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      It was the screaming that first got my attention. That and the terrified expressions on the faces of the kids and nuns running from the Sisters of Mercy orphan asylum like a pack of hellhounds was after them. I seen more than one of those nuns crossing themselves or clutching their rosary beads as they herded their charges ahead of them down the front steps. The pair of smiling stone angels carved above the double entry doors looked down, smirking at the riot taking place below them.

      “Mr. Malhaven!”

      It was Sister Honoria trying to flag me down. She’s the boss of the outfit and the reason I was on the scene to begin with.

      She’d surprised me that morning by telephoning to the Carsworth City Crier and asking me to swing by the orphanage. She wasn’t the biggest fan of the sensational reporting I did for the paper, so I figured something big must be up for her to give me a ring. I’d wasted no time hopping into my trusty Studebaker Champion, or the Champ as I affectionately called it, and scooting on over only to be greeted with this scene straight out of bedlam.

      Honoria was standing still as a rock in the middle of a storm, looking way more annoyed than frightened if I was reading that beautiful face right. She was quite the stunner, habit and all, but she didn’t stand for any nonsense and it took a lot to shake her.

      “What gives, Sister?” I sung out, doing my best to wade through the sea of screeching kiddies to reach her. “Is the joint on fire?”

      “Hardly,” she replied with a lemon-sour note in her voice that told me I was right about her state of mind. “There’s really no call for all this,” she added, waving her hands around impatiently, “but once a few of the teachers lost their heads, it was like trying to reign in the ocean. I shall have a talk with them later when order has been restored.”

      Seeing the way those big green eyes of hers were flashing, I was glad I wasn’t one of those nuns. I wouldn’t want to be in their shoes when Honoria started in to give them what for.

      “At least it’s a warm day,” she continued. “Most of the children have come out without their coats.”

      She was right about the weather. We were having an unusually balmy day for March. I’d left my old trench coat back at the office and was thinking I might like to shed my suit jacket only it didn’t feel right to do so. I was on the job after all. Gotta keep up appearances. I did loosen my tie a bit and whipped my fedora down from its perch so I could swipe the sweat off my brow.

      All the hard manual labor I’d been doing since the previous fall as part-time caretaker at Wynter’s Hill Cemetery had gotten me in better shape than I’d been in since my Army days. But I was a big guy and rushing around to stories always made me work up a lather, especially when my bum legs started giving me trouble. I’d had a knife blade stuck in the left thigh and a bullet through the right one which might give you the idea I ain’t always so popular. Comes with the territory of poking your nose in where it’s not necessarily welcome.

      I stuck my hat back on my melon, giving the brim a friendly tug. That topper had been a special gift from a special lady, one Mrs. Victoria Jankowski. The fedora had belonged to the late Mr. Jankowski. Now I had the care of it, I tried to always treat it right out of respect for his memory and as a sign of my boundless appreciation for his lovely widow.

      “I don’t think the kids will come to any harm in this weather,” I reassured Sister Honoria as we watched the crowd milling around us.

      We could tell the initial alarm was passing. The tots had started pushing and pulling one another, teasing, yelling, laughing even. There were only a few tear-stained faces here and there being comforted by teachers who were looking red in the face themselves. Like they knew they’d been caught out doing something kinda foolish. Whatever had given them all a scare must be inside that big mausoleum they called home, ‘cause they seemed calmer now that everyone was outside.

      I glanced up at the imposing gray face of the three-story building. There were about twenty wide stone steps leading up to the oversized wooden double doors under those carved angels I mentioned earlier. The angels were swooping down and reaching toward each other. I guess it was someone’s idea to add them to keep watch over the poor little mites inside, but they always gave me kind of a creepy feeling.

      The asylum stretched out to the left and the right of the entrance, rows of big windows looking out blankly at the city streets. A grim-looking place, but Victoria Jankowski herself had been raised up at the Sisters of Mercy and had turned out more than A-OK. It still tugged at my heartstrings to think of all those orphans with no ma or pa to make a fuss over them. Of course, my pa had been nothing to write home about so maybe they weren’t missing so much after all. Having parents was no guarantee of a happy childhood. I’d seen more than enough evidence of that.

      Deciding it was past time I started doing my job, I flashed a question at Sister Honoria. “What’s the story? Why all the hubbub?”

      “It’s easier if I show you,” she replied, tugging impatiently at my jacket sleeve and pulling me toward the entrance.

      She steered me up the steps and into the grand front lobby, then down one of the side hallways to the big industrial kitchen. I’d had occasion to visit there once before, but it didn’t look anything like I remembered. Everything had been clean and neat as a pin last time I saw it. Now? I rarely seen such a mess as was there. Pots and pans and every other cooking implement you can imagine were flung every which a way with all of it covered by the fine dust of what looked like it must have been an industrial-sized bag of flour.

      I was so bumfuzzled by the disaster area, I almost didn’t notice a familiar face lurking in one corner.

      “Mr. Malhaven, I’m so glad you came. Maybe you can help us get to the bottom of this.”

      It was Marlene Sutherland, the sister of my pal and co-worker Marquis, better known as Q. Her smooth brown skin was marred by white handprints on her cheeks like she’d put her hands up to her face in dismay after touching the flour that coated every surface and was already settling on my old dark gray suit. At least it didn’t show on her white nurse’s uniform. Being responsible for the health of that many kids might have daunted some, but Marlene had graduated top of her class and was more than up for the task.

      As a point of fact, as the flour started settling down a bit from where it had been riled up by our entrance, I noticed she had one hand on the shoulder of a small figure that was peering out from behind her skirt. A little girl, didn’t look more than five or six years old maybe.

      She was coated in flour from head to toe so it was hard to tell exactly what color her hair was, but her eyes were big and blue. Not a steely blue-gray like my Victoria’s, but a pale, pale blue like the lightest color in the sky on a summer day when the sun is so bright, it almost hurts to look up. Between the pale eyes and the dusting of flour, she resembled nothing so much as a miniature ghost, peeking out at me.

      “Hey there,” I said to her, trying my best to look friendly. I’ve said already I’m a big guy, and I can add, in case you’re interested, that I have auburn hair the color of a rusty gate and light gray eyes that ain’t so bad, but I can’t neglect to mention I have a hell of a scar running down one side of my face courtesy of the same goop that got me in the leg with the knife. It has a tendency to scare women and children, but this one didn’t seem to mind. She just stared solemnly then gave me a small nod.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      Marlene answered for her. “This is Lily.”

      Sister Honoria who was hovering close behind me leant forward and whispered in my ear. “Lily doesn’t speak.”

      “Can’t? Or won’t?” I asked her sotto voce.

      “We don’t know. The doctor couldn’t find anything obviously wrong physically, but she never speaks.”

      That was a shame, but she wasn’t the first mute I’d met. Cornelius Cressley, former butler at the Wynter mansion out at the cemetery, and now man of the house thanks to his getting hitched to his former boss, Miss Livinia Wynter, can’t speak neither, but he did have an obvious physical reason. Someone had cut his tongue out for him.

      “What goes on here?” I asked, pointing at the mess.

      “That’s what we want to know. We’ve had a series of these pranks now and they are becoming more and more disruptive. It’s why I called you. Marlene thought you could help us investigate, but while you were on your way over, this happened.”

      “And what’s this?” I said, ever the keen reporter.

      “The children were all in class when we heard a tremendous noise in here. A few of the sisters looked in to see what was going on, and they claim to have seen pots and pans flying through the air on their own. It sent them into a panic, and before I could stop them—well, you saw the results with your own eyes. A stampede from the building with all the children.”

      “Not all the children,” Marlene objected, caressing Lily’s shoulder.

      “Yes, Lily was the only one in the kitchen when the teachers came to investigate.” Honoria leant forward to whisper in my ear again. “Some of the teachers think Lily is to blame.”

      I looked at the catastrophe around us and then back at the small, quiet, white-shrouded figure.

      “You mean to tell me she did all of this?” I said, pointing at the cabinets that reached up to the ceiling and had been emptied of all their contents. “She couldn’t even get up there without a ladder.”

      “Of course not,” said Marlene fiercely. “It’s ridiculous.”

      I looked at Lily, and she stared back with those big, pale eyes. She didn’t look frightened of me, even though I was towering over her like a giant, but I pulled off my hat and got down on one knee anyway so we could see eye to eye.

      “Hey there, Lily. It’s a real pleasure to meet you. My name is Jim, Jim Malhaven. I’m a reporter for the newspaper and it’s my job to ask people questions. Would you mind if I asked you a few?”

      She thought it over then gave me another nod.

      “That’s fine,” I said, trying to be encouraging. “Now, you look like a good girl. You wouldn’t ever cause this kind of trouble, would you?” I said, pointing to the chaos around us.

      She shook her head in a slow, grave way that made her look wise beyond her years.

      “That’s what I thought. Bet you were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. But maybe you seen something. Did you see who did all this?”

      Those big eyes got wider, and she looked more solemn than ever as she slowly nodded. This was progress, but I wasn’t sure what to do next. How do you get a description from a witness who can’t or won’t talk? I had about decided I’d have to play a game of twenty questions—you know, male or female, tall or short, brunette or blonde—when she surprised me by suddenly laying down flat on the floor.

      Both Marlene and Honoria started forward to make her get up, but I held out a warning hand to say, give it a minute.

      The floor was thickly covered with the flour and sugar and whatever else had been spilled in the riot. Lily started making a movement with her arms and legs like the kids do in the snow when it’s piled high. Then she jumped up and pointed to the shape left behind. This white stuff wasn’t snow, but I recognized the shape just the same. An angel if I ever saw one.
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      “An angel? An angel did all this?” I asked softly.

      She nodded again, quickly and emphatically this time. She wanted to make sure there was no mistake about it.

      Sister Honoria gave out with an impatient clucking noise behind me. I got the feeling she thought I was wasting my time, but I was getting somewhere now. Sure, it was unlikely a heavenly being had descended from on high for the sole purpose of making an unholy mess of the kitchen, but I had no doubt Lily had seen something.

      “How did you know it was an angel? Could you see its wings?”

      She shook her head and made a kind of pantomime with her hands, tucking them behind her neck and down the collar of the plain dress she wore.

      “It had them tucked away?”

      Another nod.

      “Sounds smart. I always thought it must be quite the nuisance having to try and walk around with a big pair of wings knocking into everything,” I said with a grin.

      That earned me a shy smile.

      “So, if you couldn’t see its wings, what made you think it was an angel, I wonder?” I remarked, more to myself than her since I didn’t expect an answer, but she slipped her small hand in one of my mitts and started tugging me toward the kitchen door. I lumbered to my feet and followed after her as she led me back down the hallway to the lobby.

      There on the wall was a large painting with one of those brass signs indicating it had been given to the joint by some generous bigwig or other. It was probably a scene from the Bible, but I’ll be the first to admit I ain’t as familiar with that book as it might do me good to be. All I could tell is there was quite a crowd in the picture, but Lily pointed confidently to a figure on the edge of the group.

      It was an angel in a flowing white dress with its long wings extended behind it who was trying to wedge its way into the mob. I wasn’t sure what she was trying to tell me since she’d already said she hadn’t seen any wings, but then she pointed from the angel to herself and back again.

      It took me a minute but then I got it. They were both white—the angel in the picture shining with some kind of heavenly light in contrast to the dark crowd, and Lily covered in flour from head to toe. But what did it mean? Was the culprit dressed all in white? Had white skin? Maybe wearing a white dress—a woman then?

      I was about to start the twenty questions routine again when Lily started an almighty sneezing fit that shook her small body from head to toe. Both Honoria and Marlene started clucking then, and Marlene whisked her away to get her cleaned up. My questions for Lily would have to wait, but I figured there was plenty more Honoria could tell me. She ushered me into her office. I flopped into one of the worn leather armchairs there while she settled herself behind the wooden desk.

      “Give me details,” I said, pulling out my notebook and pencil. “Sounds like this ain’t the first little adventure you had here.”

      She gave me one of her serious looks. “I do hope, Mr. Malhaven, you can show some discretion. I understand you’re a newspaper reporter and always on the hunt for a good story, but I only called you because Marlene said you were good at finding out things and I’d rather not involve the police if I can help it. I’m afraid they aren’t always the most understanding, even when the offender is a child, you know.”

      Boy, did I. Juvenile delinquency they called it, and we’d run more than one story ourselves in the paper about wild teenagers, listening to fast songs, driving fast cars, and just in general, living life way too fast. In my view, kids in this year of our Lord 1951 weren’t so different from when I was growing up. I even kinda liked a lot of that music they were all hot about, but it was one of those things that sold papers to the old folks who wanted to think everything was better back in their day.

      I couldn’t blame Sister Honoria for wanting to keep their troubles to themselves. My best friend, Joey Flanagan, was a cop. We’d grown up together, and he was the same as a brother to me, but I gotta admit, he comes down heavy as a sledgehammer on anyone he thinks is trying to get away with something they shouldn’t. Sometimes, I think he takes his job too seriously, but then he’s seen a lot of hard things on the streets. Makes a man cynical and hard himself.

      Sister Honoria and my sweetheart, Victoria, were thick as thieves from the days when Victoria was still an inmate at the orphanage and Honoria was just starting out as a teacher there, so I forced myself to put aside my journalistic itch for the moment. I wouldn’t ever do anything to upset the lovely lady who was the light of my life, and I knew she’d want me to help out her old friend without asking for anything in return.

      I tucked my notebook and pencil back into my pocket and held up my empty hands as if to say, nothing to see here. “I gotcha. You wanna keep it on the down low. Any friend of Victoria’s is a friend of mine automatically, so I’ll do what I can for you. I promise not to write up anything for the paper without running it by you first, but I can’t guarantee word won’t get out anyway. That mob running screaming out the front doors a while ago might have attracted someone’s attention besides mine, you know.”

      “Yes, I’m afraid you’re right. We won’t be able to keep a lid on this forever. We need to get to the bottom of it and quickly. It started several months ago. We hardly noticed at first, the incidents were so trivial. Things being misplaced here and there. We would think they were missing then they would show up later in an unusual spot. A vase of flowers found on the floor in one of the bathrooms, a ball from the playground left in an oven, that kind of thing. Barely annoying enough to worry about.”

      “Hm, yeah,” I agreed. “Hardly criminal behavior.”

      “No. I didn’t even make much of an effort to track down the culprit or culprits since the pranks were harmless enough. Children need to blow off steam sometimes. Create a little mischief. It’s part of childhood.”

      “Wouldn’t have thought the other nuns would feel that way, if you’ll pardon my saying,” I said apologetically.

      Sister Honoria smiled, showing off her dimples. “I’ve gotten the feeling before you don’t think highly of us, Mr. Malhaven.”

      I fiddled with my tie, feeling the heat. It was true I’d once thought of nuns as tough old birds, ill-tempered crows dressed all in black with a ruler glued to their hand, ready to hand out corporal punishment at the slightest excuse.

      She laughed at me. Who says nuns ain’t got a good sense of humor? “I can’t speak for other institutions such as ours. But here, I encourage the teachers to balance discipline with compassion and understanding. After all, our children haven’t gotten off to the best start in life. They deserve to have some fun as long as it doesn’t get out of hand or interfere with their education.”

      “And I take it things are getting out of hand from what I seen today?”

      “Yes, and this wasn’t even the worst, I’m afraid. There was another, more serious incident. That’s why I called you.”

      She hesitated. I could tell it was weighing on her mind, so I let the silence ride. I’ve found you get more info that way sometimes than if you rush in and try to talk it outta someone. Sure enough, she spilled the beans.

      “Night before last, a couple of men knocked on the front doors to say they thought they had seen someone on our roof. It was very late, just before midnight. Our custodian leaves for the day at six, and there would be no reason for anyone else to go up onto the roof. The men offered to come with me and help search in case it was someone looking to break in, but I had a suspicion it was related to our recent pranks and wanted to shield any of the children who might be up to something. I told them I would take a look and asked them to take a turn around the grounds instead and look for a ladder or any other sign of someone climbing up to the roof.”

      “That was mighty brave of you, going up there all by yourself.”

      “Don’t worry, I rallied the troops. Marlene lives here on the grounds with us, and I woke up Sister Martha and Sister Bertha as well. I don’t believe you’ve met them yet, have you?”

      I shook my head. “Don’t ring a bell.”

      “When you do, you’ll understand why I felt the four of us were capable of routing any invader we might encounter,” she said with a smile.

      “I’m sure you ladies were more than up to the task. What did you find?”

      She lost her smile quick as though a bad memory had knocked it away. “Nothing, at first. The moon was out but was hidden behind a cloud, and we couldn’t see far with our flashlights. Martha and Bertha started exploring along the top of the west wing, and Marlene and I walked down the east one. When we were getting close to the end of the building, the moon suddenly reappeared. That’s when we saw her.”

      I moved forward to the edge of my seat, always eager for a thrilling tale, whether I can use it for the paper or not. “A her, you say. A dame?”

      “Not exactly a ‘dame,’ as you call it, Mr. Malhaven, but it was a girl. A little girl. Lily, in fact.” She grew ashen as she said it, like it pained her to remember.

      “The girl from the kitchen? She keeps popping up, don’t she? But she looks as innocent as a mouse. What was she up to?”

      “She didn’t look to be up to anything. She had her back to us. Marlene and I started walking quietly towards her. We didn’t want to startle her as she was so close to the edge of the roof. It was a cool night and all she had on was her nightgown. I remember being afraid she would catch cold when suddenly—”

      Sister Honoria clammed up as though it was too hard to say the next thing. I tried the silent treatment again, and after a moment, she gathered her courage to continue her tale.

      “Suddenly, she spread her arms wide, like a bird, and before we could say anything or try to stop her…” Honoria trailed off.

      It was the first time I’d ever seen her rattled about anything. She’s a tough one, and it took a lot to shake her. I’m the same way. Battle-hardened from my Army days during the war and things I’d experienced and seen since. I don’t flinch at every little thing that happens, but even I gotta admit it shook me what she said next with a catch in her voice.

      “She jumped.”
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      “Jumped!” I repeated, not sure I’d heard her right. “But I just saw her alive and kicking, didn’t I? Hope you ain’t gonna tell me that was a phantom wandering around. I’ve had enough of those to last me a lifetime and a half.”

      Sister Honoria’s smile broke through at that. She was conversant with the ghost tale that had been the means of bringing me and Victoria together, but not without a few bumps in the road and chills in the night that still made me sweat to think of.

      “No, she’s as real as you or I. Fortunately, the men checking the grounds below had caught sight of her at the edge of the roof and were in position to catch her and save her from serious injury. God was watching out for her,” she added, making the sign of the cross with a look heavenward. “But I’ve never been so frightened in my life as when I looked over the edge of the roof expecting to see her broken body below.”

      Couldn’t blame her for that. I’d seen a lot of death and dying in my time. You get hardened to it. But I can’t say I’d have glanced over the edge myself without a twinge of horror at the thought of what I might see. There’s a difference between watching war-weary men struck down in the midst of a gun battle and seeing the life crushed out of an innocent child before they’ve hardly begun.

      “It was a lucky break those guys catching her,” I said. “What do you make of her jumping? Could you find out what made her do it?”

      “No. As you’ve seen, she doesn’t speak and she’s very… strange, isn’t quite the right word. Different, maybe. Different to the other children. So serious and solemn. She seems old beyond her years.”

      “What is she, five or six?”

      “Maybe, or maybe even a bit older. We’re not exactly sure. She was found six months ago wandering in the city park at night by the police. They tried to locate her parents, even advertising in the newspaper, but she had nothing on her that would identify her, and no one ever came forward to claim her.”

      “That’s right. I remember now. Old Maudie Adams down at the Crier wrote up a tearjerker about it. She’s first-class with the sob stuff. So, that’s the girl in the story, huh?”

      “Yes. We named her Lily White because she was so pale and thin when she came to us, a bit like Snow White when she was lost in the forest. We’ve done our best to fatten her up, as the witch did to Hansel and Gretel,” Honoria said with a slight smile before sobering up again. “But she’s never spoken, and we may never find out what happened to her before she came to us. I fear it was no fairy tale. She has an aura of sadness about her that is rare in so young a child.”

      “Are you saying you thought she was trying to… you know,” I said, not wanting to say what I was thinking out loud. “When she jumped off the roof?”

      “No, of course not,” she denied, although the troubled look on her face made me think I wasn’t the only one to have the identical thought. “Such an act is a mortal sin. Why would someone so young have any reason to think of it? No, the way her arms were outstretched, I think she wanted to fly. Children can be very fanciful. Particularly shy and quiet ones who tend to live in their imaginations. Lily’s obsessed with this idea of angels. I’m afraid we do go on about them quite a bit here, and of course, the children see the carvings over the front door and the painting in the lobby.”

      Honoria rustled through the papers on her desk until she came up with a stack of sheets that she passed over to me.

      “She makes these sketches all the time. We find them everywhere around the building.”

      The pencil drawings she gave me weren’t bad. I’m not saying they were as good as a Norman Rockwell cover on the Saturday Evening Post, but they weren’t the usual scribbles of a child. It was easy to see they were of angels, and not just any angel, but the same one in all of them. A lean figure. A man, or more like a youth, late teens, early twenties maybe, if an angel can be said to have an age. Weren’t they supposed to be ageless?

      Had to catch myself up there. What was I thinking? I didn’t believe for a second Lily was seeing a genuine angel, but there was no doubt she had a definite idea or person in mind. All the drawings showed the same face, with enough details—a slightly crooked nose, the wide set eyes—to make me think it wasn’t just something she was dreaming up.

      I studied the face and thought Lily had caught something in the expression. A sadness to match her own? Or resignation. The kind of look someone might have if nothing good had ever happened to them, and they had the idea nothing good ever would. I kind of felt sorry for the guy, though maybe I shouldn’t if he was behind all the mischief the nuns had been putting up with.

      A thought struck me, and I shared it with Honoria. “She’s no slouch with a pencil. Does she know how to read and write yet?”

      “She does. In fact, she reads and writes at a very advanced level. Her spelling is perfect, and she is a voracious reader of anything and everything she picks up.”

      “There you go,” I said leaning back in my chair in satisfaction, thinking for a minute like a dope that I had come up with a solution she hadn’t been smart enough to think of. “Ask her about her past then and let her jot down her life story for you.”

      That earned me quite the look, and I can’t say I didn’t deserve it, but at least she didn’t kick me out of her office then and there.

      “We have tried doing that, naturally, Mr. Malhaven. Unfortunately, she either doesn’t remember anything about her life before she came to us or doesn’t choose to share it with us. As I said, Lily is different. Unusually private and reserved for a child. She has a kind of dignity about her, a grace. She had obviously received a good education before she came to us. I feel she must have come from a privileged background.”

      “Which makes it all the stranger she ended up here, don’t it? Even if she wandered away from home, why didn’t her family come around to claim her? There was plenty in the paper about it at the time, and I know for a fact from my pals on the force that they sent out bulletins across the country. If she came from money, it’s possible she was even kidnapped and they let her loose or she got loose, but there would still be someone out there looking for her, wouldn’t there?”

      “You would certainly think so, but the police had reached a dead end in their investigations the last I was informed.”

      “It’s a puzzler, ain’t it? She must have been living somewhere with someone before she came to be found in the park. Unless she was raised by wolves or something.”

      “I don’t believe so, Mr. Malhaven, unless the wolves were unusually literate,” Sister Honoria said with a satirical look before sobering up again. “Someone obviously took the time to teach her to read and write. She was on the thin side and very pale when she came to us but otherwise looked well-cared for. She has excellent table manners and is always meticulous about her appearance. She didn’t learn all of that living wild in the woods.”

      “Very mysterious, but you called the right guy,” I said, leaning back in my chair again. “Marlene was right. Finding out things is my stock in trade, and I ain’t so bad at it if I do say so myself. What do you want me to concentrate on first? The pranks or the girl?”

      “I would suggest both, Mr. Malhaven. The pranks didn’t start until Lily came under our care. Unfortunately, some of the sisters are superstitious and believe Lily is under a dark cloud, or even possessed by an evil spirit, if for no other reason than her continued silence and the air she has of holding herself apart from the others. Children, and even some adults I’m afraid, can be very intolerant of anyone who appears different from themselves. The incident today can only serve to increase their fear.”

      I was working up to say something very profound about human nature when I was forestalled by a knock at the door.

      “Come in,” Sister Honoria sang out. The door opened to reveal Marlene ushering in a newly spruced up Lily.

      She looked different now that she wasn’t coated head to toe in flour, but I recognized those unusual pale blue eyes right off. I could see she had hair that was out of the common way too, a blonde so light it looked silver, braided into two long pigtails that hung over her shoulders. I got why she might make people nervous. There was something unearthly looking about her, like she had dropped in on us from outer space. Combined with her silence, I had to admit, it was kind of eerie and gave me an uneasy feeling myself.

      At least it did until she gave me a quick shy smile. I may look the toughest of tough guys on the outside, but as Victoria always reminds me, I’m one big ball of mush on the inside. My heart went out to that little girl, all alone in the world, and now the object of superstition on top of it. I guess Honoria would tell me God had a plan for Lily and was looking out for her, but from where I was sitting, I couldn’t help but wonder.

      “Look who cleans up nice. None the worse for wear, I see. You’re looking better than me,” I said ruefully, noticing my suit jacket was sporting a nice sprinkling of the white stuff.

      Lily walked over and brushed gently at the flour on my sleeve as though she wanted to help me out. This wasn’t the kind of reaction I usually inspired in the kiddies so I can’t tell you what she saw in me, but I can report it made me want to protect her and make up to her for all she might have gone through in her short life.

      “Did Sister Honoria tell you about what’s been happening, Mr. Malhaven?” Marlene asked. “Are you going to look into it?”

      “Sure. Should be a piece of cake for a top-notch reporter such as myself. Maybe I’ll start by talking to our Mr. L. Get his take on the situation,” I added with a wink, referencing the business manager of the organization, Mr. Samuel Leonard. I’d had a suspicion for some time he and Marlene might have had more than professional feelings for each other. She’d usually just roll her eyes and brush off my teasing about it. Not this time. This time she glared at me to give me the hint I’d put my big foot right in the middle of something nasty.

      Sister Honoria spoke gently. “I’m afraid I had to let Mr. Leonard go. It was a difficult decision as he’s been with us for so many years, however, some… irregularities came up in the bookkeeping that I could not ignore.”

      “Are we talking about the same Sam Leonard? He always acted like a straight shooter to me. A regular OK guy,” I asked, puzzled at this unexpected turn of events.

      Marlene jumped in on that. “He is! There’s no one more honest than Sam! I mean, Mr. Leonard,” she amended. “I’m sure it was all some kind of misunderstanding.”

      Sister Honoria’s eyes started flashing and she looked like she was girding up for battle. I had the feeling this wasn’t the first go round she and Marlene had had about this very subject but before she could get going, the door bust open and two linebackers stomped in. That is, they were built like linebackers, but as they both had on habits, I assumed they were actually nuns.

      “Sister Martha! Sister Bertha! What is the meaning of this interruption?” Honoria asked in a tone so frigid, I’m surprised it didn’t start in to snowing in that office.

      The linebackers exchanged glances before one of them drew herself up to say, “We have all been talking and we’ve come to a decision. Things cannot go on in this way. It isn’t good for the children.”

      She pointed one meaty finger in my general direction. I felt Lily pull herself closer to me as though she had an idea of what was coming next.

      “We are all agreed. That child must go!”
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      If I thought Sister Honoria was looking frosty before this bombshell, it was nothing to what she looked like after. I’m kinda astounded Martha and Bertha didn’t drop dead on the spot, but they were made of sterner stuff. They stood their ground with barely a flinch.

      “Nurse, please wait outside with Lily.” Honoria waited for her order to be carried out and the door to close before turning back to those other two. “What a thing to say, Sister Martha! And in front of the child. I’ve very disappointed in you both. Isn’t our mission to look after all of God’s poor lost children? How dare you suggest we cast one away.”

      “We must protect God’s children, yes. But Sister Margaret and Sister Agnes know what they saw. That child was standing in the midst of the kitchen as pots and pans flew around her head. And she was smiling. That is not God’s work, Sister Honoria. That is the Devil’s work. And it is our duty to reject all things of the Devil.”

      Remembering the trust Lily had placed in me, I couldn’t help but jump in. “Come now, ladies. You can’t really think that slip of a girl was responsible for all that mess in the kitchen.”

      “And who might you be and what business is this of yours?” This was Bertha, deciding she better get in on the action.

      “This is Mr. Malhaven,” Honoria explained. “A
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