“We have to think of ourselves,” he added quietly.
“Okay,” she conceded. “But promise me you’ll come right back.”
“Promise.” Crossing his heart and kissing her cheek, Nate was off.
Cathy carried Rufus over to an old Windsor rocker and sat down. Sniffling, she rocked and petted the kitten. Poor Officer Paddy! Now he was in heaven with her own mama and papa, making sure heaven was safe.
But Cathy knew when folks went to heaven, she didn’t get to see them again. Not unless they were guardian spirits like Bessie; and Cathy knew guardian spirits were rare. Cathy didn’t want Nate to leave her and go to heaven, too. She prayed he was safe, that he wasn’t being hurt by the mean policeman who had killed their friend. Cathy still didn’t understand why Paddy and Keegan had argued; she only knew Keegan had been real mad at Officer Paddy. He had shot poor Officer Paddy to death, and now he wanted to shoot Nate and Cathy to death, too.
She shivered at the thought. Then she heard the low sound of bracelets jangling and gasped in wonder and relief. Bessie must be near! She would help them, even if Nate didn’t believe in her.
“Bessie?” she called.
“Miss Cathy?” answered a soft, eerie voice.
The tiny hairs on Cathy’s nape prickled as the air around her began to shift subtly, causing dust moats to swirl about. Then Cathy watched Brown Bessie’s spirit slowly float out from behind a scarred old armoire, the ghostly presence glimmering softly on the air, gradually becoming more defined and vibrant. At last fully formed and radiant, Brown Bessie glided forward, the embodiment of a young black woman dressed in blue slave cottonades and a matching turban, with two gold bangles on her right hand and a small burlap sack tied to the piece of rope that bound her waist. Appearing as real as any human, the ghost radiated an inner glow that had long ago convinced Cathy that her friend’s spirit was genuine and kind.
“Hey, Bessie,” Cathy cooed softly.
Bessie knelt in front of Cathy’s rocker. Her skirts formed a soft pool on the floor. “Hey, Miss Cathy,” she greeted in her low, soothing voice. “How you be? I hear you cryin’, chile.”
Cathy stared into her friend’s brown, compassionate face—the wise, honey-gold eyes, the broad, blunt nose, the wide, generous mouth and white teeth. “Bessie, Nate and me, we’re in trouble bad,” she confessed, shuddering.
Bessie nodded solemnly. “I know, honey. You don’t listen to Bessie.”
“I listened, but Nate wouldn’t!” Cathy burst out miserably. “He wanted us to follow Officer Paddy for candy money, and I told him you said stay away, but then he made me and . . . Oh, Bessie, it was awful! We saw some mean man murder Officer Paddy!”
Bessie’s gold bracelets softly jangled as she reached upward to pat the child’s heaving shoulders. “I know, Miss Cathy. But you be all right. Bessie protect you from the Evil One.”
Cathy stared aghast at Bessie. “But he followed us! I’m so scared. Nate went downstairs to see if he’s there. I’m afraid the mean man will shoot Nate, then murder me!”
“No, honey, you ain’t gonna die, and Nate neither,” Bessie softly reassured her. “You jes’ stay put. You know Brown Bessie’ll take care o’ you both. You listen to Bessie and you be all right.”
A smile quivered on Cathy’s lips. “I know you’ll protect us. You’re our guardian angel.” She sighed. “But Nate . . . he thinks you’re bad, that you set fires and hurt folks—”
“He don’t believe in me,” put in Bessie solemnly.
Regarding her friend with utter devotion, Cathy crossed her heart. “But I do. I know you’re here to protect all children.”
“You believe in Bessie.”
“I know you’re good,” Cathy continued earnestly. “And I promise I’ll obey you from now on—and make Nate listen, too.”
Bessie nodded and untied the small burlap sack at her waist. “You a fine chile, honey. Don’t you fret about Nate. You play marbles with Bessie now? You, me, and Rufus?”
“Of course!” Cathy cried, her troubles momentarily forgotten in a child’s delight at simple pleasures.
Setting down Rufus, Cathy slid to her knees. Bessie upended her sack, sending her brown and yellow crystalline stones spilling across the old scarred floor. Rufus leaped about, chasing after the bright pebbles that spun in all directions.
“Bessie, tell me the story of your marbles,” Cathy implored.
Bessie smiled. “Oh, Miss Cathy. You knows my story by heart.”
“Please,” she pleaded. “I love your story.”
Bessie reached down, covering several pebbles with her palm, then setting the stones whirling, to the delight of the cavorting kitten. “I find my marbles on the banks of the River Limpopo in Africa—way back when I be a baby, back before the slavers come.”
“Back in the year 1806,” Cathy finished solemnly.
Bessie nodded. “Back then. Before I come to America . . .”
***
“Cursed hooligans!” growled Carmichael Keegan.
By the time he had hauled himself up the orphanage steps, the police lieutenant was huffing and puffing. His angry knocks were finally answered by a nun he recognized as Mother Agatha, a sharp-featured woman of middle years.
“Why, goodday, Officer Keegan, may I help you?” she inquired.
Keegan ground his jaw. He didn’t like this nun. She used to come calling on his drunkard wife—back before Gladys had kicked the bucket—and used to scold him for knocking around the old hag.
No, he didn’t like this sanctimonious biddy one bit.
“It’s Lieutenant Keegan,” he half-snarled.
“My, my, time does pass,” the nun murmured. “What may I do for you, Lieutenant?”
Keegan hitched up his trousers and shot the nun his most formidable glare. “I’m after two of your charges I seen robbin’ a citizen on Meeting Street.”
The nun sucked in a horrified breath. “Sir, I’ll have you know this is a Catholic institution run by the strictest standards. Our children are not thieves.”
“Well, them two are!”
“Which two?”
“Hell, I don’t know their names, but I seen ‘em with Paddy McIntire times enough. A boy about yea tall”—he paused, gesturing—”with dark hair, and a shorter girl with them blond pineapple curls.”
“Ah, you must mean Nate Bennett and Cathy Cheney,” said the nun. “Those two are inseparable.”
“Yeah. Well, we’ll see how inseparable they are down at the jail,” Keegan drawled sarcastically.
The nun went wide-eyed. “Why, I never! You propose to take two young children to such a disreputable establishment? That is totally out of the question!”
Keegan leaned toward her menacingly. “Are you interfering with an officer of the law in the performance of his duties?”
A look of caution flitted over the nun’s face. “Sir, the children you seek are not pickpockets. Furthermore, they aren’t even here right now—they’re in town celebrating the victory.”
“Bloody hell they’re not here!” blazed Keegan. “I just seen ‘em return to this here orphanage.”
The nun drew herself up with dignity. “Lieutenant, I am not about to tolerate the usage of profanity on these premises.”
“Just hand over the little hooligans and I’ll be gone!”
“And where is this man you claim they robbed?” demanded the mother superior.
Keegan avoided her eye. “He’s at police headquarters.”
“Indeed? And what do you allege the children stole from him?”
“His wallet.”
“Well, I seriously doubt this so-called theft even occurred. In any event, I shall investigate the matter myself.”
“You trying to do my job?” bellowed Keegan.
The nun faced him down unflinchingly. “Lieutenant, I seriously doubt your superior, Captain O’Moody, will approve of your taking two of our charges to jail. As you’re aware, your captain is a faithful member of our parish and plays gin rummy with Father Timothy every Thursday night.”
Keegan’ s face was reddening. “What of it? I want them little sneaks, now.”
“Then let’s go inside and telephone your captain,” replied the nun with cool disdain. “If he agrees that the children should be apprehended, I’ll accompany them down to the precinct house—where you had best produce this citizen you claim my children robbed.”
His temper spiking, Keegan waved a fist. “Look, you nosy penguin, you bring them brats out here right now, or by damn I’ll—”
“You’ll what, Lieutenant?” the nun demanded icily.
Keegan seethed in helpless frustration, realizing the nun had him outfoxed. At the moment, he couldn’t get past her to nab the kids.
Conceding defeat, he spat tobacco juice near her feet, growing still more enraged when she didn’t even flinch. “I’ll be back, you interfering biddy!” He turned on his heel and strode off.
Smiling, the nun closed the door.
***
Crouched at the back of the hallway, Nate watched Mother Agatha shut the door and move back inside. Heaving a huge sigh of relief, he crept back up the stairs.
Thank God for Mother Agatha! The woman was a saint to protect them from Lieutenant Keegan. But now what were they to do? Keegan would surely return, and once inside, he would likely shoot them just as he’d shot poor Paddy McIntire. He and Cathy must continue to hide until the danger was over.
He quickly climbed several flights and entered the attic. “Cathy? Are you okay?”
With Rufus in her arms, Cathy cautiously emerged from behind a scarred armoire. I’m okay. Bessie has been keeping me company.”
Nate glanced about. “Where is she?”
Cathy laughed, stepping toward him. “You know Bessie always disappears when you come around.” She bit her lip. “Did you see the mean man downstairs?”
He reached out to pet the kitten. “Yeah, but he’s gone now. Bless Mother Agatha, she wouldn’t let old Keegan have us.”
“Thank heaven.” Cathy crossed herself. “But what are we to do? Surely he’ll come back and shoot us.”
Nate wrapped an arm about Cathy’s shoulders and flashed her a brave smile. “We’ll be safe here, goose. Later, I’ll sneak downstairs and get us some food—and some milk for Rufus.”
She nodded.
He slanted her a stern glance. “Cathy, you know we must stay put and be very quiet until the danger is over.”
“I know,” she agreed soberly.
***
An hour later, Mother Agatha trudged up the dusty steps to the attic. Her mind was deeply troubled, her joy over the end of war in Europe thrust aside in her concern over three of her orphans seriously ill with measles—not to mention the bizarre events regarding Cathy and Nate.
She’d left her invalids for a brief moment to come check on the children, for she’d worried about them ever since Lieutenant Keegan’s strange visit. She knew they often played in the attic and that Cathy kept a kitten there. Like so many orphans at St. Christopher’s, Cathy and Nate had suffered grievous losses due to the war. So far, Mother Agatha hadn’t had the heart to take the children to task for breaking so many orphanage rules, including no playing in the attic and no keeping pets on the premises.
But she was certain the children weren’t thieves. She wondered why Keegan wanted so badly to apprehend them.
She thrust open the creaky door, stirring up dust, and stepped inside the grimy attic. “Cathy? Nate? Are you here?”
From a far corner, she thought she heard slight shuffling sounds, followed by a kitten’s whimper, and a sneeze.
Mother Agatha smiled. “Nate? Cathy?”
Silence was her only answer.
Mother Agatha glanced at the sea of clutter and sighed. She might never locate the two in such a maze of hiding places. The children were surely safe here and she hadn’t the time or the will to force them out into the open now. They’d come down when they were hungry enough, and she could then question them regarding the alleged incident in town.
In the meantime, she was quite worried about a certain eight-year-old with a very high fever . . .
***
When night fell, Carmichael Keegan crept back to the orphanage property. He puffed on a cigar and prowled the darkness between the residence hall and the chapel. Staring at so many orphanage windows aglow with light, Keegan was certain those whelps were inside—and they knew enough to send him to the death house. Well, it was either them or him. Damn that nosy nun for not cooperating! Now she would suffer. Now they would all suffer.
Tossing down his cigar and snuffing it out with the tip of his shoe, Keegan crossed over to a small stand of trees and picked up the can of gasoline he had hidden there. He opened the lid and slowly began circling the building . . .
***
The caustic scent of smoke awakened Nate. Coughing, he jerked awake, shaking Cathy, who dozed beside him in an old armchair, the kitten in her arms.
Cathy also coughed, glancing in fear at the gray tentacles advancing toward them like evil spirits. “Nate, where is this smoke coming from?”
“I don’t know,” he replied anxiously. “Stay put.”
Nate got up, gagging as he staggered to the door. He touched the knob and yelped in pain as hot metal seared his hand. Mother of God, the whole house must be on fire! He could hear flames licking at the opposite side of the panel, monsters eager to devour him, to devour Cathy. And smoke was pouring from the crack at the bottom, rising to smother them!
Choking, Nate hurried back across the attic and flung open a dormer window. Angry flames leaped and crackled just beneath the attic eaves, and the scene on the lawn below was terrifying. Nuns and orphans, all in night clothes, were pouring out of the building onto the lawn. He could hear their panicked cries.
Nate cupped a hand around his mouth and yelled, “Help us! Please, help us!”
Coughing violently, Cathy rushed to Nate’s side, her face a picture of terror. She clutched her frightened, wailing kitten and gazed at the flames advancing toward them.
“Nate, what can we do?” she cried. “We must run.”
He regarded her in helpless anguish. “No, Cathy, we can’t. There are flames on the attic stairs.”
She gasped, hugging her kitten. “Oh, no! We’re going to die! Poor Rufus will die, too!”
Frantic for Cathy’s safety, Nate turned back to the window and screamed, “Help us! Please, somebody, help us!”
***
Down on the ground, nuns and children were scurrying about in all directions. Near the front gate, a horrified Mother Agatha tried to count heads as she held a terrified two-year-old girl who was wailing inconsolably. Three other hysterical orphans clung to the nun’s habit. Agatha cried out in fear, watching Sister Marie chase a small girl whose nightgown was on fire; she crossed herself in relief when the nun snuffed out the flames with a blanket.
A man staggered up to her, his countenance bleary and whiskered, his eyes bloodshot but filled with concern. “Mother Agatha, I called the fire department.”
Mother Agatha recognized the man as Joe Morgan, a drunkard and former fireman who occasionally attended mass at St. Christopher’s. Although she could smell the rank odor of whiskey on his breath, she was not about to question such a Good Samaritan. “Thank you, Mr. Morgan,” she replied breathlessly. “We’re trying to evacuate all the children to the church two blocks away.”
“That’s good—they’ll be safe there.” His horrified gaze returned to raging fire that had already enveloped most of the structure. “The flames are almost up to the attic.”
“Oh, merciful heavens, the attic!” cried Mother Agatha in panic. “There may be two children still up there!”
As a deafening crash of collapsing timbers made all the children cry out in fear, the man uttered a gasp and crossed himself. “Holy saints, sister. You’d best take these others to the church now.”
“But the children in the attic—”
“I used to be a fireman. I’ll try to help them.”
“Bless you, Mr. Morgan.”
As the nun hurried away with her charges, Joe Morgan gazed in dread at the flaming building. He had promised the nun he’d try to help the children trapped in the attic, but he wasn’t sure there was anything to be done.
Nonetheless, Morgan staggered about the perimeter of the blazing edifice, choking on acrid fumes, desperately searching for any point of entry, any door or window that was not already fully involved. There was none. Feeling keenly frustrated, he moved back to the front of the building and gazed upward. For just an instant, the flames parted, and it was then that he spotted two children framed in a high dormer window, their expressions of abject terror clawing at his heart.
He crossed himself and shuddered. Bless their sweet souls, they were doomed. . . .
***
“A man sees us!” cried Nate. “Look, he sees us!”
“Yes, but what can he do?” Cathy choked out. “He can’t get to us and we’re all going to die.”
Nate saw the despair on Cathy’s face and heard it in her voice. Her emotions tore at his heart. How he wished he could save her—he would eagerly give his life for her own.
“Cathy, I’m sorry,” he whispered brokenly. “I’m so sorry.”
The two stood staring at each other starkly, helplessly trapped between suffocating smoke and raging flames. Then all at once an eerie voice whispered, “Jump!”
Cathy gaped at Nate. “Did you hear that?”
Stunned, he nodded.
She tugged at his sleeve. “Bessie says we must jump!”
“Cathy, no,” he beseeched. “We’re four stories up. If we do we’ll die.”
“If we stay here the fire will get us!”
Nate gazed at her in terrible torment, and quickly realized she was right. The smoke would soon suffocate them, or the flames roast them alive, and surely a swift death was preferable to this. He felt intense sorrow and guilt for having let Cathy down. He had vowed to protect her—and he had failed miserably.
Blinking at tears, he touched her cheek. “Cathy, I don’t want to lose you.”
“We’ll be together in heaven,” she replied in a breaking voice. “With my mama and papa. And your mum.”
He nodded convulsively. “I love you always.”
“I love you too, Nate.”
The two hugged each other for a final, desperate moment. Nate clambered out onto the edge of the roof first, taking Rufus as Cathy climbed out beside him. Then with the whimpering kitten securely tucked beneath Cathy’s arm, the two best friends stood and joined hands. Right before they made their leap, they shared a final smile of utter love.
***
Down on the ground Joe Morgan had watched as the children emerged on the high ledge of the roof and prepared to make their suicide flight. Panic had exploded in him like a spray of sharp knives, and he’d wildly waved his arms. “No, angels, no!” he’d screamed. “Please, don’t jump, I beg of you! Wait for the ladder truck!”
He knew they couldn’t hear him. He knew his pleas were futile. He died a dozen agonizing deaths as he watched the two angels join hands and leap from the ledge together. In mingled horror and disbelief, he watched the children fall through the sheer bright flames . . . then disappear.
As Vickie Cheney stood alone before the burnt-out shell of St Christopher’s Orphanage, a line from a Shakespearean sonnet penetrated the haze of pain in her mind:
Bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet birds sang . . .
Indeed, as Vickie’s tormented gaze took in the charred ruins—the jagged beams left standing, the rubble strewn everywhere, the sooty chimney stretching forlornly toward the cloudless skies—a bright cardinal sang on the fire-shocked, withered limb of a crepe myrtle, its sweet song mocking her in her overwhelming grief. Across the property, a scorched foundation and altar gave grim evidence of the chapel that had once stood there, offering comfort to so many. Mother Agatha had told Vickie the fire was presumed to have been an accident, and a fund-raising campaign was underway to rebuild both edifices; but it would not be easy in the war-impoverished southern town of Charleston.
Vickie had thought she had known devastation, and anguish beyond description. She had watched young men die, had heard old men cry like babies. She had loved a man and lost him forever. In her twenty-six brief years, she had seen more suffering than most people endure in a lifetime. She had taken some fleeting comfort from knowing she must have seen the worst. . . .
She’d been so wrong. For nothing could compare with the soul-rending agony she felt at this moment, staring at the stark remains of the orphanage where her nine-year-old sister had perished.
Precious cherub, so innocent and carefree. Now her glorious spirit was lost to this world forever.
“We’re so sorry,” they’d just told her at the rectory two blocks away. “It was such a tragedy—such a sweet child.”
The words were no comfort. There was no comfort for Vickie now—not even the comfort of tears, for she had exhausted her sobs days ago.
It had been four years since she’d seen her beloved sister, yet Cathy’s memory lay fresh as a fragrant bud in Vickie’s mind. Cathy had been her parents’ love child, born when both were approaching their forties and Vickie was sixteen. Vickie had always thought of herself as more of a second mother to Cathy than a sister, especially after their mother passed away when Cathy was only two. She remembered rocking the small child on the porch swing, at their family’s home in Georgetown, South Carolina.
She remembered so much: Cathy’s eager smile, her bright eyes, her spontaneous laughter. She remembered her tiny sister bringing her things: at three, her earthworm collection, neatly packed in dirt inside one of their father’s cigar boxes; at four, a pansy bouquet; at five, a pot holder she’d woven from rags. Cathy had been so filled with zest and joie de vivre. One of Vickie’s last memories was of Cathy dancing around the maypole, wearing a lacy white dress, with a garland of tea roses in her hair and eyes aglow with wonder.
Why not me? Vickie asked herself, her throat raw. She would so eagerly have given her life for Cathy’s. She had come close to death so many times during the war—when shrapnel had torn through the field hospital where she had worked as a nurse; when a severely wounded, combat-crazed pilot had gone berserk and tried to strangle her—yet she had been spared time and again. After all the desolation of war, if God was still greedy for fresh souls, why not take her instead of one of this earth’s few angels?
In Vickie’s purse lay her last precious letter from Cathy, written in a child’s cheerful scrawl, telling of her new kitten and her friend Brown Bessie. Cathy had even sent a picture of herself, a snapshot showing her sitting in a swing, grinning at the camera, a solemn older boy standing behind her. “My friend Nate,” was scribbled on the back.
“Hurry home!” the letter had ended.
Vickie had received the letter in Italy just days after she was notified that her sister had died in the fire. Such sweetness the missive had brought, yet with such cruel timing. She’d had nightmares ever since then, heart-wrenching visions in which she saw Cathy alone and terrified, trapped in the flames, choking on smoke, screaming out for help . . . with no one there to rescue her, no one to comfort her as she died.
She had failed her sister, failed her miserably. How could she describe grief and guilt that went beyond comprehension? Cathy had been all she had left, her only tie with family, with a sane world. She never should have left her sister in the first place. She had wanted to return home from her post in Tunisia three years ago, when she had been notified of her father’s death in Georgetown. But getting leave then would have been next to impossible, and the wounded army soldiers needed her so desperately. At the time, Vickie had taken comfort in the reassurance she had received via the Red Cross that Cathy was being well cared for at St. Christopher’s Catholic Orphanage and School in Charleston.
She had never imagined this! She should have known. She should have come running much sooner . . . Now she was here too late, here only in time for the memorial service in three days, the mass that would honor Cathy and four other orphans who had expired, either during the fire or afterward.
At last Vickie turned away from the ruins and walked back toward Meeting Street, moving past Charleston’s lush lawns and ornate black iron fences that fronted the unique double and single houses facing sideways to the street. Her thoughts drifted back to the wrenching moments with Mother Agatha and Father Timothy. “You’ll feel better after the memorial service,” the priest had reassured her. “It will be a time of healing, you’ll see.”
There would be no healing for Vickie.
Mother Agatha had mostly just sobbed. “Such a dear child . . .” she’d said endlessly. When Vickie had pressed her about why Cathy’s body was never recovered, the woman would not meet her eye and had only wept louder. Finally the priest had awkwardly explained, “Cathy was trapped in the attic with another child. A witness saw them in the window, just before the flames enveloped them. There was no way they could have escaped. The fire chief said . . . well, the flames would have been the most intense there.”
Vickie had fled the rectory without saying another word.
On Meeting Street, Vickie joined a crowd of citizens, sailors, and soldiers trooping down the sidewalks past ancient buildings and churches, while in the street beyond, trucks, automobiles, and old mule-drawn wagons rattled past. She paused at Shaw’s Market. A bell clanged as she entered the quaint little grocery, which smelled of pickles, fresh bread, flowers, and tobacco. Grabbing a basket and roving through the narrow shelves, she picked up some cans of stew and spaghetti, then moved on to grab fresh oranges, bananas, and a quart of milk. She went to the counter, setting her basket down by the cash register.
“How are you today, miss?” asked the plump grocer’s wife as she began ringing up the items.
“Fine, thank you,” Vickie replied, placing several dollar bills on the counter. She felt a twinge of guilt over the lie, but her grief was a very private matter. She would not share it with strangers. Indeed, only her kindly landlady, Mrs. O’Farrell, and officials at the church knew of her loss.
“Isn’t it wonderful that rationing is ending?” the woman went on brightly, popping open a paper bag and putting Vickie’s groceries inside. “I was just telling my Herbert that better days are here for us all.”
Vickie fought a shudder, thinking of the recent unleashing of atomic bombs on Japan, the horror that had ended the war, at such cost. “It’s good the suffering is over,” she murmured.
“Amen,” breathed the woman, handing Vickie her change.
Vickie left the market and walked several blocks to the boardinghouse where she had let a room. The old two-story frame home also sported a side entrance near the street; beyond, its three shuttered stories gleamed with fanciful iron lace balconies. She proceeded through the gate and portico, then down the screened-in piazza to the front door. Turning inside, she heard the strains of “I’ll be Seeing You” spilling out on Mrs. O’Farrell’ s radio. Vickie stopped in her tracks, trembling with emotion. Here she’d thought her tears were exhausted. What a fool she’d been. That song was Cathy—her joy, her laughter, the eternal youth that made her forever a spring day—and she would never see her again.
Certain she would fall apart in only seconds, Vickie rushed toward the interior stairs, clutching her bag and climbing as rapidly as her weak knees would allow. Rounding the landing, she unexpectedly slammed into a hard male body, gasped, and lost control of her bag, her groceries spilling down on the wooden planks at their feet.
“Bloody hell!” exclaimed an angry voice.
Vickie’s gaze snapped up, and she found herself staring into the most vivid blue eyes she’d ever seen, eyes filled with ire and something deeper, some cloaked pain. The man she’d crashed into was tall and slender, with gray-tinged black hair; he wore the blue uniform of the RAF, an array of ribbons pinned to his jacket. His classically hewn features were gripped by a massive scowl. Even irate as he appeared, he was incredibly handsome.
“Excuse me, sir,” Vickie said breathlessly.
“You should watch where you’re going, miss,” the man replied sharply in a deep, British-accented voice. “Have I survived the blitz only to tumble to my death at the carelessness of a clumsy girl?”
“I said I was sorry, sir,” she retorted coldly.
He made a sound of contempt, hunkered down, and replaced several cans in her grocery bag. He stood and unceremoniously dumped the sack into her arms. “See that you take greater care in the future.”
With mouth hanging open, Vickie watched the man turn and descend the stairs, his bearing ramrod straight. “What a beast,” she muttered under her breath.
At last, safely inside her room, Vickie rushed over to the kitchenette and dumped her bag on a ladder-back chair. She gripped the edge of the oilcloth-covered table, and realized she was still shaking from her encounter with the stranger. An image of him rose to taunt her—the blue eyes blazing, the aristocratic nostrils flared in distaste, the lips thinned with anger, and the jaw clenched. Mercy! What had driven the man to such malice toward the world? Whatever demons he battled, he had no right to vent his spleen on her.
Struggling to calm herself, Vickie gazed about her room—at the sagging iron bed with chenille bedspread, the plain maple dresser with its ratty doily and crazed mirror, the scarred wardrobe, the cheap framed prints breaking the monotony of yellowed wallpaper. The desolation of the stark, anonymous room wrenched a forlorn sigh from her . . .
Then she remembered the poignant song. And Cathy. And she fell apart.
***
Frowning fiercely, Adrian Bennett retrieved his mail from its slot and marched back up the stairs. Only one letter today, from his cousin Ned, manager of his estate in Kent. In no hurry to read it, he shoved the envelope inside his pocket. It was likely only the usual tedious news about apple crop forecasts or a dispute with a tenant.
He decided he would forego drinks at the naval officer’s club with Derrick Rand, the nice American chap he had befriended during the destroyer voyage to America. It had been good of the Yanks to give him passage to the States during his emergency leave. Derrick had rung him up an hour ago, inviting Adrian to join him and several other Yanks in a poker game. But Adrian was no longer in a social frame of mind.
Indeed, he did not much like himself following his jarring encounter with the young woman. This was the second time he’d seen her. Yesterday he had spotted her in the foyer chatting with Mrs. O’Farrell. The sight of her had sent him retreating back up the stairs, for reasons he couldn’t comprehend.
Until now. Lord, he had acted a beast, upbraiding the poor girl simply for running into him. Granted, she had been heedless to go tearing up the stairs that way, and Adrian had learned much about carelessness over the past years of war—ah, yes, and he had the nightmares to prove it. He had watched dear friends make a single mistake and die for it.
Like poor Ted Peebles, the young chap from Brighton, who had perished because a careless ground crewman had improperly loaded the ammunition in his Spitfire. When his guns jammed during a dogfight, Peebles had become easy prey for the first Messerschmitt he encountered.
So many good English lads had been senselessly lost. Sometimes Adrian felt guilty for having survived it all.
Of course, none of that excused his callousness toward the young woman, and he realized the reasons for his diatribe went far beyond outrage at her negligence. When he had felt that soft body colliding with his, when her astonished gaze had riveted his, she’d awakened something long dead within him.
Passions he had no right to feel, ever again.
How lovely she was. Even now, a traitorous image of her flitted across his mind—thick red-gold hair, pulled back from an elegant widow’s peak, falling in a gleaming mass to her nape; an exquisite face, long and angular, with incredibly vibrant, large light green eyes, slightly upturned nose, and full-lipped, pink mouth. A pleasing figure well displayed by a blue and white printed cotton dress that hugged her shapely bosom and trim waist, then flared nicely over the curves of her hips.
Lord help him, he could not feel these things! It was a desecration of the memory of Celeste, his dear departed wife, who lay beneath a cross on a lonely hillside in Kent . . .
But the girl had made him dream of those days—dream of a wife’s love, a child’s laughter—dream of comforts he no longer deserved, of intimacy so long denied him. The impact of the girl’s sensuality had jolted him with passion and physical awareness, proving he was still alive. He had hated himself for that. Irrationally, he had hated her as well. He had lashed out in a futile attempt to deny his feelings, his own humanity.
On the upstairs landing he hesitated. Her room was next to his, he knew. Should he go apologize?
He strode down the hall, pausing by her door. That was when he heard it—the sound of her sobs, her inconsolable sorrow. She was weeping as if someone had ripped the heart out of her.
Adrian trembled, collapsing against the wall. Each breath he drew burned with self-loathing and his hands curled into fists at his sides.
Mother of God, had he caused the girl this unspeakable pain? He deserved to be shot if he had.
At last Adrian realized his brief rudeness could not possibly have caused the young woman such agonizing sorrow. Now he sensed the real reason she’d been racing up the stairs, the reason for the emotion teeming in those breathtaking eyes.
She had seen the darkness just as he had, and she knew what he knew. There was no sharing it. There was no escape.
Morning found Vickie fully dressed and knocking on the door to Mrs. O’Farrell's downstairs apartment. Hearing the woman call out, “Come in!” she entered her landlady’s old Victorian parlor with its faded antimacassars, trailing ferns, bronze art nouveau lamps with trumpet shades, and framed needlepoint aphorisms on the walls.
With glasses on and silver hair in a bun, Mrs. O’Farrell sat on a rococo revival settee knitting an afghan. She greeted Vickie with a warm smile. “Well, hello, dear. May I offer you some tea?”
When the woman started to rise, Vickie held up a hand. “No, please don’t trouble yourself, I can only stay a moment.”
“Won’t you at least sit down?”
“Of course. Thank you.” Vickie seated herself in the armchair next to the fireplace. “I just wanted to let you know I won’t be needing my room after Monday.”
Mrs. O’Farrell regarded Vickie compassionately. “Ah—so you’re leaving town after the memorial service, are you, dear?”
Vickie slowly nodded.
“How are you handling it all?”
“I’ll muddle through, I guess,” Vickie replied, feeling a lump rise in her throat.
“Such a tragedy,” declared Mrs. O’Farrell, making a clucking sound. “Five dear little souls lost.”
“Yes, it was devastating.” Eager to change the subject, Vickie cleared her throat. “By the way, I met one of my neighbors yesterday.”
“You did?”
“You might say I ran into him on the stairs,” she added dryly. “A Brit in uniform.”
“Ah,” murmured Mrs. O’Farrell with a look of dawning recognition, “you mean Commander Bennett?”
“Yes, I suppose that must be him.”
“I understand he was a wing commander in the RAF,” the landlady went on. “Flew Spitfires, so he was in the thick of it.”
“I would imagine.”
“I’m not sure just why he’s here in the States,” she went on, her knitting needles clicking, “except that he’s friends with some captain over at the naval base.” Mrs. O’Farrell slanted Vickie a meaningful look over the rim of her glasses. “If you ask me, he’s a troubled sort.”
“He does seem to have a rather abrasive personality,” Vickie concurred.
Mrs. O’Farrell smoothed out the section she was knitting. “I think the poor fellow must be in a lot of pain. This war has displaced so many souls.”
“Indeed, it has.” Smiling, Vickie stood. “Well, I really must be going now.”
“Take care, dear.”
“I will.” Vickie slipped from the apartment.
Emerging in the warmth of the Charleston morning, Vickie wondered why she’d been so eager to leave the boardinghouse. She really had nothing to do, yet she felt restless, unwilling just to sit in her room all day long.
She did a bit of shopping, buying new gloves and hosiery for the memorial service, even splurging on a double strand of pearls and matching earrings that she found on sale. She lunched on the blue plate special at a local drugstore.
That afternoon, she stopped in to watch a picture show at the Riviera, the art deco wonder that was Charleston’s first air-conditioned theater. She hoped the experience might cheer her; but the newsreels from Europe proved a painful reminder of the war she’d just left behind her, and she didn’t stay for the film.
Afterward, she walked aimlessly up King Street and over to Market, glancing in shop windows, feeling at loose ends. She had two more days to endure before the memorial service, two more days before she could return to her family’s empty house in Georgetown. Thank God their elderly neighbor, Mr. Peavy, had watched the property while she was away. Then what would she do? During the war, she had made so many plans for afterward. Plans for herself and Cathy. Now there was no Cathy, no future.
At Church Street, she paused, realizing she had ventured farther east than she had intended. She couldn’t face going past the charred ruins of the orphanage again—couldn’t bear it. But St. Christopher’s was some distance away. She decided she would stroll down Church a few more blocks before crossing back over.
She passed the magnificent facade of St. Phillip’s Church, a Charleston landmark with its soaring steeple; she marveled at the ornate spires of the Huguenot Church down from it. She paused before the quaint Dock Street Theater, where the marquee proclaimed the latest offering, underwritten by the Works Progress Administration: A Night in August: The Story of the Great Charleston Earthquake.
Vickie shuddered, staring at the date of the earthquake—August 31, 1886—which was emblazoned on the marquee. That particular earthquake had been the worst in Charleston history; the prominent “earthquake bolts” that still supported many structures in the city were one result. More tragic for Vickie’s family, her great-great-grandmother, Sophie Davis, had been killed in the earthquake. Vickie had inherited from Sophie Davis an antique silver necklace—an amazing masterpiece of sculpted, interlocking roses—an heirloom she had unfortunately lost in Tunisia.
Well, this was one production she need not see. The newsreels, with their combat statistics and grim images of the liberation of the death camps, had depressed her enough already.
She wandered down a couple more blocks, passing the gothic marvel of St. Christopher’s Church where the memorial service would be held, and the colonial rectory next door. Realizing the ruins of the orphanage were only two blocks away, Vickie was about to turn toward Meeting Street, when, all at once, she started at the sound of a child’s laughter. She watched, intrigued, as a boy and a girl emerged on the corner ahead of her, the girl wearing a wide-brimmed hat and a quaint, lace-trimmed dress with long, ruffled skirt, the boy in an old-fashioned sailor suit with knickers, and a straw hat. A chill washed over Vickie as she realized the two were of approximately the same size as Cathy and the boy with her in the photo.
The girl glanced toward Vickie and smiled, then the two turned and ambled away, heading toward the orphanage property.
Vickie’s heart stopped, then crashed painfully in her chest. It was Cathy! She was certain the child she’d just seen was Cathy.
“Cathy!”
Vickie bolted off after the two. Strangely, the youngsters gave no sign of having heard her, but just strolled on, hand in hand.
“Cathy! Stop! Please, stop!”
Ahead of her, the children passed the facade of a large antebellum home that flanked the orphanage property. Vickie watched the two cross the yard of the house and disappear behind a hedgerow, heading toward the orphanage ruins. She tore after them, passing the hedgerow, and . . .
Vickie gasped, stopping in her tracks. She saw only blackened timbers and piles of debris. The children were nowhere in sight.
“No!” she cried.
Vickie raced about, frantically looking behind every piece of rubble, searching everywhere. It was as if the children had vanished into thin air!
At last she paused, trembling, next to the forlorn orphanage chimney. Was her mind playing tricks on her?
No, she was certain she had seen Cathy, really seen her! Thank God, her sister must be alive, after all!
***
“Mother Agatha! My sister is alive!”
Rushing inside St. Christopher’s Church, Vickie was heartened to spot the nun kneeling at prayer in a pew. At the sound of Vickie’s loud voice, the woman flinched and struggled to her feet. As the mother superior quickly approached Vickie, several other worshipers turned to stare at the intruder with shock or annoyance.
“Miss Cheney, please, this is a house of worship,” Mother Agatha implored. “I must insist you conduct yourself accordingly.”
“But my sister is alive!” Vickie repeated in a charged whisper. “I just saw her near the burnt-out orphanage with an older boy!”
“An older boy?” the nun repeated in stunned tones.
“Yes. I—I think he’s the lad in a picture Cathy recently sent me. She called him Nate. Do you know who he is?”
The nun blanched. “We had best speak outside, Miss Cheney.”
Once the two emerged on the stone portico, Vickie retrieved the picture of Cathy from her purse and shoved it into the nun’s hand. “Here, I’m almost positive this is the boy who was with Cathy. You know him, don’t you?”
The nun avoided Vickie’s eyes. “Why, yes. As it happens, I took that photo of Cathy. The boy is Nate, an older lad Cathy often played with. He, too, died in the fire.”
“Oh, my God!” cried Vickie. “Was he the one in the attic with her?”
The nun nodded.
“But they’re not dead! I just saw them!” Vickie pointed to the south. “You must come with me back to the orphanage property and help me find them.”
Handing the photo back to Vickie, the sister sighed. “Miss Cheney, I’m afraid it’s quite impossible that you could have seen Cathy and Nate.”
“But of course I saw them,” declared Vickie.
“Hasn’t it been some years since you’ve actually seen your sister?”
“Yes, but I have the picture. And I know my own sister.”
The nun’s troubled gaze met Vickie’s. “Miss Cheney, there is no way the children could have survived the fire. They were stranded in the attic—”
“Could they have jumped?” Vickie asked.
A spasm of pain crossing her features, the nun glanced away. “Not and have survived a four-story fall.”
Vickie clenched shut her eyes and groaned.
“If Nate and Cathy were still alive, we would have found them long before now,” the sister continued gently. “After the fire, an extensive search was conducted for any children who might have strayed away, but none were found. And it’s been three months.”
Vickie shook her head, blinking back tears. “Then why did I just see them?”
Flashing Vickie a look of compassion, the sister squeezed her hand. “Perhaps you were mistaken. Perhaps the children you saw only resembled Nate and Cathy—”
“No, I’m sure I saw Cathy.”
The nun sadly shook her head. “Sometimes, my dear, when life’s pain is more than a soul can bear, we invent what we desperately hope to see rather man accept God’s will with faith.”
Vickie’s features tightened. “Mother, I know what I just saw. And what about the other orphans, the ones who survived the fire? Perhaps I might question some of them about Cathy.”
The woman stiffened. “That would be most difficult, I’m afraid. The surviving children are being housed at various other homes and orphanages throughout Charleston, until a new edifice can be built.”
Vickie thought fiercely. “Cathy mentioned another friend recently—someone she called Brown Bessie.”
The nun coughed. “I know of no such person.”
Vickie’s gaze narrowed on the woman. “Mother, I think you’re hiding something from me.”
“What would I hide, child?” she replied, smoothing down her habit.
“I don’t know, but I can’t trust what you’re telling me,” Vickie declared bitterly. “And if you refuse to believe what I saw with my own two eyes, men I’ll find someone who will.”
***
Vickie literally ran inside the door of police headquarters. “Please, I need help,” she cried to the woman who sat behind the reception desk pecking at a typewriter. “My young sister has been missing, I just saw her over on Church Street, and I must have help finding her.”
The startled woman asked, “Your name, miss?”
“Vickie Cheney.”
Standing, she muttered, “Excuse me, I’ll see what I can do for you, Miss Cheney.”
Vickie paced the small reception room until the woman returned. “Well?”
“Lieutenant Carmichael Keegan will speak with you. Down the hall, third door on the right.”
“Thank you.”
Vickie tore down the narrow corridor to the third door and rushed inside. A surly-featured man in policeman’s blues rose to his feet and regarded her suspiciously. “Miss Cheney?”
“Yes—and you’re Lieutenant Keegan?”
“Yeah. Sit down.” As she complied, his gaze narrowed on her. “Mildred says you’re looking for a lost sister. There was a kid named Cheney killed in the orphanage fire. You any kin?”
“Yes! Cathy was my sister.”
The man appeared stunned, blinking at her rapidly. “B-but that’s not possible. Mildred says you just seen your sister.”
“That’s correct.”
The man snorted a laugh. “Now tell me how you managed to see a kid who’s been dead for three months.”
Although the policeman’s callous remarks appalled Vickie and she already intensely disliked the man, she nonetheless explained about her encounter with Cathy and the older boy, how she’d followed the two to the orphanage rains, only to find they had vanished.
Afterward Keegan appeared somewhat less cynical, his features creased in a scowl. “It’s true your kid sister used to hang around with an older boy,” he admitted. “One of my men knew ‘em.”
“Can I speak with this officer?” Vickie asked eagerly.
Keegan grunted. “I’m afraid Paddy McIntire was killed in the line of duty a few months back. That sometimes happens when one of us patrols the wrong part of town.”
“I’m very sorry to hear that. But what about my sister?”
Keegan flung a hand outward. “Lady, your sister is dead.”
“Then why did I just see her?”
He shrugged. “You tell me. I think you saw some other kid that looked like your sister. If she’d a been alive, we woulda found her by now.”
“Then you won’t help me?” Vickie demanded.
“Lady, if I were you, I’d go home and forget about it.”
Vickie surged to her feet, her jaw clenched and eyes burning with angry tears. “I’ll never forget about it. Never. And if you won’t help me find Cathy, I’ll find her myself.”
***
Carmichael Keegan watched the Cheney woman charge out of the room. Could what she had said be true? Could those two brats still be alive?
Drawing his fingers through his thinning hair, he got up and prowled his small office. Surely it was impossible. The woman was likely delusional. Hell, the orphanage had burned down over three months ago. There was no way the little troublemakers could have survived. If they had, they surely would have come forward and cooked his goose but good by now.
Keegan lit a cigar and continued to pace. He decided he must take care, learn more about this Cheney broad. If there was any chance she was telling the truth . . . then Carmichael Keegan had a job to finish, a job he intended to do right this time . . .
***
Leaving the police station, Vickie all but collided with her English neighbor from the boardinghouse. He stood by a lamppost wearing his blue uniform and a garrison cap. She recoiled and regarded him warily. Once again his vibrant blue gaze impaled her, and she felt an almost electric jolt pass between them.
“Excuse me,” she uttered.
He lifted an eyebrow and smiled faintly. “You seem to make a habit of running into me, young lady.”
“I could say the same thing about you. What are you doing here?”
A mask closed over his features. “I would say that’s none of your affair.”
Vickie laughed ruefully. “And I should have known to expect nothing but rudeness from you.”
Before he could comment, she brushed past him.
***
Adrian Bennett stood watching the tempting sway of the young woman’s hips as she proudly retreated down the street. Today she wore another pretty dress, a green silk shirtwaist affair that nicely showcased her willowy curves, along with a sharp, wide-brimmed felt hat that bobbed saucily as she retreated. He wondered what she had been doing at the police station—and what perverse demon kept prodding him to treat her with such contempt.
He recalled the moment when she had first emerged from police headquarters, how the look in her eyes had jarred him. Such emotion had blazed there—anger, hurt, even bewilderment. Then recognition had dawned—recognition and cold fury. She had greeted him with disdain, reminding him of his own shabby conduct yesterday, and he had reacted defensively rather than making amends as any true gentleman should have done.
He couldn’t deny he felt attracted to her, but he had botched his chances. It was all for the best anyway. Pursuing the emotions the lovely girl stirred might bring him some fleeting comfort, but would do her not one spot of good.
Cathy was alive . . . alive! The next day, this litany endlessly replayed itself through Vickie’s mind as she roamed the Charleston Streets searching for her sister. She took a bus down to White Point Gardens, wandering through the moss-draped oaks, staring into every child’s face hoping to find her sister. She strolled the palm-lined Battery beyond, scanning each bench along the boardwalk.
Afterward, she trudged up and down Meeting Street, stopping passersby, showing each person the picture of Cathy and her friend.
“Have you seen these two children?” she would ask.
“Can’t help you, miss,” said the businessman striding by.
“No ‘um,” said the kindly black man at his shoeshine stand outside the Charleston Hotel.
“Sorry, honey,” said the rag lady out scavenging for pop bottles.
As the day lengthened, Vickie began to have second thoughts about her sighting yesterday. She’d felt so certain it was Cathy she’d seen, yet she had no answers for the most obvious questions that sprang to mind: If the child was Cathy, why had she run away from her own sister? Where had she been for the past three months? Why had she and the older boy worn such antiquated clothing? How had they managed to turn a corner, then vanish into thin air?
Was Mother Agatha right that the sighting had been a trick of her own grief-crazed mind, that she had only seen what she’d desperately wanted to see?
No! No! her heart screamed. Cathy must be alive. She must. Perhaps she simply hadn’t recognized Vickie at first, after all these years. But she had to be here in the city somewhere.
All at once Vickie paused, not realizing she had strayed so far north on Meeting Street. Her gaze was drawn to a delicate, iron-lace, slate-roofed gazebo on the corner, the small pavilion flanked on both sides by Charleston’s central fire station. Moving closer, she gasped as she spotted two children inside at the drinking fountain, the boy shooting a spray of water into the air while the girl laughed and clapped her hands.
Vickie’s heart lurched into a frantic rhythm. These were the same two children as yesterday, wearing the same old-fashioned clothing! And the little girl must be Cathy!
“Cathy!” Vickie yelled, racing toward the gazebo.
She watched the children nonchalantly link hands and skip away, again seeming unaware of her presence.
“Cathy, please, it’s me, Vickie! Wait, I beg you!”
The children stepped between two buildings, out of view.
Vickie tore around the corner after them, only to find no trace of them in the narrow space between the buildings. She raced into an alley, and jerked about, seeing just a succession of back stoops cluttered with mops and garbage pails. Glimpsing a boulevard beyond, she ran into the street, then froze at the sound of a blaring horn.
As Vickie recoiled with a cry of fear, a black Oldsmobile Phaeton swerved past her, the male driver waving a fist and yelling, “For Pete’s sake, lady, watch where you’re going!”
Vickie retreated to the sidewalk, her hand on her thumping heart, her bewildered gaze darting about everywhere.
The children had disappeared once again!
Frustration churned inside Vickie. Bizarre though it seemed, it was as if Cathy and the older boy were taunting her, flitting into her life and out again, tormenting her with a promise of hope then snatching it away. The adorable younger sister Vickie remembered would never behave so cruelly.
She quickly backtracked to the fire station that had surrounded the gazebo, and found a man in dungarees hosing down a fire engine. “Sir, can you help me?” she asked. “Did you just see a boy and a girl at the gazebo?” Quickly she described the children.
The man shook his head. “No, miss, I don’t recall seeing them two, though the water fountain is popular with the younger ones.”
She stepped closer. ‘Tell me, do you know anything about the fire three months ago at St. Christopher’s Orphanage?”
He sighed. “No, miss, I didn’t fight that fire. But you can inquire at headquarters, farther down Meeting Street.”
‘Thanks. I will.”
Vickie walked downtown to the fire department headquarters near Meeting and Queen. She was soon shown into the office of the deputy chief, Weldon Little. Little was a jovial man with a round face and a potbelly; Vickie liked him from the moment she walked inside his office and glimpsed the twinkle in his eyes. She even admired him because of the picture of FDR, draped with black, that hung above his desk.
Although she was tempted to blurt out what she’d just seen, logic argued that she should take a more cautious approach this time and find out what he knew first. “Thank you for seeing me, Deputy Chief Little,” she said, extending her hand.
His handshake was firm. “Won’t you have a seat, Miss Cheney? The chief asked me to speak with you, since I was on duty the night the orphanage burned.”
Wide-eyed, Vickie collapsed into a chair. “You were there?”
He gave a groan. “Yes, miss. A terrible tragedy. Five orphans lost, including your poor sister. Wish we could have done more.”
“I’m so glad to speak with someone who actually witnessed the fire. I’ve been told it was an accident—is that your thinking?”
“As far as we know, it was.” He flashed her an apologetic smile. “I’m afraid by the time we arrived with the ladder truck, there wasn’t much left of the orphanage or chapel. But I’ll be happy to answer any questions I can.”
Vickie leaned toward him. “What I want to know is, could my sister Cathy have survived the fire?”
He sadly shook his head. “No, miss.”
“How can you be so sure?” Vickie cried. “Cathy’s body was never recovered.”
“I know, miss. Neither did we recover the body of the lad who perished with her in the attic.”
“But why?”
He avoided her eyes.
“Why, deputy?”
His miserable gaze met hers. “Miss, you must understand that at those high temperatures . . .” Heavily, he finished, “Well, it’s almost like cremating a body.”
“Oh, God.” Vickie buried her face in her hands. “You mean there would be nothing left of them but . . . ashes?”
“I’m afraid it’s possible, miss.”
Vickie glanced up. “But you don’t understand. I’ve seen my sister!”
Little’s button mouth fell open. “You’ve actually seen her?”
“Yes, I’ve twice seen Cathy with an older boy. In fact, I just spotted them at the gazebo outside your central fire station.”
He sat bolt upright. “Blessed saints! You’re certain of this?”
She nodded. “And yesterday I spotted them near the ruined orphanage. Both times, I called out to them, but they didn’t seem to hear, then mysteriously slipped away.”
Now quite pale, Little crossed himself. “Then I reckon there’s only one explanation, miss.”
“And what’s that?”
In a shaky whisper, he confided, “I reckon you seen their ghosts.”
“You’re joking!” cried Vickie.
“Oh, no, ma’am,” he replied soberly. “Charleston’s a right haunted place. Heck, we’ve got old Stede Bonnet prowling Hangman’s Point, even Blackbeard himself strutting about the harbor. Lots of restless spirits hereabouts. Why, one of our neighbors on East Battery claims she’s sharing her cottage with the ghost of an old shoemaker. The old spirit raises quite a racket with his bootmaking. And there’s an ancient legend about the ghost of a female slave who sets fires, though I can’t recollect her name.”
“Why, forevermore,” declared Vickie.
The man nodded vehemently. “Charleston is a ghost town, all right. Perhaps your baby sister—well, she might just be coming ‘round to tell you goodbye.”
Intensely frustrated, Vickie burst out, “But I’m so sure she’s real! And the fact that I just saw her and the boy outside your fire station—doesn’t that tell us something? That maybe there’s more to this fire than meets the eye?”
The deputy regarded her with compassion. “Miss, do you have any idea of the search that was conducted after the orphanage fire?”
Reluctantly Vickie nodded.
“Almost three dozen of us, firemen, police, and volunteers, scoured every inch of the Neck for days, looking for any survivors that might have wandered off. Believe me, miss, if your sister had made it, we would have found her long before now.”
Vickie sat frowning a moment, then stood to leave. “Thanks again, Deputy Chief Little.”
***
Outside the fire station, Vickie was immersed in thought. Was Deputy Chief Little right? Had she been seeing Cathy’s ghost?
Her feet seemed to take her in the direction of the ruined orphanage, and she stood there watching the sun fade across the charred remains of the residence hall and chapel.
“Oh, Cathy,” she murmured. “Where are you? Are you real, or a ghost? If you’re here, why won’t you talk to me?”
She lingered there until dusk enfolded the landscape, and finally trudged away. Several blocks later, she was about to cross over to Meeting Street when she heard a cultured voice inquire, “Miss?”
Her pulse jumping, Vickie whirled to see the Englishman standing behind her, looking much too dapper in his sharp uniform and cap. He had a habit of popping up at the oddest moments, and again she felt rattled by the intensity he radiated.
“Oh—so it’s you again.”
He stepped closer, eyeing her sternly. “Are you sure you should be out alone this late?”
She stared at him, arrested by the unexpected question.
“You know, Charleston can be a dangerous city,” he went on. “Lots of riffraff not far from here, near the harbor. You really shouldn’t be out after dark unescorted.”
“I shouldn’t be out?” Remembering his rude comments, she lifted her chin. “I think what I do is none of your business, sir.”
She turned and walked away.
After hesitating a long moment, Adrian Bennett followed.
Vickie stopped in for supper at Fulton’s Diner two doors down from the rooming house. She moved past sailors and stevedores eating at the long bar, and took a seat in a cozy booth with a checkered tablecloth. The strains of “I’ll Remember April” spilled out from the jukebox.
Only seconds after she sat down, she was annoyed to watch the Englishman enter the restaurant and head toward her booth. Tall and assured, he exuded authority. She had to admit he was a daunting, masterful presence with his finely etched features and vivid blue eyes. A slight shadow of whiskers along his strong jaw only added to his masculine appeal.
Nonetheless, she surged to her feet to confront him. “Are you following me, sir?”
Pausing before her booth, he actually smiled, removing his cap. Vickie was amazed by the change in him, the sparkle in his eyes, the flash of even white teeth, the way his thick black hair caught the light. She sensed this man might well be even more formidable when charming than when belligerent.
“I’ve only followed you since Church Street, miss,” he admitted in his clipped British accent. “I wanted to make sure you made it safely back to the rooming house.”
“Your concern is commendable,” she replied coolly. “But as you can see, I’m fine, and the boardinghouse is only two doors away. So, unless there’s something else—”
“Well, actually, there is.”
“Yes?”
He regarded her sheepishly. “I rather think you and I got off on the wrong foot.”
“Yes, you might say that.”
“I was rude,” he went on with unexpected humility.
“I would definitely say that.”
He sighed. “Look . . . Well, we both seem alone at the moment, at loose ends.” He gestured toward her booth. “Might I join you for dinner?”
Vickie hesitated. She didn’t like or trust this man, yet something about him strangely drew her. She regarded his face, studying his polite smile and shuttered gaze, wondering how he would feel if she rebuffed him as he had already done with her. But why reduce herself to his level?
At last she nodded. “Very well, why not?” She extended her hand. “I’m Vickie Cheney.”
He shook her hand, his fingers warm and strong as they clasped hers. “Adrian Bennett.”
“Yes, I know,” she replied.
“You know?”
“Mrs. O’Farrell has mentioned you.”
“Ah, yes, our kindly landlady.”
The two sat down across from one another, each eyeing the other warily.
“Well, Commander Bennett,” remarked Vickie, “so you’re a wing commander in the RAF?”
He laughed. “Did Mrs. O’Farrell mention that, as well?”
Vickie nodded toward the epaulets on his shoulders. “She did, but actually, I nursed a few of your kind in Tunisia.”
He raised an eyebrow in pleasant surprise. “You don’t say. In what branch of service?”
“U.S. Army. Our field hospital was in the hills not far from Tunis.”
“How did you fare there?”
A bittersweet smile curved her lips. “Oh, we were safe enough with our Red Cross exemption. There were the usual tedious stretches followed by frantic activity when fresh casualties came through.” She sighed. “It was hard sometimes, putting those boys on hospital ships once we’d done all we could for them. I often wondered what happened to some of the worst injuries—the basket cases, the amputees, the mentals.”
He nodded. “I’ve seen such suffering, as well.”
Vickie gazed at him, noting a flicker of pain in the depths of his eyes. “I would imagine you have.”
He flashed her a smile. “What did you do for diversion?”
She grew wistful. “Some of the men went to the clubs in Tunis. And there were the usual card games and picture shows on base. We didn’t fraternize much with the locals—language barriers and all. There were few other pleasures, except when the shower trucks or beer rations came through.”
He chuckled. “How long were you stationed in Africa?”
“Until last year, when I was transferred to Anzio.”
“Then you’ve seen quite a bit of the war.”
“I have, indeed.”
They paused as a waitress came up with her order pad. “What can I get for you folks?” the woman asked. “Our special tonight is southern fried chicken with cream gravy.”
“Sounds like manna from heaven after field rations,” replied Adrian, winking at Vickie.
She unaccountably felt herself blushing at that wink. “Sounds fine to me, too.”
After the woman moved off, Vickie asked, “Where were you stationed during the war, Commander Bennett?”
A slight frown marred his handsome brow. “At first I was based near my home, at Biggin Hill in Kent. I enlisted soon after England entered the war. I was with the first wave of RAF Spitfires that liberated our brave lads at Dunkirk.” Tightly he finished, “Later I fought in the Battle of Britain.”
“Mercy!” gasped Vickie, realizing that he must have endured harrowing combat experiences. “If you survived the Battle of Britain, I must say my hat’s off to you.”
“It was a hellish couple of months,” he admitted, “although in the end it was clear the Jerries had underestimated us.”
“Absolutely.” She nodded toward the red ribbon on his jacket. “Is that where you won the Victoria Cross?”
He smiled. “Smart girl. Actually, I won that later on, when I was transferred over to France. I tangled with some Jerries over the Ruhr Valley while escorting bombers.” He pulled a wry face. “I took a few hits on that mission.”
“I’ll bet you did. Were you wounded?”
He shook his head. “My wings were pretty thoroughly peppered, but I managed to limp back to base.”
For a moment, she fell thoughtfully quiet. “You know, I treated a few pilots for combat fatigue. I even wondered, I mean during our first encounter on the stairs . . .”
He laughed dryly. “You’re a very perceptive young woman. Actually, over the last few years, I’ve not reacted well to loud noises or sudden jostlings.”
“I can imagine.”
In a tense voice, he admitted, “Where I fought, one tiny mistake could mean death.”
“I’m sure it could.”
He gazed at her thoughtfully. “Have you ever wondered why pilots wear silk scarves, Miss Cheney?”
She smiled. ‘To ensure the proper cavalier image?”
“Nice try,” he rejoined. “When we flew our Spitfires, we could never afford to fly level for more than a few seconds, and we had to constantly cross-check for enemy aircraft. Without the scarves, our necks would have quickly been rubbed raw by our wool uniforms.”
“I see.”
A haunted look crossed his features. “Back when we were battling the Jerries over London, one of my dearest friends was careless for just a few seconds, and dead within a minute when a Hun shot him down.” He drew a heavy breath. “I suppose after all the tension of combat, I remain somewhat . . . on edge.”
Giving in to some instinct, Vickie reached across the table and touched his hand. A shiver of physical awareness passed between them as their gazes held for a charged instant. “Hey, I’ll be more careful on the stairs in the future.”
He grinned, displaying a hint of charming boyishness that tugged at Vickie’s heart. She smiled back, withdrawing her fingers as the waitress came up with their dinners.
Once the woman left, he asked, “Are you from the city, Vickie?”
Vickie felt herself tensing at the question. She could not, of course, tell him about Cathy or her reasons for being in Charleston.
Stiffly, she replied, “No, I’m from Georgetown, farther up the coast. Actually, I don’t have any family left and I’m rather at loose ends, trying to decide what to do now that I’ve been discharged.”
A hint of sensual perception flickered in the depths of his eyes. “Do you have a beau here?”
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