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			Dedication

			I’ve thought about this a lot but now that the time has come, I have no witty comment to make here. They say that children step on your toes when they are young and your heart when they are older and I believe that to be true.

			My two older boys, Brandon and Cody, competed in rodeo and I came to know a lot of emergency staff well. I breathed a heartfelt prayer when the youngest, Will, wasn’t interested in rodeo. At last, one I didn’t need to worry about all the time. He joined the National Guard and went to Iraq straight out of high school.

			I cherish their grit and humor. They are my reason for living and a blessing untold.

			Thank you, boys. This book is for you. 

				Love, 

				   Mom

		


		
			

			Chapter One

			Mother’s rapier elbow jabbed me in the ribs so sharply my breath caught. “Lorena Dobbs McKenzie,” she snapped, “stop glaring at that girl right now and act pretty.”

			At that moment, “that girl” — my nemesis — swiveled her perfectly coiffed head and flashed that cloying smile with her wide white teeth that always reminded me of freshly limed planks, while her claws tightened possessively on Joseph Sullivan’s arm. Mother caught the exchange and huffed like a small dragon. “You rise up, young lady. You’re a McKenzie, and this is our night.”

			Our night.

			How could I? That scheming Jezebel, with her crooked nose and braying laugh, had stolen my happiness — my everything. If she were beautiful, I could understand it, but she was anything but.

			Mother had kept me busy all day festooning the hall with pine boughs and small floral bouquets or bunches of grapes tied with colorful ribbons at the apexes. While it was a customary decoration, I didn’t usually spend the entire day gathering pines, flowers, and scuppernongs for it. “You’re not going to sit in your room mooning about that boy when there is work to be done,” she fumed when I complained. “Your eyes will be swollen shut from crying, and I won’t have you looking less than perfect tonight, young lady. Bear up. You’re a McKenzie,” she repeated, “not some wilting violet.”

			I rallied before she could assault my ribs again, glanced at the offending pair, and then pulled my shoulders back, like a dragoon marching to war. Mother was right. This was our night, and I wouldn’t let that weasel Joseph Sullivan ruin it. Nor his harpy.

			The Pines Fall Production Horse Sale was one of the premier events in Charleston, South Carolina, every year, with a grand ball preceding the sale. Everyone who was anyone attended the ball the night before, socialites anticipating it as much as horse enthusiasts did the sale. Even more so than the ball, our annual fall sale was an elite event, and we limited the sale to a total of 150 horses to keep quality high. With catalogues in hand, two men from New York and some from Georgia — trusted breeders and sellers we had invited to consign — gathered, earnestly discussing pedigrees, prospective purchases, and prices. Distressed dance partners would soon drag them away, but they would drift back together like iron filings to a magnet. People valued fine horses, but balls were as common as dust.

			Though I was only sixteen, I had helped with the horses and our breeding program for as long as I could remember. Papa and I studied bloodlines like treasure maps for perfect crosses to result in horses with the ideal conformation, speed, stamina, and temperament, and we were largely successful in our breeding theories. It was a great source of pride for my father that my ability to remember things in complete detail after one reading meant I could reel off any pedigree in perfect order.

			While Papa and I studied horses thoroughly, Mother studied bank accounts, properties, and family histories equally minutely. Looks, personalities, and the occasional blackguard were minor attributes to her. Money and social standing excused a considerable many shortcomings.

			My mother believed that memorizing horse pedigrees was a waste of intelligence, when I should have been concentrating on assisting her in preparing her annual presale party. She insisted on making the ball the season’s social highlight. Not only was it a grand party, but it also provided her with the chance to introduce me to the most eligible young men in the South. If I would not marry well in the North, and my father assured her I wouldn’t, I would marry the best in the South. Not while he drew breath would he permit a Yankee to claim my hand, he declared in one such debate. She replied she might arrange that if he didn’t see reason, swore she wasn’t speaking to him, and stormed off to her room to sulk. He danced on the veranda later and shouted up toward her window, “Ye speakin’ tae me yet, then?”

			Whiskey may have been involved.

			Tonight, she wore a bespoke aubergine gown with an extravagant amethyst and pearl necklace adorning her enviable bosom. Two maids and substantial lacing in her corset helped her draw in her naturally small waist, slender even after six pregnancies. Aunt Gertie, whose first words upon arrival were a reprimand about freckles and an order to fetch lemon juice, had brought me a gown from Washington, as I was expected to follow in Mother’s wake as one of Charleston’s social queens and fashion icons. 

			“Fresh from Paris,” she said, pulling it from the box. “That emerald color is the perfect complement to your complexion. And who doesn’t look beautiful in satin? I already had it altered. Let’s hope you haven’t grown much.”

			I looked at Mother, who scrutinized every detail. The corsage had dropped, puffed sleeves and was rounded at the waist to mimic the intertwining serpentine bands of the same fabric that bordered the skirt hem. “I love it,” I said, hoping Mother would approve.

			“I do, too,” she said, and they promptly plotted how to dress my hair to make me so gorgeous Joseph would regret the foul betrayal of sending me a message the week before, saying he would be taking someone else to the ball.

			“She’s the image of her father,” Mother pronounced almost as an indictment.

			“She has your lovely storm-gray eyes,” Gertie offered.

			

			“But everything else about her is pure Kieran. She even has that choirboy-gone-rogue look half the time. I think it’s that crooked smile.”

			Guilty. I vowed to work on that, as rogue choirboy looks were not in fashion for young ladies.

			“His oval face, arched brows —”

			Gertie peered at me. “Her face is round, don’t you think?”

			“No, oval. Definitely oval. That generous mouth and turned-up nose. Kieran’s. Red hair.”

			“Yes, red hair,” Gertie agreed.

			“Chestnut, I think,” I interjected, uncomfortable with this odd dissection of my looks.

			Papa made the mistake of coming by as they were curling, conversing, and debating my hair color, so he was asked.

			He gauged me momentarily, as if sizing up a new acquisition, and shrugged. “Blood bay. Aye, definitely blood bay.”

			Mother gasped. “Did you just compare our daughter to a horse? Get out!”

			He always knew exactly the right thing to say to get banished from a conversation he had no interest in.

			I took the opportunity to escape, but my maid Annie found me moping in my room and bustled about finishing my hair and getting me dressed. I put my foot down when she tried cinching me in as they had Mother. We were setting an unusually fine array of food for the ball, and I intended to indulge. If Joseph were not to be mine, the food would be. I would eat, force a smile, make the obligatory rounds, and be charming, then disappear as quickly as possible. I had no intention of watching someone toss her false golden curls hither and thither as she beamed at Joseph and smirked at me.

			After the grand march that night, Mother came to me, laid a lace-gloved hand on my arm, and nodded across the room. “Lorena, do you see that young man over there with the lady in the blue plaid gown? His family goes back to Plymouth. Revolutionary War heroes. Five bankers, two senators, and one governor in the family tree. Plus, that boy’s father is one of the wealthiest planters in North Carolina. You could do far worse.”

			I peered to where she indicated. “The dark-headed boy picking his nose?”

			“Yes, well, they grow out of that. Usually.”

			I quickly dismissed him as well as Mother’s next conversation. I could not tolerate hours of incessant plotting and matchmaking tonight and began looking for a convenient place to swoon. Papa might send me away to fetch horse papers he didn’t need, and I wouldn’t return. Looking around, I spied him standing near the entrance with Mr. Callahan, an old friend and frequent buyer from Virginia. Next to Mr. Callahan was a striking young man in a gray Virginia Military Institute uniform with three rows of brass buttons marching up his chest. My breath caught at the sheer beauty of him, if a man might be called such. With his long legs, he was taller than Papa by far, but then Papa was short and stocky, broad-shouldered and built to fight men and life. The young cadet had gleaming hair the color of deep, rich honey, oddly marbled with darker streaks. His trim sideburns, however, were auburn. He smiled, visited easily with the men around him, and laughed often. His uniform tunic stretched tightly across a broad chest, and a golden sash cinched in his trim waist. I exhaled pure admiration and, for a moment, forgot I was hurt and mad and … well, anything.

			Mother nudged me. “For pity’s sake, Lorena. Stop staring. There’s no future in a military man. Look at poor Mary. Colonel Lee is never at Arlington when she needs him.”

			Papa glanced at us, caught me watching, and winked. Then he strolled over to us with Mr. Callahan and the young cadet. He handed Mother one of the bouquets he’d purloined from the evergreen swags and kissed her fondly on the cheek.

			Papa stepped aside and introduced the young man, who was Mr. Callahan’s nephew. To my surprise, Cadet Baron Patrick Callahan bowed deeply, took my hand, and kissed it but did not release it immediately. Looking into my eyes as if he were plumbing my soul, and maybe he was, he smiled. “I’m pleased to meet you, Miss McKenzie. I understand I’m to be your escort for the evening,” there was a pause, “and perhaps forever.”

			I returned the smile, looking into eyes so blue they could pierce your spine and unmoor your heart with surgical precision. Mine was certainly unleashed.

			My astonished mother gaped between me, Cadet Callahan, and my father, who simply sipped his whiskey. Finally, she blurted out, “Kieran! This young man has just claimed our daughter!”

			“Aye,” he said, “I recognize the look.”

			She threw her hands into the air in exasperation. “Aren’t you going to do something?”

			He judged the two of us, but I was too busy trying to still my heart fluttering about like a tethered moth to pay much attention to either of my parents, nor care that Mother’s matchmaking efforts were being razed and salted as completely as Troy. “What would ye like me do, Bert? Give him permission or challenge him a duel?”

			“For pity’s sake. Are you drunk?” Luckily, Mother wasn’t in the habit of carrying deadly weapons, or she might have dispatched him then and there.

			“Not just yet, me dear.”

			Several people around us turned to stare at Mother’s outburst and watched her storm away, shimmering purple silk swaying in her wake. I was accustomed to them and paid her little mind.

			“Would you care to dance?” Cadet Callahan asked nonchalantly.

			“My first dance always goes to my father,” I replied regretfully. “Perhaps another?”

			“Mr. Callahan, would ye mind terribly?” Papa replied. “I should go settle me wife’s ruffled feathers.”

			If Papa spent all his time soothing Mother’s ruffled feathers, she would have none left to soothe, and he would never get anything done, but I let the lie pass. Papa winked at me and leaned over to whisper. “I told ye, I’d find someone tae dry those salt tears.”

			“If I may,” Callahan said, offering a charming smile and bow. 

			

			“I believe I would,” I said, and held up my hand. His fingers closed around mine and he led me to the floor for a lively schottische. It was with some regret he surrendered me to my next dance partner, but not before he requested my dance card.

			“People will talk if I dance with you a second time,” I said, handing him the card and pencil.

			He glanced over it and signed his name. “Do you care if people talk?”

			I had seen some of the looks he was getting. People were going to be talking anyway. “Not in the least.”

			He handed the card back to me. “Excellent.”

			During intermission, young Callahan swooped in and handed me a bouquet that was actually two twined together. He took me to the refreshment tables, insisting I try this delicacy or that and loaded my plate as if I had never seen any of this food. Mother was aghast when she saw the plate. “Surely you aren’t going to eat all that!”

			“She’s merely holding it for me, Mrs. McKenzie,” Callahan answered. We escaped, giggling, to a bench in the garden to enjoy our feast and visit.

			He asked me about my hobbies, and I listed the musical instruments I played. He was delighted.

			“My mother plays piano and guitar,” he said. “Well, everyone plays something, really. When my grandmother and her four sisters get together, it’s a lively little band.”

			“Five sisters. That must be amazing. I always wanted a large family.”

			“Yes,” he replied, fondness washing over his features. “They’re the oldest and the toughest, I think. I don’t tell their brothers that, but they probably know. I think you’d like the Callahan crew.” He smiled at me again, his dimples deepening.

			I nibbled on another champagne cracker, considering this. A faint blush warmed my cheeks, I was sure. He was already imagining me meeting his family, and I didn’t mind.

			

			He glanced toward the dance floor, where the band was returning. “And, in case your mother spirits you away before I can say good night —” he pulled a knife from his pocket.

			“What are you doing?” I asked, alarmed.

			“Giving you something to remember me by.”

			“You already gave me these flowers,” I protested.

			“Flowers are fleeting.”

			With a swift motion, he cut a brass button from his uniform and placed it in my hand.

			“You shouldn’t have cut it from the chest where everyone will notice.”

			“It was the one over my heart,” he said, taking my hand. “I believe the next waltz is mine?”

			I stared at the bare spot on his chest. His heart may have been bared, but mine was pierced — and tumbling.

			Toward the end of the ball, the young man pledged for the German Waltz came up to me with Cadet Callahan in tow. He apologized profusely and said he wasn’t feeling very well. Would I mind terribly if his new friend danced with me? I hoped he felt better soon and accepted, even though I had already danced twice with Callahan. Once was Papa’s dance, and once was Cadet Callahan’s properly, but I had noticed people whispering about me dancing with the same boy again.

			Three times would be a true scandal.

			Joseph glared my way and started over, but she of the donkey bray laugh jerked him back with a vulture grip. I tried to think of what I had ever liked about Joseph.

			His horse, I think.

			During the dance, Callahan confessed George wasn’t sick. He had bribed him to give up the dance. Not that I was unhappy to be dancing with the young cadet again, but I was a bit galled that George had passed me off so willingly.

			“Believe me, there was no willingness at all,” Callahan assured me. “The hardest part of the adventure was finding anyone disposed to forfeit a dance with you. You had saved the first dance for your father, which he gave to me, but I glanced at the other names when I penciled in my name for a later dance. Then I set about doing some horse-trading to get someone to give up a dance. This was the result of three trades, Miss McKenzie.”

			I was even more impressed. “Are you always so bold?”

			“Venus favors the bold.”

			Indeed, she does … and so did I.

			That night, I wrote in my journal that it was the best day of my life and that I would not marry the dark-haired boy, even if he stopped picking his nose. I did not mention who I hoped to marry, as that could bring misfortune, but before I went to bed I woke Annie up to make a wish with me.

			“What wish?” she asked groggily, rubbing her eyes with delicate brown hands.

			“I can’t tell you; just spit in your hand and take mine.”

			We spit in our hands, and I dropped the brass button Baron had cut from his tunic into my palm. With wet palms clasped firmly over it to bind it, I made my wish, thanked Annie, and went back to my room, where I added the button to my wish box.

		


		
			

			Chapter Two

			Two years later, I was the hostess of the McKenzie Sale and Ball since Papa had finally returned Mother to her natural nesting grounds, as he called Baltimore, with a generous divorce settlement. I didn’t mind that, but it annoyed me that she had abandoned his name that afforded her largess. Everyone complimented me profusely on the décor, though it was the same as every other year.

			The previous year, Baron had successfully secured leave to attend the ball and sale, bringing along his highly popular academy friends. I had saved each stolen bouquet he gave me and made a potpourri from the dried petals. In a separate bowl were petals from other flowers he gave me when I attended dances at the Institute, or he simply visited when he could, as I had taken up residence at our Rosemount farm in Virginia in recent years and started a boarding school for young ladies there, making it easier for us to visit. We had written enough letters to fell a small forest, worn out boxes of horseshoes riding to visit each other, and still it was never enough. Whether it was a dance, a picnic, a peaceful stroll, a drama, a Sunday meal, a card game, or a journey across the countryside, it remained insufficient. We didn’t require elaborate entertainment when we were together.

			He sat for a portrait before he left for Texas, but oh, how I wished he were home to hold me again and stroll innocently behind the lilacs to steal a kiss … or ten. His letters always stirred my heart but never eased my longing to be with him. Even now when I closed my eyes, I could smell him; my fingers traced along his arms, his chest. In my mind, I felt his breath on my neck. My eyes fluttered open again, and a sigh so heavy escaped that the couple strolling by looked askance at me.

			Enough mooning. I lowered my head and waved my fan lazily to hide my feelings until I could regain the rudder of my emotional wreck of a life.

			This year, I was deluged with offerings of bouquets and bunches of grapes since Baron could not attend due to duty chasing Comanche in the wilds of west Texas. There was no formal agreement between us, as Baron wanted to wait until he was promoted, but the understanding was there. Papa didn’t care about rank. Baron had become a devoted son to him. It didn’t stop other men from hoping his absence gave them an opening, however. Being the hostess, I tried to be gracious without offering encouragement, but it was a difficult line to walk. The latest gift lay in my lap, where I fingered the pale pink ribbons trailing from the stems. It would not be joining any saved bouquets and potpourris later.

			Since I was a little girl, I had always reserved my first dance for Papa, but Mr. Callahan persuaded me to give him Papa’s dance this year, along with possibly his missing nephew’s dance later. I would have left my dance card empty to remain at Papa’s side, but he insisted I enjoy the ball and do my duty. 

			It was nigh impossible even to pretend to enjoy the ball, considering the circumstances, but I was a McKenzie, and people depended on me. Normally, Papa was fit as a butcher’s dog. Tonight, he was positively phthisic. The glass in his shaking hand trembled so I feared he would soon be awash in whiskey. His pale face, drawn and slicked with sweat, only accentuated the dark circles under his eyes.

			When I wasn’t accepting bouquets from hopeful young men, people offered me condolences over the divorce as if one of my parents had died, and in the next breath, Widow This or That assured me they were there if ever I or Papa needed anything, anything at all; they were there for us. Papa was still handsome but, most of all, propertied and, therefore, a catch. Divorce was the greatest of scandals, but they could overlook that fact since Mother was a Yankee and probably a Lincolnite.

			Many an offer was made to bring out chicken soup or some salve or another to help with Papa’s cold.

			“Kieran doesn’t look good at all,” Mr. Callahan said after our second dance. He wasn’t wrong; Papa was fading and listed severely against a marble column at the ballroom entrance. Not all of it from the whiskey, I feared.

			“We had a pen of yearlings break out of their pasture in that storm a few nights ago, and he insisted on going to help find them,” I replied. “His mare, Dorcha, took the bit as she does and was flying when she stepped wrong and broke her leg. Papa sat with her in the deluge, holding her for half the night before he finally put her down and then walked home. He’s got a terrible cold. The doctor advised him to remain in bed, but he was determined to attend the ball and sale.”

			Mr. Callahan was a horseman; he understood why Papa had done what he did but still shook his head. “I’ll ask him to show me some horse papers to get him out of here and pour him in bed.”

			I whispered a prayer of gratitude. “Thank you. He keeps refusing my efforts to get him to leave. I think he feels he needs to support me.”

			“I’ll fix him a hot toddy. Whiskey, lemon, and honey. That will break that cough.”

			“I think he’s got the whiskey part taken care of. We just need to get the lemon and honey down him.”

			“Don’t worry, girl, I have you.” He hugged me tightly and headed toward Papa with a hearty greeting. Wrapping his arm around Papa’s shoulders, he herded him out of the ballroom.

			[image: small flourish]

			Against my better judgment, I wired Mother and Gertie and told them Papa was sick. Mother responded she would come as soon as she could, but she had garden club business to deal with first. Gertie replied, “I’m on my way.”

			

			Baron was still chasing Indians, but they promised to get word to him as soon as he returned to civilization. I heard Mother’s voice in my head mocking me, “For pity’s sake, Lorena. Stop staring. There’s no future in a military man. Look at poor Mary. Colonel Lee is never at Arlington when she needs him.” Oddly enough, Baron was in west Texas with Colonel Lee at that moment. I wondered if Mary needed him also and set the frustration aside. I had to shore up for Papa’s sake.

			Pneumonia, the doctor said.

			I’d been by his side for much of the three-day sale, and afterwards, when Hope turned her cheery face away. I barely took time to wash and change clothes and ate only when Della forced me to choke something down. I would have lived on tea had she not been such a harpy.

			“Yes, Papa. The sale went well. Prices were up this year.” I smiled faintly at him, though my heart shredded with the effort. He asked the same thing each time he roused.

			“Aye, were they then?” He settled back in his sweat-soaked pillows, staring at the ceiling as if trying to remember. His dewed brow furrowed. “And Dorcha? How is she?”

			“Rest now. You need to save your strength. I’ll get you some fresh pillows.”

			Each time he settled, I offered a prayer of thanks and felt the tension flood away. I wiped his face again with cooled cloths. Then I’d change his soaked bedclothes and wash his body with vinegar to relieve the furnace raging within. Had it been winter, I would have tossed him into the nearest snowbank. Just one more day, I told myself, and the fever would break. He would cross that hill.

			In between the ravings and the troubled sleep, he awakened and gazed at me. He squeezed my hand weakly and told me over and over how much he loved me. Then he talked to my dead brother James, and I wept. He was shuffling across the veil between life and death, but I wasn’t ready to let him go.

			Gertie arrived and rushed upstairs without stopping to catch her breath or brush the train soot from her clothes.

			

			“Now you listen here right now, Kieran McKenzie. You promised me a drink of that damned whiskey you were bragging about.” She leaned over and kissed him. “Besides,” she said softly, “you never finished telling me the story about the time Poe drank brandy with you and told you of that letter he wrote to Dickens.”

			His eyes fluttered, and he smiled at her. “Me darlin’ Gertie.”

			“Yes. Now you quit lying around. You also owe me a dance.” She kissed him and held him close, but tears flowed down her cheeks.

			We stayed with him all that day and the next. He spent more and more of his time with James. His breath labored so, it hurt me to watch him struggle, but I couldn’t release him. Miracles happen, and I was holding for one though Hope had nearly forsaken me.

			I wanted to send Father Bellini away, but I could not in good conscience, and I allowed him to administer last rites. He stayed with us those final hours and continued to pray and offer what comfort he could. I nodded but could not answer. Papa was my rock and my heart. Then, the priest asked us to tell stories about Papa, trying to take our mind off what was surely coming as Hope slipped quietly away.

			Gertie continued to remind Papa of unfulfilled promises. I begged him to live and told him I couldn’t go on without him. Then I reminded him of the stories he had promised to tell my children. When I ran out of ideas to lure him back from the brink, I asked him which stallion I should breed Maddie to next year. I cried a million useless tears and then chastised myself for being weak when I was telling him to be strong. When my pleadings to him fell on deaf ears, I dropped to my knees and beseeched God. I bargained with Him. I begged Him. I quoted the Bible’s promises of miracles and healing to Him.

			Those pleadings also fell on deaf ears.

			In the end, I told Him I hated Him.

		


		
			

			Chapter Three

			I was still at his side, holding his hand and sobbing uncontrollably when Gertie gently drew me up. “Come, child, let’s get some tea and decide what must be done first.”

			Father Bellini had departed to prepare the way for what must come. He begged me to bury Papa in the church cemetery, but I declined. We would hold his mass and service there, but the Rite of Committal would be at The Pines with his babies.

			Della had the tea kettle on, cups set out, and lengths of crepe on the table tied into bows. Everyone in the kitchen was sniffling and wiping noses. She put her hands on slim hips with authority and shooed two of the girls out, who kept wailing in sorrow. “Out with that caterwauling. Miss Lorena don’t need that now.”

			I didn’t, but how I wished I could howl and caterwaul myself. I would have wailed to the moon like a forlorn wolf without apology if not for the many things waiting to be done, and I had only a vague clue where to start.

			Gertie set a cup of chamomile tea before me. “Della boiled sugar water that should be cool now. The girls cut crepe for bows and gathered flowers for the bees. Do you want me to go tell them your father is gone?”

			I looked up as if waking from a daze. “No, that’s my job. The clocks have been stopped and mirrors covered?”

			She looked to Della, who pointed to the clock on the wall stopped at 3:17. The family portrait that hung in the hallway had already been turned to face the wall. “Let me drink this tea, then I’ll go visit the bees.” Then looking at the covered mirror, it occurred to me. “I’m surprised we had any crepe.”

			“Bad luck to keep any from deaths, but I always keep a bit for emergencies,” Della said. I should have known she would have taken care of all these things. She was the heart of the McKenzie house.

			Gertie reached over to hold my hand, rubbing it softly with her thumb. “I’m so sorry, darling. We all loved him. Someone’s already been sent to town for fresh crepe.”

			I sniffled and nodded, tried to respond, but the words crawled up my throat, wadded into a ball, and threatened to choke me. I could barely swallow past them. Unable to bear more sympathetic looks, I gathered up the basket with the bee supplies and put on a bonnet.

			Normally, I looked forward to tarrying in the bee grove, but I trudged out there today with heavy feet and a heavier heart. Once there, I set out a saucer on the first hive and filled it with sugar water, set out one of the small flower bouquets, and put a black crepe bow on the hive. Then I stepped behind it, knocked softly three times, and inhaled deeply.

			“Dear little bees,” I said, choking out the words. “Your master is dead, but please don’t go. I’m your new mistress in weal and woe.” This I repeated until all the bees had been informed. With my task done, I sat down on the bench beneath the great pine tree towering over the bee grove. He arranged the hives in a semicircle around the grove so they could get sunlight in the morning and shade in the afternoon. The log gum hives made from hollowed logs with tops on them had gradually been replaced with Langstroth box hives with their movable frames inside until only two log hives remained for sentimental reasons. He had planned on replacing those two relics also, as harvesting them upset the bees too much. Papa always worried about their happiness. He was convinced they were God’s little messengers. What message did they bear today, I wondered.

			Papa used to bring me out here to talk to the bees and tell them stories. Sometimes he’d bring his concertina and play for them. Sometimes we’d simply enjoy the bees and butterflies. At times I think he enjoyed this place particularly because Mother avoided it like the depths of hell for fear of the bees.

			I hadn’t realized it before, but my attire had gradually darkened until the deep charcoal dress I wore today was almost a once-black faded to dingy nothingness. I also felt faded to nothing. My pale hands resting in my lap seemed even paler, almost deathlike. A tear fell. “Oh, my dear bees. What a bitter bale I have visited upon you. Forgive me this dread duty.” As pleasant as the bee grove was, I could not remain with them and rose to leave. I was the mistress now.

			Word spread quickly through the farm of Papa’s passing, and bits of black already fluttered from doors. Keening cries echoed across The Pines as if the farm itself was mired in heartrending grief. I set the bee basket on the veranda and trudged in with scattered thoughts of what needed to be done. My bonnet dropped from my fingers. My mouth dropped open. My heart dropped to the very pits of my stomach. There on the table lay Papa with a towel across his loins and Gertie gently combing his freshly washed hair. I knew this because I smelled the bay rum shampoo he used.

			“Lorena,” Gertie said, looking up in surprise as she readjusted the towel. “I’m sorry. We didn’t expect you back so soon. I thought we’d be finished before you returned. We just need to shave him and trim his nails. We’ll finish dressing him as soon as you choose a suit.” Della looked up from scooping freshly shorn hair from the table and went over to toss it in the fire. Never leave hair or nail clippings around for others to do mischief, she always warned, but I would gather a lock of his hair for my locket.

			I was still clutching the doorjamb to keep from collapsing. “I’ll shave him. I did it when he broke his arm.”

			“There’s no need for you to do that, girl,” Della said. “No sense both of us upsetting him. He hated getting his hair cut out of the new moon.”

			“I want to, and I’m sure he won’t mind. He’d want to be dressed in his brown tweed suit.”

			

			I lathered his soap and stropped the razor, then stretched his cheek with trembling fingers and wept afresh. The beard and mustache I would trim neatly with scissors. I had to stop several times because my eyes were so blurred, but I declined the offered help.

			Though I’d wiped my hands after applying pomade to him, I still smelled the bergamot cloud about me as I came down the stairs with his funerary clothes. My mind must have wandered because I hadn’t heard a carriage drive up. I had just reached the landing when Mother burst through the doors in a flurry of feathers and fuss. She kissed me on the cheek and looked around. “Well, what has your father got himself into now? Kieran! Where are you?”

			I stared at her, aghast. “Mother, what are you doing?”

			The driver stood behind her, burdened with baggage that crashed to the ground. His mouth and eyes were agape with shock.

			“Do be careful,” Mother snapped.

			I pulled money from the drawer in the hallway and paid the driver. “Is that all her bags?”

			“No, ma’am. Two more. I’ll get them.”

			The driver, who undoubtedly knew Papa was dead as word would have spread like wildfire, apologized, thanked me profusely, and fled.

			“Why didn’t you have someone in town to meet me?” Mother demanded. “And what is all that infernal hammering?”

			“I didn’t know you were coming,” I said. “I got a telegram that you were busy with the garden club and would come later.”

			“I sent another telegram. Have you not been into town to fetch mail?” She was pulling pins out of her hat and looking around the house at the gathering servants streaming in to gawk at her. Gertie stood at the end of the hall, glaring death and destruction her way.

			“We’ve been rather busy, Mother,” I replied and turned away before I broke down again.

			“What did your father do?”

			

			Gertie took the clothes from me and put her arm around me. “He died, Bertha. That hammering is the men opening the death’s door to take him out. Please do sit down in the withdrawing room and hush.”

			I left, unable to deal with anything larger than a mosquito, and retired for the night.

		


		
			

			Chapter Four

			Sean Finnegan approached me the next morning about holding a wake. Despite my misgivings, I knew Papa’s friends would expect it, as he had attended every wake held for every friend at Finnegan’s Harp and Fiddle, his favorite watering hole. They lost Paddy O’Malley’s body last year while taking him on a last tour during the wake. His body was found the next morning in front of the newspaper office, much to Mrs. O’Malley’s horror. 

			I agreed but said they’d have to make do with a painting of Papa, and I expected it to return in good condition.

			“Why in heaven’s name would you agree to those hooligans?” Mother protested.

			“Because Papa was the head hooligan,” I replied peevishly. I wouldn’t have said that in public as I was already concerned about his reputation, but she couldn’t even be bothered to arrive before he died, and now she was trying to dictate his arrangements?

			Gertie had united with Father Bellini and the funeral home to pave the way for me in most of the arrangements. All I had to do was choose this or that. The funeral home sent out samplings of funeral biscuits and wrappers. We sampled them all and chose our favorite, and after minor alterations, the wrapper was approved. When it became clear he would not survive, Gertie, bless her, had already written the obituary and handed it to me for inspection at breakfast. After making a few minor adjustments, we sent the obituary to the newspaper, approved the funeral invitations, and compiled a list of formal invitees, though it was a public funeral and mass. The committal rites at The Pines would be for McKenzie people.

			The house was appropriately swaddled in crepe. Mother deployed to town to shop for dresses as I didn’t care whether I wore bombazine or sackcloth. After a successful campaign, Mother returned with dresses, hats, veils, jet jewelry, and various other items. I was surprised there was room for her in the carriage.

			“Are you ready?” Gertie asked.

			I nodded. I was worn thin as Pilate’s patience after sitting with Papa and welcomed the suggestion we lodge in town after the mass; the funeral would be held the next day, and then the committal rites and interment at The Pines. Thankfully, Father Bellini didn’t draw attention to where we sat secluded during mass. I could not deal with well-meaning but unwelcome throngs of carrion birds descending upon us.

			Mother and Gertie dressed my hair the next day after I fumbled and stopped, stared at the mirror, forgot what I was doing, and then broke out in hopeless tears once more. Mother handed me a linen handkerchief so indelicate it might have been wagon tarping that I had embroidered with my monogram when I was first learning. I had forgotten that I still had it tucked away in my handkerchief drawer, and I was a bit perturbed to find Mother rummaging through my things. The coarse cloth was the only thing that withstood my merciless needle mauling. “Really, Mother?”

			“That elegant silk handkerchief in your bag will be sodden before you alight from the carriage. Just take it. No one is going to count your stitches.”

			I wasn’t in the mood to argue with her and crammed it in my reticule.

			They had offered us the small room off the main chapel where we had hidden during the mass, but I chose to sit in the front pew to spend as much time as possible with Papa. I sat down, thoroughly spent already, veils covering my tear-swollen face. Mother sat on one side, and Gertie on the other, propping me up. I blew my nose again, not caring that it was unladylike, and tore my gaze from the casket and focused on the knots of flowers mounded about the church. Then, I leaned closer and stared in amazement at a dollhouse nestled between two bouquets. There was another. And a train set. An entire toy store was arranged along the altar. Though I had given permission for Sean and the Harp and Fiddle crew to hold a wake, I hadn’t intended the formal service to be turned into a joke. I had specifically asked Father Bellini to please make people think of Papa as something besides that crazy Irishman. Gertie saw what I was looking at and grabbed my arm before I stood. “Calm, Lorena. I’m sure there’s a reason.”

			“Lorena, sit!” Mother ordered.

			Father Bellini touted Papa’s success as a businessman, discussed our wonderful horses, and even how he sat with Dorcha. There were a few sniffles at that. He held up a carved wooden horse with a real mane and tail and a twin to the one my little brother James had. “You may have noticed some toys, train sets, chess sets, toy soldiers, a well-worn velvet tiger, and dollhouses — oh, the dollhouses,” he said. “Every year the orphanage promised the best boy and girl a special gift for Christmas. Each year, the girls requested the same thing, these wonderful dollhouses. The boys wanted various treasures.”

			I looked closer at one of the dollhouses. It was almost identical to mine.

			“During my visit with the McKenzies to gather information about Kieran’s life, I discovered that they were unaware of his whereabouts every Christmas Eve. They thought he was going to party with his friends at the Harp and Fiddle.”

			There was a small cheer at the back of the church.

			“He visited the orphanage to assist in organizing a celebration for the children and staff. Many of the toys were handmade by McKenzie people, including these wonderful dollhouses and horses. He brought in stockings, sweaters, mittens, new shoes, and small treats such as fruit, nuts, and candies. His friends at the Harp and Fiddle, along with many other businesses and planters, generously donated more clothes. Even as the number of orphans grew to hundreds, he never faltered.” Another small cheer and clapping from others now. I’d never heard applause at a funeral before, but this was Kieran McKenzie’s final goodbye. “This was important to him that every child be remembered and have warm clothes,” the priest continued, “because he grew up without family, too.”

			I never knew about the orphan parties. He always had a soft spot for the lost and forgotten things of the world and would drag them home even when I knew we were on precarious financial footing, though my parents always tried to hide such things from us.

			“Miss McKenzie was concerned that people would only recall his eccentricities, but he was so much more.” Father Bellini looked at me then. “Kieran Aiden McKenzie was not a saint. He knew his faults.”

			I remembered Papa telling me he always took a flask of whiskey with him to confession and offered the priest a drink to prepare himself. “Right, then. Ye bring a sack lunch?” Then he’d readily confess he beat this fellow or that fellow, but they deserved it, didn’t they?

			“Kieran was a good man,” he continued. “He came up hard. At the age of five, he was sent to live with his aunt in New York, and after his aunt’s widowhood, he was sold into indenture, which deepened his understanding of hardship. He ran away at age eight when his master nearly whipped him to death for something he didn’t do. He crawled away and vowed to come back and kill the man. Then one day a man found him shivering, covered in rags and newspapers, nearly dead from starvation, cold, and fever. ‘Bless my soul,’ he said. ‘Someone threw away a perfectly good newspaper here and a little boy to boot. Now who would go and do such a thing?’

			“Kieran learned forgiveness through the kindness of a man who took him in and taught him what he needed to succeed. Oh, what a success he was!

			

			“For all that he accomplished, he always felt the greatest pride in his daughter, Lorena Dobbs McKenzie. She may feel his mortal loss here, but think how overjoyed he is to see James and those babies who went before him. How he must be rejoicing to see the face of God.”

			I had heard that so many times in the past few days I wanted to scream. He was no longer in pain. He would never know the pain of growing old. He was with James and his babies. How happy he must be! My fists balled up in fury as Father Bellini droned on about how fortunate Papa was. I didn’t want him looking at the face of God. I wanted him holding me.

			At some point I realized he had stopped talking and we were supposed to stand and sing. Mother nudged my elbow and whispered, horrified, “My stars, Lorena. What have you done?”

			She was staring at my lap, where a nest of white shreds lay, the remnants of my handkerchief. I had torn it to bits until the only thing that remained was the LDM of the monogram. My breath hitched. That’s exactly what I was, adrift in the shreds of my life. All my mooring was torn asunder, and I was left totally alone.

			She scooped the scraps off the Parramatta skirt and into her reticule before anyone noticed I had gone mad.

			I mouthed the words of the familiar songs and allowed myself to be led away to stand in line, numbly thank people for attending, and pass out the funeral biscuits and little fruitcakes to the guests. Father Bellini, at last, swooped in and insisted we must go for the commitment rites, and the Ladies’ Aide would finish. I would double whatever fee was normal.

			With the formal service done, we loaded into carriages and followed the hearse back to the farm for the internment. 

			The McKenzie people were waiting in their Sunday finest to welcome Marse Mac back home. They had helped sit vigil with us. The Roby Brothers had insisted on making a casket of pine and live oak from The Pines, and it was as beautiful as anything in the catalogue Mr. Emmerson’s Funeral Parlor had offered. In the McKenzie cemetery, so many bouquets waited that I wondered if any flowers were left on the farm.

			After Father Bellini read the commitment, they filed by solemnly, many openly weeping, often saying final goodbyes or speaking to him, and brought gifts to place in the casket with him and tucked them in carefully as they passed.

			Horrified at the grave offerings, Mother started to protest. I told her to hush. These were Papa’s people. 

			“Lorena, this isn’t dignified at all,” Mother whispered angrily. “Put a stop to this now.”

			“I most certainly will not, nor will you,” I replied so forcefully her lips drew into a censorious tight line but stopped moving. Della was one of the last to stop at the casket and leaned down to kiss his forehead and whispered something to him, then slipped something wrapped in a handkerchief in his pocket. 

			I placed his favorite book of poetry in last with a message to him inscribed on the fly page. I saw naught but a sea of grief surrounding me and tried to be strong for them, but I felt as if I were drifting further and further from shore and would soon be lost myself.

			“What did you put in his pocket?” I asked Della.

			“Some fried chicken. Your daddy loved my chicken.”

			I glanced over at Mother to see if she had heard. “Well, don’t let Mother know. She’ll be spitting and fuming.”

			Della looked at me indignantly. “Course not. That chicken Mr. Mac’s. She can get her own.”

			I surveyed Papa’s treasures. Hand-carved horses, pretty rocks, coins, fishing lures, flowers, some knitted socks, a riding crop, Dorcha’s bridle, various things made of plaited horsehair, several notes. He was going into heaven a rich man indeed. I patted his cheek, leaned over and kissed him, and nodded for them to close the casket. 

			The next day, Mother insisted I come back to Baltimore with her and Gertie.

			

			I refused, totally unprepared to spend another moment with her. Though she had been helpful during the arrangements, her overbearing ways were already creeping back in, and I needed to be away from her. “I’m going to make sure things are in order here, and then I need to check on the school and go to Richmond to talk to Papa’s lawyers and the bankers, I suppose.”

			She waved a hand in dismissal. “I’ll send my attorney to deal with those unsavory details. Come to Baltimore and relax.”

			“I need to see my girls, Mother.”

			“You’re going to divide your time between The Pines and Rosemount in Virginia, and in your spare time take care of that boarding school with three dozen young ladies. What a remarkable young woman you are. If you had a man here you could depend on … ” She looked under the pillows on the settee and in a chair. “Where is Mr. Callahan when you need him, by the way?”

			I noticed that when Baron was out of favor, he became Mr. Callahan. He was often Mr. Callahan with her. “You know very well he’s in Texas.”

			“Exactly. Remember the time Colonel Lee was off playing soldier somewhere and Mary almost died after that child was born? She telegraphed he must come home, and he responded he had duties. Then what happened?” She almost crowed this. “Colonel Lee had been so aghast at his wife’s condition when he did return that he took a long leave of absence from the military. That’s how it will go with you and Mr. Callahan. He’ll never be here when you need him. Mark my words, Missy.”

			“Bert, this isn’t the time to be harassing the girl,” Aunt Gertie hugged me. “You know you’re welcome to come visit when you’re ready.” Then, turning to Mother, “Ready your things. We need to go.”

			“I’ll have Della pack some food to take with you that won’t spoil,” I said.

			I returned from the kitchen with the basket to find two of the house servants dragging Papa’s trunk down the steps. Thunk. Thunk. Thunk. 

			

			What are they doing? Even more important, why?

			Gideon was barely holding on in the back while Jackson tried to lift the front end up with little success. In astonished silence I watched, wondering who or what would come tumbling down the steps first.

			It was the trunk.

			Gideon, who was older than sin and had no business trying to move anything heavier than a serving tray, let alone that heavy steamer trunk, lost his footing and plopped down, tearing Jackson’s grip loose. The trunk careened down the marble stairs like a green leather sleigh hurtling down a steep, snowy hill. It slid across the floor until the crumpling rug proved too much for it. Jackson stood there on stork legs, hopping back and forth, eyes wide as windows and waving his arms about like a rooster. Had Mother picked the two oldest servants in the house because she thought they were the only ones insane enough to do what she told them?

			“Gideon, are you all right? What on earth are you doing?” I should have known better than to ask. The empress stood near her pile of luggage, overseeing the operation. Mother had shifted into full overseer mode again.

			“Miz Bertha said pack up your daddy’s suits,” Gideon said, hobbling down the stairs and rubbing his backside. My maids Annie and Rachel followed him, loaded with more suits.

			I couldn’t believe she was stealing his suits and him barely in the ground. “You can just pack them all right back up to his room. They’re not leaving this house.” The girls turned and scampered back up the stairs like squirrels.

			“Now you see here, Lorena,” Mother said in her best little-lady-you-better-listen-up voice and pointed to them. “You bring those suits right back down here.”

			I spun to face them as they danced in indecision. “You better not! I’m the mistress of The Pines now.” It was bad enough Mother had left Papa; he was probably grateful, but if she didn’t even want Papa’s name, she didn’t need his suits.

			

			“Stop being such an ungrateful, miserly whelp,” Mother snapped. “These suits can go to the Ladies’ Aide there, where they will help poor, destitute men.”

			There was the guilt, but I was mostly immune after years of it. “No.”

			“Oh, dear heavens. Someone help me to the parlor.” She whipped out her fan and waved it about as if directing an orchestra. Everyone looked at each other, unsure what to do, until Gideon stepped forward to hold her arm.

			“Moses, Mary, and Joseph, Mother. Please don’t faint on that frail old man. You’ll break something.” Not that I cared if she broke something in one of her performances, but I did care about Gideon. Once settled on the fainting couch, she drew in a heavy breath, as if it might be her last. I should be so lucky.

			“Dear Lord,” she began dramatically, “forgive me for bringing this selfish child into the world.” Her arm flew into the air like Moses parting the sea. “Then he said to them, ‘Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; life does not consist in an abundance of possessions.’ Luke 12:15.”

			“You only want Papa’s suits so everyone will swoon over how generous you are to donate Beason and Switzers to the poor. He earned them in South Carolina, and here they shall stay.”

			“He coveteth greedily all the day long: but the righteous giveth and spareth not. Proverbs 21:26.”

			It was remarkable how she could call up biblical verses to suit on command, but we had been at this a long time. “And Baltimore, the glory of kingdoms, the beauty of the Baltimorian’s excellency, shall be as when God overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah. Isaiah 13:19.”

			“That’s Babylon, not Baltimore, Lorena. Stop being a heathen.”

			“I’m sorry. I always get them confused.”

			“I refuse to speak to you. Wallow in your greed. I’m going home.”

			

			After the door slammed and the hoofbeats faded, I stood in the great hall, alone for long minutes. “I’m the mistress of The Pines now,” I whispered. Then I sank with my sundered soul into a forlorn puddle and wept. 

		


		
			

			Chapter Five

			My hair was pinned up neatly off my neck as might befit a woman bound for execution. I wasn’t. Bankers can’t kill me. They can only steal my property, though for a woman of the land, that would be as good as death.

			“I picked this growler out for you special,” Darcy, the hotel stableman, had said when he helped me into the carriage at the hotel. “They’re newly upholstered seats, and I know how you like that smell.” He looked out for me, just as he carefully guarded my Charlemagne. Our bond had quickly formed over the horse.

			He knew about my fondness for the smell because I’d planted my nose to a side of new leather in the stables yesterday. I sucked up every morsel of scent like most women draw in a heady bouquet of roses. A horsewoman appreciates the simple things in life: fresh hay, horse sweat, leather.

			Horsewoman. But for how long?

			I’d been able to forestall the Virginia bankers from foreclosing, but the South Carolina money counters wanted the successful, if indebted, horse farm and didn’t care that I helped build it. I was a woman. Worse, I was young. Worst of all, I was single.

			They knew almost before I did when my manager quit to join the newly formed Confederate army. It had taken everything my Richmond lawyers could do to convince them to grant me the upcoming appointment. I exhaled heavily thinking about it. Had I been a dragon, I’m sure it would have been pure fire.

			

			Now, Lorena girl, don’t get yer Irish up, my father’s voice echoed in my mind. That admonition had normally been followed by him getting his Irish up to do my battles. He wasn’t here, though, and this battle was mine. Clutching my crucifix with the one-armed Jesus, I bowed my head to pray yet again. Was God tired of hearing from me?

			If God was speaking to me, I couldn’t hear Him. There was simply the hollow clop clop clop of steady hoofbeats mingled with the jingling harness, carriage squeaks, and the signature growling of the steel-rimmed wheels on the cobblestone streets drowning out anything else. I gave up trying to pray and asked for a word of wisdom from Papa. 

			In me name shall they cast out devils. 

			I sighed. Really, Papa? That’s the best you can do?

			Since Papa offered no help, I stood on my standard prayer for protection. For Thou, LORD, wilt bless the righteous; with favour wilt Thou compass him as with a shield. 

			We at last lurched to a stop in front of the Union Bank. Would they change their name if this unpleasantness with the north continued? Darcy hopped down, setting the carriage into a gentle rock. My Richmond attorney had grilled me on the legal papers until I dreamed clauses and addenda. Papa’s new Charleston attorney agreed to meet me at the bank in case I needed him. There was nothing else I could do. Sometimes you just have to fight the battle and see which way it goes.

			The door swung open, flooding the interior with Charleston sunshine, which rivaled Darcy’s smile in brilliance. “We’re here, Miss McKenzie.” I leaned out, putting my hands on his slim shoulders so he could clasp my elbows and guide me down.

			Taking a deep breath, or at least as deep as my tightly cinched corset would allow, I prepared myself for the task ahead. My darling maid Annie was adamant a tiny waist was the key to success today. Although I wasn’t normally concerned about a tiny waist, I did fear I might sag in the presence of the enemy and allowed her to have her way with the laces. We’d have words later if I fainted from lack of air.

			

			“Don’t fret so, Miss McKenzie. These are fine men.”

			Such praise for moneylenders. I tore my eyes away from the four massive Corinthian columns that graced the bank’s entrance. “Do you think so? Papa always said bankers are the spawn of the devil.”

			“We’re not allowed to speak ill of customers,” he whispered conspiratorially, “but your Papa was right. Though these are the best devil spawns Charleston has to offer, you’re a child of God.” He nodded toward my crucifix and handed me the leather binder I’d placed by the door. “You’ll be fine. Send a runner to the hotel and I’ll be back to get you.”

			“Thank you, Darcy.”

			He leapt to the carriage seat, light as a sprite. His unruly shock of strawberry blond hair waving in the breeze made me think he’d recently turned from fiery daoine maithe to human for some puckish mission. Though he vowed he was twenty, he was smaller than me and looked fourteen, reinforcing the fae impression.

			“Ádh mór ort!” he called out.

			Good luck to me, indeed.

			Inside the bank, lining the mahogany walls of the reception area, portraits of men scowled at me from gilded frames. Wrought iron railing rivaling anything in the French Quarter fenced wide, curved Carrara marble stairs sweeping up from the lobby’s mosaicked floor. Three stories of offices rose on either side with people looking out from the mezzanines over the lobby. More marble columns supporting the roof completed the temple effect. An epic mural with Greek deities looking on or aiding their champions in battle covered the vaulted bank ceiling. That the gods of commerce resided within was without doubt and here I stood a mere supplicant.

			A respectable middle-aged woman in a cropped bolero jacket looked up from her paperwork with a practiced but pleasant smile. “May I help you?”

			Ah, smiles were allowed. “I’m Lorena McKenzie. I have an appointment with Mr. Mondovi.”

			

			“Oh, yes, you’re from Richmond, aren’t you? He’s in a meeting, but I’ll tell him you’re here. He’s expecting you.”

			“Winchester, actually,” I said as she retreated up the stairs.

			“He said he’d be right with you,” she puffed breathlessly upon her return. “I’m Mrs. Whimple, his assistant.” She set a tea tray on the corner of her desk in a clear invitation to join her while she continued her assistantly duties.

			“Thank you. I confess I’m a bit nervous.”

			Shooing my concerns away with a wave of her file, she reassured me. “No need to be.” She prattled on about local events and questioned me nigh to the point of interrogation about everything but the weather. “You must be so busy. Mr. Mondovi mentioned you had a boarding school on your farm in Virginia also.” And on she went while I wondered why Mondovi had been discussing my school at all.

			Yes, I had a boarding school. Yes, I loved teaching a variety of subjects beyond watercolor and embroidery. Persy and Lucy were my favorite students because they were my problem children and had been expelled from so many other schools. Yes, the horses. Girls love horses.

			“You simply must keep that marvelous school open!”

			Nervously fingering the binder in my lap, I thought about the unsettling rumors about Mr. Mahler, and wanted to know more, since the bank had assigned him to represent my legal interests. “Will Mr. Mahler be here? I heard he was injured in an accident.”

			Her fingers darted anxiously to the amethyst brooch at her throat as if she were pressing a button to release words suddenly caught in her throat. “Oh, it was no accident. Mr. Beddow hit him quite deliberately.”

			I hadn’t heard this. “My word. What happened?”

			She cast a furtive glance around and leaned closer. “Mr. Mahler and Mr. Beddow are members of the Charleston Gentlemen’s Debate Club. In February, things got heated and Mr. Beddow bested Mr. Mahler handily, making him look like a buffoon. Mr. Mahler hit him when he wasn’t looking.” She threw her fist to emphasize the punch. “Beddow picked himself up, ‘Mahler the Brawler, eh?’ Then he broke Mr. Mahler’s nose. Splat!” She went from subdued whispering to throwing and dodging blows. “He’s a lawyer now, but he was a decorated cavalry officer, you know, so he’s not going to tolerate Mr. Mahler’s cowardly attack. They finally separated them, but Mr. Mahler was thrashed soundly.

			“Then Mr. Beddow said, ‘If this is your level of competence in all areas, it’s no wonder your wife left you for Dolan.’  The entire debate club jumped in then and the police had to quell it. It was a real dustup. The Ladies’ Club was serving refreshments. At first, we tried to pull the men apart before some of us, uh, got into it.”

			At this point, I was laughing. Loudly.

			“It rated two columns in the society page.” She held up two fingers to stress the importance. “Needless to say, Mr. Mahler despises Mr. Beddow now. No doubt he’d challenge him to a duel if he weren’t such a coward.”

			“Oh, my. That serious?” She’d filled in details I didn’t know and confirmed what I’d already heard. “It doesn’t sound like a very civilized debate club.”

			She shrugged. “It usually doesn’t come to fisticuffs and broken noses.”

			A young spit-polished cavalry captain came in and sat nearby but declined help. Mrs. Whimple went back to prattling, now about the garden club.

			I glanced apprehensively at my watch. “Is Mr. Mondovi usually this late?”

			She frowned at the clock above the teller cages. “Hmm, how odd. No, he’s the height of punctuality.”

			Mondovi was twisting me in the wind.

			“Mrs. Mahler was president of our garden club. She adored roses. Mr. Dolan–” she looked around and continued with lowered voice, “you know the one Mrs. Mahler ran away with, was a visiting botanist with the university. He used to speak at our garden club. That man was fascinating and so handsome.” She fanned herself with a file and closed her eyes in a picture of bliss.

			

			I leaned forward, intrigued.

			“He doubled our membership. We so hated losing him, and Mrs. Mahler, of course. And those roses. Those poor, dear roses.”

			“What happened to the roses?”

			“Mr. Mahler massacred them,” she exclaimed. Her voice had returned to normal after the first whispered lines, but now was quite animated as she waved her pencil around like a weapon. “He charged out of the house one afternoon with his grandfather’s sword in one hand and Mrs. Mahler’s lovely brass garden syringe in the other. Beheaded buds, shredded leaves, chunks of canes sailed through the air while he cursed her name to heaven and hell alike. He sliced with one hand and pummeled with the other until there wasn’t a rose left; then he attacked the rest of the garden. Then,” she said, still horrified, “he grabbed a spade, dug up what was left, and tossed the mangled roots into the street.

			“I managed to save some, but the poor darlings aren’t doing well. I expect they’re in shock. ‘Out damned rot!’ he screamed and cursed her name again. ‘Love-Lies-Bleeding! How’s that for Love-Lies-Bleeding?’ and red blooms writhed through the air. It truly was a massacre. No other word describes it. As if that weren’t enough, he threw her garden syringe to the ground and stomped it flat as a fritter; the one she ordered from England. He jumped up and down, screeching her name, and calling her a Jezebel and Beelzebub and nine orders of demons. The lovely little rosewood handle popped off and bounced across the street like a head from a guillotine. Plink. Plink. Plink. I wept for weeks. The most beautiful garden in Charleston gone. Poof.”

			Mrs. Whimple, on the verge of tears, collapsed onto her little wheeled chair.

			“Mrs. Whimple, are you all right?”

			“Yes, dear. I get emotional sometimes. Forgive me,” she said with a little sniff and rolled away to finish her work.

			I sat in shocked astonishment, the massacre replaying in my mind, right down to the forlorn wooden head bouncing across the cobblestone street. “Is Mr. Mahler better?”

			

			“His brother took him to a, uh, spa to recuperate,” she said with another sniffle. “Aside from a twitch in his left eye if he gets upset or nervous, he’s fine I suppose. Mr. Whimple says it’s raised havoc with his poker game. The eye spasms madly when he gets a bad hand. He may need to play dice or something. He still has his racehorses. I suppose they don’t care about the nervous winking.”

			Moses, Mary, and Joseph. Mahler the Mad is supposed to represent me?

			Proper Mrs. Whimple leaned back in her chair, exhausted from the animated recounting of the war of the roses and Mr. Mahler’s portrayal of Robespierre. Her pale gray bolero jacket skewed off her left shoulder from brandishing the pencil sword. She tugged the jacket back into place with a sigh and caught me staring at her hair. I looked away, embarrassed at my rudeness, but I’d never seen hair do such a perfect imitation of wings sprouting from a person’s head. The white streaks at her temples particularly made it look like a dove about to take flight.

			“Tarnation,” she mumbled, feeling the hair. It was quickly subdued with
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Sometimes spies wear crinolines.






