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With thanks to my Dear Lord Jesus and his Blessed Mother Mary whose strength, guidance, and her Holy Rosary, are my anchor in this troubled world, I dedicate this book to my husband and my two sons... To Domenick whose patience with my distraction allowed me to complete this tale; to Domenick Joseph, the English Major, whose advice though I rarely admitted it, was invaluable; to Thomas Mark, the artist and the computer wiz, whose sensitivity knows no limit. And finally, to my original editor (God rest her dear soul), whose advice and umpteen kind efforts were invaluable and beyond thanks.Paula Freda

ROSES IN THE DARK

Roses in the dark will not unfold

their precious cargo to bloom.

Without the sun’s delightful touch

they live in dismal gloom.

Before the comforting rays of dawn

their fragile petals cry with dew.

Like the roses in the dark,

I ache to know

the touch of all that is you.

For without the warmth of your

tender love

each and every day,

Whatever is beautiful within me

droops, shrivels and withers away.

―Paula Freda
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PROLOGUE
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(1994))

In the garden of a Hudson Valley mansion, a dining table had been elegantly set with lace-edged cloth, flowered centerpiece, long-stemmed glasses and a bottle of pink sparkling wine. Not far from it a rosebush hung limply in the shade of a large chestnut tree. It was not a good spot for a rosebush; no light could get to it. That was the exact comment of the shortest of four women who approached the table.  "I must tell Harry to move that bush to a sunnier spot." Harry was the gardener.

The petite woman was a vibrant, wavy-haired brunette, in her middle twenties, unlike her three companions who were a few years older and taller, one with light brown hair, the other dark black, and the last a blonde.

"Let’s sit," she said, "Lunch will be served any moment." 

The four took their seats, smiling at one another. They were here to celebrate a culmination and a beginning.

"A toast," the petite brunette offered. She raised her glass.

"To what?" the blonde asked.

Cybelle laughed. "Yes, to what?" Her pixie features belied the flash of dark eyes.

She thought a moment, then added blithely, "To the sparrows!"

THE SPARROW AND THE BLUE JAY

(CYBELLE)
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Sparrow thrust from your nest,

Fluttering, twittering your very best,

Lonely, helpless, you fear

What the next moment brings,

For a blue jay has swooped

And caught you in its wings.

July 1985

Mark’s first meeting with this friend’s daughter was not what he had envisioned... an orphaned, grieving child eager to accept his comfort and protection.  Instead, during the entire reading of the will, Cybelle had hardly glanced at him.  The ride upstate to his home in the Hudson Valley was proving no better. Cybelle remained silent and continued to stare out the partially opened window of his black Cadillac, her gaze unfocused, not actually seeing the green landscape whizzing by. Mark wondered if she even felt the blustering wind entering through the opening. The jacketed document that was his friend’s last will and testament lay discarded on the seat between them. Clutched and crumpled in her right hand was her father’s final correspondence with Mark...

"My friend,"  the letter read, "I write to ask a special favor of you. It concerns the two persons dearest to me – my wife, Helen, and my daughter, Cybelle, my little fluff of cocoa curls and lacy skirts, as I often refer to her. Of course, she is not so little anymore.  Now it’s jeans and sneakers, and junior prom. I suppose I must admit to myself that she is almost grown up.

Mark, I have no basis for it, no apparent reason, but the feeling persists. Call it a preoccupation, a foreboding, even a premonition, but these past few weeks I have felt uneasy – no, frightened is a better word, as though life and I were soon to part company.  Am I losing my mind?"

Normally Jacques’ letters held happy tidings, or simply dwelled on past times shared. Sometimes he would ask advice or an opinion on some family matter. He was a simple man, with a sensitive nature and a kind heart, a Frenchman by heritage, and a United States Citizen by birth.

He had married very early, 16, because Cybelle was already on the way. Perhaps that was why Helen was never really there for her daughter, always busy with some charity or career move, making up for the years that should have been hers alone.

"Mark," the letter continued, "If anything should happen to me, watch over Helen and Cybelle. 

"My wife and I have no living relatives, and Cybelle is a handful, stubborn, headstrong and impetuous, like a fledgling sparrow eager to try its wings.

"My friend, in desperation I presume upon your respect and affection. I have contacted my lawyer. I am appointing you Executor of my will, and with Helen, co-guardian of my daughter. Humor me, Mark. Sign the papers and have them notarized as soon as they arrive, and return them to me. If this preoccupation with death is a temporary bout of insanity, then when next we meet I will provide you with the finest bottle of champagne I can afford, and an evening of laughter.  If not... remember me with kindness.""Your devoted friend, Jacques Michel"

On the Fourth of July, a stray spark from a firework that was set off too close to a cluster of private homes, ignited the roof of his friend’s cape cod on Long Island. The resulting fire destroyed the house. Only Cybelle escaped the raging flames. Jacques and Helen did not.

Mark’s discerning blue eyes took in the petite grief-stricken countenance. Less than a week ago, Cybelle’s life had been filled with wonderful expectations – friends, high school, sports, junior prom, the promise of college and career. Most important, a father who worshipped her and a mother who admired her. Then in one horrific evening, her whole world was ripped apart; her family, her friends, and the town in which she had been born and reared, everything familiar, stolen from her. And then to be chucked into a stranger’s care...

Mark eased the car off the Parkway, bringing it to a halt alongside a quaint rustic inn that nestled invitingly midst road and woodland. He turned to Cybelle.  "Listen, I know there’s nothing I can say that will take away the anguish you’re feeling right now, except perhaps that time will dull the ache." He recognized well the futility of words during this time. He had suffered losses of his own over the years.  "Small comfort," Mark added contritely, "because I can’t bring your parents back. But your father left you in my care, and I sincerely do want to help you get on with your life."

The latter part of his plea struck a chord and Cybelle’s glance shot to his. "Life," she laughed, mockingly. Tears welled in her dark sad eyes. She shook her head dolefully and he noted that her hair was indeed cocoa-colored and that it swirled softly when she moved her head.

"The newspapers called the fireman who saved me a hero. I would rather he had let me die," she sobbed and turned away to nurture her grief.  For the tenth time that day Mark wished he had the power to turn back the clock.

But it was in his power to give her shelter and sustenance.  "How about something to eat?" he asked. She hadn’t eaten since her parents’ funeral yesterday morning.

Cybelle eyed him with disdain. He was trying to be nice to her, but she still didn’t like him. It was too sudden, cut off from her loved ones and friends. Besides which, she didn’t know him, except for the return address on his letters to her father, and the stories her father told about his college days when he had first met Mark.  Jacques and Helen had grown up in the same orphanage, and been sweethearts since they could remember. They were only sixteen when Cybelle was born in that same orphanage. Helen would have preferred to postpone the wedding until after she gave birth, but Jacques had insisted. He did not want his child to be born out of wedlock.  Cybelle suspected that her father had feared Helen might postpone the wedding indefinitely once their child was born.

As young as he was, he had found work in a fast food restaurant, worked long hours and attended night school. Jacques was smart, conscientious, and determined to provide a good life for his family. He graduated high school with a full scholarship to a highly rated and expensive college in upstate New York. During all this time Helen worked as a live-in domestic at the orphanage. The nuns who ran the home watched over Cybelle during the day.

It was in college that he met Mark Carlson. Mark’s heritage dated back to the early colonists. The Carlson Mansion on the Hudson had stood for two centuries and its lawns and gardens encompassed a hundred acres.

The bond of friendship that sprang between Jacques and Mark grew steadily over the next four years. After graduation, Jacques returned to Long Island and became an engineer in Grumman’s. Mark returned to his parent’s estate and obtained a position as a representative for a firm that investigated inventions for possible purchase by the government.

Despite the miles between them, the two young men kept their friendship alive through frequent correspondence. However, only once did Mark visit Jacques at his home. Cybelle was eight and at school at the time. She often wondered why he never visited again. She asked her father, but he answered that Mark was a busy man. Now as she followed Mark silently from the car and into the inn, she wondered if her father truly knew Mark well enough to entrust to him his only daughter.

The interior of the restaurant was oak-paneled. A fireplace with a marble mantel decorated one end of the room. An arched opening led to a mirrored taproom. It was the middle of the afternoon and only a handful of people were dining. The hostess, an attractive blonde, escorted her and Mark to a table prepared with blue linen and a slender white vase holding a single rose. The hostess addressed Mark, blatant admiration on her face. "Would you care for a drink before dinner?" Mark nodded. "Scotch on the rocks, please."

"And the young lady, a soda or a glass of milk?" the hostess suggested.

"I’ll have a Brandy Alexander, if you please."

"I’m sorry, we don’t serve liquor to minors."

"Cybelle, wouldn’t you rather have a soda?" Mark offered, exercising patience.

For some reason not quite clear to Cybelle that very patience grated on her nerves, nerves severely battered by the losses she had suffered. She stood, the feet of her captain’s chair scraping the wood floor as she pushed her chair back. "I’m going to the restroom," she snapped.

"What about your order?" Mark asked, patience thinning.

"I’m not hungry," Cybelle said, and left the table, blanking from her mind the sight of intense blue eyes frowning.

The restrooms were located in the restaurant’s vestibule. Examining herself in the mirror over the basin, she was appalled at the sight of her eyes ravaged by crying, and her pallid face. She had been too racked by sorrow to bother with make-up. "...get on with your life," Mark had said. He was right of course, but he wasn’t the one dislocated from kin and home. She sighed heavily and decided that a little make-up might help her hide the pain wrenching her soul. A smidgen of lipstick and a dab of face blush, perhaps.

Opening her shoulder bag she saw again the crumpled ball of paper that had been her father’s final letter to Mark. Unable to resist the urge to examine again this last remaining link to all that she had lost, she reverently smoothed the creases and reread it.  Tears brimmed anew, but this time she stoically kept them from falling. Carefully folding the sheet, she replaced it in her bag, forgetting to apply the cosmetics.

She stayed in the restroom for a long time, and when she finally emerged, Mark was waiting for her in the vestibule. He didn’t say anything, although she could see he was annoyed. He simply took her arm and escorted her out the front door and to the car.

She wondered if he’d eaten. She ought to apologize for her rudeness, for feeling sorry for herself and showing it. "Did you enjoy your meal?" she asked, and realized how inappropriate and sarcastic the question must sound.

"Get in the car," Mark told her.

He’s angry, she thought, as she climbed in beside him. Well, I don’t care, she fumed rebelliously. She had a right to feel sorry for herself after the nightmare she’d lived through. She settled determinedly into the seat, her jaw set grimly.

Watching her, Mark grimaced. A handful, stubborn... Jacques had written. Mark revved the engine, almost flooding it. Headstrong and impetuous... In his opinion, his friend had grossly understated. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Cybelle woke to a breathtaking view of a russet sunset over broad, deep valleys, and rolling mountains rich with verdant woodland. Flanked by this majesty, flowed the "Lordly Hudson." An enchanting melody issuing from the CD under the dashboard complemented the serene setting.

They were headed north on a two-way road that paralleled the river. Further on, a suspension bridge spanned the river’s width.

"Where are we?" Cybelle asked, stretching and yawning.

"Nearing Bear Mountain Bridge," Mark replied. "We should arrive home in a short while."

Home. The word did not equate with the direction in which Mark drove. Home was a hundred miles to the south, in a quaint gray, brown roofed cape cod with a grassy backyard, a front lawn, and rosebushes. Cybelle fought to control the pain, non-physical, yet just as strong, that the memory brought. "Will my parents be there?" she asked, numbly.

Mark glanced at her and desperately wished he could make Jacques and Helen be there when they arrived. "Cybelle, it won’t take the grief away, but for all it’s worth, I lost my parents a few years ago. I understand what you’re feeling." 

The sentiment was not lost on her, and she looked at Mark, really looked at him for the first time since their meeting. He was tall, of medium frame, and clean-shaven, and he had well sculpted features. The charcoal grey suit, matching tie and white shirt appeared tailored and fit him to a tee. He wore his hair short, and its color reminded her of the bark of the old elm tree in her backyard. Thus far he seemed a kind person. "What’s your wife like?" she asked.

"I’m not married," Mark replied.

"Do you have any sisters or brothers living at home?"

"One sister, but she lives in Panama with her husband." 

"You live alone?" she asked, growing apprehensive. Did the courts intend for her to live under his roof alone with him?

"Don’t worry," Mark smiled, reading her thoughts correctly. "My housekeeper and her husband, more family than paid help, have their own wing in the house. I think you’ll like Geraldine, even her husband, Harry, gardener and handyman. They’re a couple of generations removed from yours, but their daughter, not much older than you, left home rather abruptly a few months ago. They haven’t quite adjusted to their loss yet.  I think having you there will be good for them as well."

"I’ll try," Cybelle said.

"Thank you. I promise you’ll be comfortable and safe. Jacques was my best friend and I intend to fulfill his last wish. You will finish your education in the best schools and become the refined lady he wanted you to be."

The determination in his voice evoked renewed slivers of apprehension and resentment. Mark was still a stranger, and despite his long friendship with Jacques, he was not her father. She was sixteen and had spent the past five years asserting her independence. Jacques and Helen were slowly letting go, but the tone of Mark’s voice as he spoke of his plans for her future held no such promise.  "I’m not sure if I care to be a refined lady," Cybelle told him.

Mark wasn’t sure he’d heard right. He glanced at her sideways. She had large dark eyes and they were glaring at him rebelliously. Yet a moment ago... Mark shook his head, muttering under his breath. This wasn’t going to be easy.

"This isn’t going to be easy," Cybelle grumbled as she sat cross-legged in the center of the canopy bed in her new bedroom. Her blue jeans and cotton T-shirt with the logo "Sci-Fi or Bust" contrasted strikingly with the finery surrounding her. Clothes of the finest quality were strewn about her on the white lace-over-silk coverlet and across the thick pink carpet. She had been a resident of the Carlson Mansion for a week and Mark and the housekeeper weren’t through with her yet. 

The past few days had been the busiest of her life. Between fittings for a wardrobe to accommodate her for dozens of occasions, and studying brochures from the finest schools, she’d hardly had a moment to herself.  But today was Sunday, and fortunately for her, on Sundays everyone in the Carlson household slept late. Mass was at two in the afternoon, normally followed by an early leisurely supper.

The original mistrust she had felt towards Mark had begun to dissipate. He truly must want to keep his promise to her father. What worried her among all this kindness was the "refined lady" bit.

A knock sounded at the door. It was the housekeeper reminding her that it was twelve thirty and they would be leaving in an hour for Church.  "I’ll be ready. Thank you," Cybelle acknowledged. She’d best put away the clothes strewn on her bed. She had spent the morning modeling each garment in front of the mirrored panels of the wall-to-wall closet. She did not want to give Geraldine more work. The housekeeper had enough to do running this two-story mansion.  She chose a cottony pink sleeveless shift and held it up against herself. 

The reflection in the mirror was that of a young girl, barely in transition to adulthood, attractive in a simple sort of way. She used hardly any cosmetics and her hair with its natural curl was that particular shade of cocoa that many women used dye to imitate. But as for the rest? Sophistication... zero; tall... all of five feet, two inches; gracious... about as gracious as a tadpole;... the meaning of the word had never quite been clear to her. 

She peered closer at her reflection.  Expensive clothing might enhance her appearance, and lessons in etiquette and finesse add a coat of polish to her manners, but Cybelle was Cybelle, and all the formal education in the world would never alter her basic popcorn character.

Late that afternoon Mark introduced her to their dinner guest, Leatrice Meredith.  Cybelle had never met anyone like her. She was a beautiful, self-poised woman who exuded charm, elegance and finesse. She wore her chestnut colored hair short and styled to fluff softly over her brow and ears. And even without the spiked heels, she rivaled Mark in height. She had wide-set shoulders and a slender waist accentuated by a tailored pantsuit, the color of ripened apricots. Her eyes were almond-shaped and blue, a light sparkling blue. Her lashes were velvety brown and thick and her nose was just the right width to complement her sensuous mouth. She spoke with a perfectly modulated and lilting voice. Cybelle swallowed nervously as Mark added, "...a very good friend."

So this is what he considered a "refined lady." Cybelle gave Leatrice a quick smile and wondered if she could feign a headache and retire to her room.

Leatrice’s smile was broad and radiant. "Now don’t let Mark or this big house frighten you. Under that entire reserved exterior, he’s got a heart of gold, and this house has always known abiding love.

"I’m not frightened," Cybelle said hastily. But she was. "My father often spoke of Mark and his parents, and their kindness and friendship to him during his time in college." Often during the semester breaks, Mark and his parents, aware that Jacques and Helen had no living relatives with whom to spend time, offered them unstinting hospitality at the mansion.

Neither had her father made it a secret that Mark had often lent him funds.

Jacques repaid every penny.

Cybelle held her chin up proudly. "We had nothing like this, but we were extremely happy. We didn’t need a mansion, or suave, cosmopolitan airs, or live-in servants." Cybelle’s voice trembled. Her strained emotions were gathering force and she wished she could tell Mark and his apparently rich, refined companion where they could go.

"I’m sorry," Leatrice said. "We are frightening you. Believe me, we’re no worse or better than you or your family. If you want, I’ll leave." 

Cybelle studied the woman’s face and her eyes. She found no malice there. And no fear. Only a determined self-possession she had never encountered in her short life.Her mother had constantly involved herself in every community project possible. She rarely put her daughter first. Cybelle often felt that Helen was afraid of missing out on all that life had to offer. Jacques was a kind and sensitive man, but he was afraid of losing Helen, so he never interfered or objected to his wife’s’ frequent neglect. "No, don’t leave," Cybelle said, earnestly. "I need a friend."

"So do I," Leatrice replied.

"Good," Mark said decisively, taking each by an arm. "Let’s go eat." 
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Attired in a tailored tan blazer and white pants, Mark waited inside the foyer of his home and welcomed the guests arriving to celebrate Cybelle’s eighteenth birthday. He directed them toward the patio at the rear of the house where the housekeeper and her husband had set up tables with pink linen and centerpieces of pink carnations and white camellias. At Cybelle’s request, the rest of the garden had been temporarily transformed into a Long Island backyard setting for a birthday party. Chinese lanterns hung from opaloid streamers and swayed gently in the path of cool afternoon breezes. At Leatrice’s suggestion, a disc jockey, conspicuous in a white gold-fringed outfit complete with Stetson, tape deck and stereo equipment, emceed from inside a gazebo.

Upstairs, Cybelle left her bedroom and paused before the gilt-framed mirror in the corridor. What reflected was a vision of loveliness. Her cocoa-brown hair curled softly about her brow and temples, and caressed the sides of her face. She had applied her makeup meticulously; brown feathery strokes of eyebrow pencil, and rose blush. The touch of iridescent eye shadow matched perfectly the shimmering sky blue of her crepe de chin party frock, which began with a scooped neckline, draped softly about her upper torso, bloused about her hips and flared to just below her knees. Flung casually over one arm she carried a white lace shawl, and in her hands a gold purse.  "Well, at least I look refined," Cybelle chuckled.

Mark turned at the sound of her clicking heels. A clothed Venus rising out of the sea. Jacques would be proud of his daughter today. She had graduated high school with honors and earned a scholarship to the college of her choice.

Cybelle hurried to his side. "Well, how do I look? Refined enough?" she asked.

Mark laughed. "You know very well that refinement has very little to do with looks, but mostly with actions."

Cybelle made a face. "Then maybe I should go back upstairs." She pretended to turn back.

"Enough of that," he cautioned light-heartedly, cupping her elbow. "Everyone here today loves popcorn." He was referring to her favorite self-description whenever she lost her composure at his high expectations with regard to her behavior and her grades.  "Come on, Princess, let’s go. Your guests are waiting." 

Mark escorted her into the garden, and then moved away as the DJ announced her arrival, calling her "The Birthday Queen." The guests, who included Mark’s friends, relatives, and their sons and daughters, several of who were Cybelle’s age, applauded warmly, together with a handful of her former schoolmates. A taped drum roll and the DJ requested, "To begin the celebration, will the birthday queen choose a partner for the first dance."

Cybelle scanned the gathered well wishers for a suitable partner. Terry, Bill perhaps, or Timmy, or one of the several other young men straining at the edge of their folding chairs, ready to join her if she chose them. Her gaze rested on Mark who had taken a seat with the Lamberts and the O’Hares, close friends of his parents. Cybelle smiled impishly.

Mark watched her advance steadily toward him. When she stopped in front of him, he noticed the playful gleam in her eyes. "May I have this dance?" she requested, extending her hand.

Mark raised an eyebrow. Now why would she want to dance with him when there were so many eligible handsome young men just dying to partner her. Not one of her best choices, but he couldn’t refuse her without embarrassing her. He stood up and escorted her to the center of the patio where an area had been designated for dancing. The DJ upped the volume on the stereo and tantalizing sounds floated through the garden. Mark fitted an arm about her waist and began guiding her across the empty circle.

"I shouldn’t have asked?" Cybelle inquired innocently. Over the past two years she had learned to interpret the various expressions on his face with an accuracy that sometimes startled him.

"It might have been wiser to choose one of the guests," Mark said.

"If my father were alive, I probably would have chosen him."

"I’m not your father, Cybelle. I’m not even a relative."

"You’re my guardian."

"No, not even that, as of today. You’re eighteen, officially an adult," and with a note of whimsy, "except perhaps for drinking in public places," alluding to the time she had ordered a drink at the restaurant where they had stopped while traveling north to her new home.

Cybelle shrugged. Was he afraid people would talk? "You worry too much," she said. "I chose you for my first dance because I owe you so much I doubt I’ll ever be able to repay you."

The DJ invited the guests to join the couple on the dance floor.

"The only payment I want is to see you sculpt a good life for yourself, one that would make your father proud."

"I want you to be proud of me," Cybelle confessed. She lifted her chin to gaze into Mark’s face. Despite her high-heeled vamps, the top of her head hardly reached his jaw.

Mark looked away worriedly. What he’d read in her eyes was disconcerting; not that he hadn’t seen it coming. From her arrival as a grief-stunned rebellious teenager, she had grown to trust him and depend on him. It was partly his fault. Remembering how Helen had neglected her husband and her daughter, he had made sure to be there for Cybelle whenever she needed him. She was grateful to him for salvaging her future, but like some patients who grow attached to their doctors, she was too young and inexperienced to differentiate between gratitude and the true affection that can grow between a man and a woman.

"Cybelle, in a few days you’ll be living on campus, busy with completing your education. You’ll make new friends; friends I hope with strong moral fibers. You might even meet some young man who you’ll learn to care for very much." He wanted to say more, but again he did not wish to embarrass her, or cause her hurt. But blunter remarks proved unnecessary. Her ensuing silence as they finished the dance told him she understood.

Geraldine’s expertise in the kitchen achieved culinary perfection that afternoon.  Everyone agreed that the prim housekeeper’s hot buffet was a masterpiece. There were chafing dishes steaming with sumptuous Veal Francaise, Chicken Sorrentino, Steak Napolitana, along with Sweet and Sour Salmon and Crab Mousse.

Leatrice pitched in with Harry for the Chef’s salad. The housekeeper’s husband proudly carried in the huge bowl filled with the greens.  And later, after another interval of dancing, the desserts were wheeled in. Delicate meringue pies, elegant light fluffy mousses, and an exotic fruit salad served inside a scooped-out watermelon halve with a scalloped rim, edged with cotton lace. Aromatic liqueurs embellished the coffees... Irish, Cappuccino, Demitasse and good old-fashioned brown.

Throughout the afternoon Cybelle smiled and laughed and chatted gaily with her guests. She hid the growing sense of loss that Mark’s words and accurate intimations had struck in her heart. As he might describe it, she fancied herself in love with her benefactor. "Fancied" was the key word. "Unrequited" was the other. Very well, then, as Mark wished, she would have to free herself of that feeling for him.

Evening encroached upon the brilliant orange and amethyst sunset. To make amends it hung a star-studded indigo curtain across the heavens.  Leatrice and Mark were dancing to a soothing fox trot from the early 70’s when Geraldine wheeled onto the patio a serving cart with a rectangular birthday cake bearing eighteen pink candles, all lit. Everyone gathered around Cybelle and the cake to watch her make a wish and blow out the candles. Someone asked what she wished for. Cybelle did not answer and no one but Mark noticed the tinge of sadness in her eyes.  Later she sat on the grass opening a pile of gaily-wrapped presents, among them a fine wood jewelry box, a delicate lace blouse, a leather pocketbook, and scores of other eye-filling finery. Mark’s present was the most precious, a pair of pendant cameo earrings rimmed with tiny diamonds. A wisp of elastic held the earrings in place on a bed of white silk.

She found it impossible to hide the gratitude. She leapt to her feet and ran to Mark and hugged him. He hugged her in return and kissed her on the forehead, then absently began talking to the O’Hares.

Cybelle felt wretched. She spun away and collided with Leatrice. One glance at her face and she knew that Leatrice was aware of her young friend’s feelings.  "Would you like to talk later," Leatrice offered. "We can help Geraldine carry the presents to your room. She’d appreciate the help."

Cybelle wondered if Mark had discussed her with Leatrice. Twice as the two had danced she had caught them watching her. Again she did not answer, simply walked away as if Leatrice were not there.

At last the evening was over. The last of the guests had departed, all of her presents had been deposited in her closet, and she was alone in her room, in her pink cotton robe, preparing for bed.

Geraldine had placed Mark's present on the vanity table along with Leatrice’s gift, a large bottle of perfume, Chanel No. 5, Cybelle’s favorite. On impulse, Cybelle sat down at the vanity and reopened Mark’s gift. She lifted the earrings off their silk bed and slipped them on.  The cameos hung delicately by three gold links. The workmanship on the faces was fastidious and grand. The tiny diamonds caught the light from the boudoir lamp on the vanity and twinkled and sparkled. She would treasure this gift for the rest of her life, and the man who had given it to her, even if his only intent had been kindness and the fulfillment of a promise to her father.

Leatrice was older and sophisticated, and more his type. There was no chance in heaven that he would ever see his ward as more than Jacques’ child in need of protection.  Next week she would leave for college and Mark’s responsibility for her begin to end.  The thought produced a knot in her stomach. She had never felt so alone in her life, not since she had lost her parents and her home. 

That rebellious feeling which often surged when she felt frustrated and faced with an insoluble problem, overwhelmed her. She wanted to do something wild and stupid.

Cybelle left her room and went straight to the kitchen, a huge room, brick floored, with an authentic colonial hearth. She opened the refrigerator intent on eating at one sitting what remained of the birthday cake. Bottles of champagne lounged on their sides on the bottom shelf. "Champagne, that’s even better," she whispered. With an evil grin, Cybelle decided that for the first time in her young life, she was going to get drunk.  She used a dishtowel to muffle the noise of the popping cork, and then she took a wine tumbler from the cabinet and filled it with the bubbly. She sat down and stared at the drink angrily for a moment, then drank it without coming up for air. She burped, made a face, and proceeded to refill the tumbler. "Down the hatch," she murmured and down it went.

In his room, Mark donned his mauve silk robe over his pajamas, both Christmas gifts from Leatrice. He drew the drapes and sat down in his favorite wing chair by a small table near the window. His thoughts were on Cybelle and her infatuation with him. Ever since she had been put under his care, he had developed a habit of praying, and speaking to Jacques about his daughter.

She will get over this infatuation, I’m sure, Jacques. It’s common at this age for girls to acquire crushes on unlikely partners. She’s grateful and misinterpreting her feelings. I’d appreciate some advice on how to handle this matter. I have no wish to embarrass her or hurt her feelings.

Sounding pompous to himself, Mark chided himself. If this is the feeling I’m conveying to Cybelle, the girl may learn to hate me. That’s not what I want, Jacques. I want her trust and respect. A loud crash outside in the corridor sent him bolting upright.

Cybelle grabbed on to the walnut lowboy as her legs gave way and she fell, taking the Wedgwood vase with her to the tiled floor. The meeting of the body, vase and ceramic tile created a cacophony of sound that reverberated through the entire hallway.  "Oh heck," she muttered, as the cocoon of unconcern with the world around her that the champagne had induced, burst. Her head spun, taking her stomach with it. Slowly maneuvering herself to her knees, she noticed the shattered vase. "Ooops, sorry," she told it.

Standing up was a feat that at the moment she felt unequal to perform. She continued along on her hands and knees until a pair of large brown-slippered feet obstructed her path.

"Oh heck," she muttered again. They had to belong to Mark. Who else would have the audacity to grow such big feet?

The upward swing as Mark pulled her to her feet by both wrists, sent her equilibrium spinning a second time. Her head fell forward and her nose buried itself between the lapels of his robe.

Oooh, silk pajamas," she giggled, trying to raise her head, and hiccupping.

"What have you done to yourself?" Mark demanded. "You’re soused."

"I am not s-soused." Cybelle hiccupped again.

Mark inspected the bemused grin on her small oval face. He sighed in resignation.

"You’re soused," he said.

Cybelle’s voice rose a few octaves as she insisted, "I am not!" Hiccup. "I’m p-perfectly s-s-sober." Hiccup.

Her face felt as if a hot wet towel had been wrapped around it and she was very sleepy. She yawned and hiccupped again. She honestly could not understand why Mark looked so exasperated. It would be nice if he would just hold her, that is, if she could just stop hiccupping and yawning, and keep her eyes from closing. She felt so light, as if she were floating. She was glad of Mark’s presence to keep her from climbing too high, or she might hit the ceiling. She could feel him lifting her into his arms. He was so handsome and tall, so personable and self-confident, so much a gentleman, with the most mesmerizing blue eyes, and he had such fabulously comfortable shoulders. The one her head was resting on was cool and snug. Cybelle yawned again, then quietly fell asleep.

Mark wavered between exasperation and the need to laugh rather than be angry at Cybelle’s latest escapade. He carried her into her room and lowered her on to the bed. The night was cool. A heady breeze from an opened window wove through the room. A moth fluttered between the curtains as they shook softly.

The blanket sheet had already been partially pulled back. Mark drew it over Cybelle. As he did so, his fingers accidentally brushed her neck. Warmth crept over him.  "No!" the word issued from him as a startled whisper. A disclaimer. He withdrew his hands. As he stepped back he spied the earrings she wore, his gift. The minikin diamonds bordering the cameos winked. The expression in his eyes grew concerned, then vulnerable, and then tender.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Cybelle tossed in her bed. Once more, she dreamed...

Fireworks peaked as the Fourth drew to a close. It was a few minutes to midnight. Jacques and his family had retired. Someone somewhere set off one last rocket. The night sky flared brightly with the tail of a peacock. One of the fiery plumes drifted down to the roof and began to smolder.

The screams of her parents woke her. She bounded from bed and ran to the door.  The metal knob was hot and singed her fingertips. Using the edge of her nightgown to protect her hand, she turned the knob and opened the door. Jets of smoke and heat blasted at her face and tried to enter her lungs. She slammed the door shut. Her home was on fire.  She ran to the window and threw it open. Fire trucks, their red lights flashing, were gathered below in the suburban street. Neighbors in their nightclothes had congregated in frightened groups along the sidewalks. A fireman pitched a ladder against the outside wall and within moments he had climbed and seized Cybelle and carried her down to safety. All the while, she cried out asking him to rescue her parents; the firefighter made no reply. Their bedroom was on the other side of the house. As soon as the fireman set her down Cybelle scurried to where she could see the windows to her parents’ bedroom clearly. They were open and flames leapt from their center, defying all the firemen’s efforts to douse them. She heard her mother and father crying out from behind the flames. She began to scream along with her parents’ tortured cries... 

Mark grasped her shoulders. "Come on, wake up, you’re dreaming. Cybelle, do you hear me? You’re safe. It all happened a long time ago." Her eyelids fluttered, opened and slowly the present caught up with her. She was in her bedroom in her guardian’s home, a white stone mansion that overlooked the Hudson River and its valley. She had been reliving the horrible memory of her parents’ death, but once again Mark was there to protect her and ease her sorrow. Once she’d accepted he sincerely wished to help her, no one could take his place. She had grown used to having him beside her, to look up to, talk to, argue with and rely on. On her eighteenth birthday she had realized how very much he meant to her, but Mark had considered her feelings only a girlish infatuation with a benefactor.

College followed, English and Journalism as her majors, and life on campus with brief visits to the Carlson mansion on holidays and recesses. Mark insisted she travel during her summer vacations, and when she came back from her trips, he often had left for one.

She dated, went steady a couple of times, but it was no use. The young men she allowed into her life simply didn’t measure up to Mark. Some were smarter and even handsomer, but they weren’t Mark. By the time she graduated with full honors, there was no doubt in her mind that she was in love with Mark Carlson.

Ever since her eighteenth birthday she had never mentioned or given any further sign of her deeper feelings for Mark because she feared he might ask her to leave if she persisted. He occasionally dated, tall, sophisticated women, among them Leatrice, but luckily nothing serious developed. Leatrice had proved to be her dearest friend.  "I guess I’ll have to wait until I’m your age," she told Leatrice one evening. "Maybe then he’ll look at me differently. Leatrice was 29. That meant six more years.

"Are you all right?" Mark asked. "I heard you crying." His room was directly across from hers. It was dawn.

Cybelle smiled at him as he knelt beside her bed. His hands remained on her shoulders. She covered one with hers. He quickly drew his fingers away and stood up. "I have a surprise for you," he said. "You mentioned the other night that you’re up for a vacation at the newspaper office. I’m up for one also. How would you like to spend your vacation in Florence, Italy? And on our way back, stop off in Panama City to visit my sister? The high echelon at the firm is sending me abroad next week to investigate a report that a certain Italian inventor claims to have discovered a cheap substitute for gasoline."

Cybelle stared at Mark, her mouth open.

"Well, stop gaping. Will you come?"

She sat up, literally beaming with delight. "I most certainly will!" 

Mark pondered her face. It had been a long time since he’d seen her this happy, not since the afternoon of her eighteenth birthday. Since them a sadness that she constantly tried to hide never left her. He was not fooled; Cybelle continued to fancy herself in love with him. On purpose he'd stayed away, taking extended trips when she came home for vacations. As always the guardian, keeping faithfully his promise to her father. But it wasn’t easy. She had grown more beautiful with each passing year. At age twenty-three the teenager was gone, the baby fat refined to smooth graceful contours, although the popcorn quality of her basic character would never completely erase. And he was grateful, for that unsophisticated, impulsive, feisty spirit was her most beautiful, engaging quality. Daily he expected her to present some lucky young man as her beau, but Cybelle would have none of the young men who pursued her.

The idea to ask Cybelle to accompany him to Florence had formed one afternoon last week as he sat outside on the patio. A white moth kept circling a rosebush that Harry had planted about two years ago. The chestnut tree nearby provided too much shade.  Despite that Harry had trimmed the overhanging branches, the bush was not doing well.  Mark meant to ask Harry
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