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PART ONE
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TRANSITIONS
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IT HAD RAINED most of the night, soaking the spongey soil and bowing live oaks downward. Juliet Andro slowed her pace on the path and chose a faint but familiar animal trail that headed deeper into the woods and ended at the cliffs. She weaved and ducked, her clothes absorbing water with every swish of a branch she pushed aside. Plenty of time to don scrubs before her shift started and to mentally fortify herself against whatever crap her family would torment her with that day at the resort, Heaven Haven. Like most mornings, immersion in the woods soothed her anxieties.

Savoring the smell of decomposing leaves and the still air, Juliet’s eyes traced the winding path ahead of her on land that had been in her family for a century and a half. Rounding a curve, she broke stride—something had changed. Two limestone boulders blocked the path. Two boulders where there used to be one, and that one had been moved somehow. The new boulder, caked with mud and dead leaves, must have dislodged during the storm, rolled down the slope, and cue-balled the other one.

Stooping under a branch, she shuffled ahead. Distracted by the rearranged boulders, her toe snagged an exposed tree root. She grasped at the side of the muddy boulder, but her hand slid across its slick surface. She went down hard. Prone on the ground, her outstretched hand had pushed through dead leaves into an opening of the earth. Chagrined at her clumsiness, she swept aside the debris surrounding the opening. Cool air wafted across her hand. Her heart beat faster with anticipation as she cleared away more debris. Chilled air, devoid of woodland odors, poured out of the entrance of a cave.

She tore away vines of Virginia creeper to fully uncover the fissure that had been blocked by the struck boulder. The opening, possibly exposed for the first time in eons, was narrow but passable. Grabbing a dead branch, she stabbed into the opening with repeated thrusts while listening for animal sounds, especially the buzz of a rattlesnake. Nothing. But copperheads don’t rattle.

She lay on her stomach and peered into the opening. The escaping air chilled her face, but she couldn’t see beyond a few meters. The sound of dripping water echoed up through the hole. She would have to return with a light and a rope. She imagined the headline: Amateur Spelunker Dies in Cave.

The next day at the public library, Juliet browsed through the basics of rock climbing and learned enough terminology to converse with a technical salesperson at REI. Dressed in khaki shorts, hiking boots, and a Land’s End knit shirt, she visited the store and told the lithe saleswoman with muscular legs, “I’m going camping with some climber friends, and they’re going to give me a few lessons. Show me the gear I need for the basics.”

The salesperson, who wore a nametag that read Angie, asked with a look of concern, “You say they’re experienced?”

“Absolutely. One of them even gave lessons back east, somewhere in the Appalachians.” Juliet smiled at how fluidly the follow-up lie had flowed from the first one and then leapt from her mouth.

Angie picked out a harness, which appeared to be nothing more than a framework of nylon straps with a big ring attached. “You wear this harness like a pair of pants. The ring goes in front.” She handed the harness to Juliet, and she stepped into it. “Now we just cinch up the belt, so it fits snugly.” As Angie tugged the nylon belt, Juliet touched her hand. Angie’s only discernable reaction was to say, “Remember, no hanky-panky in this harness.”

Unfazed by the rejection, Juliet said, “I’m going to be cooking after dark, so I’ll need a headlamp, too.” She followed Angie to the next aisle and chose a durable-looking light lying on the shelf.

The following Saturday morning, when she mercifully didn’t have to work at Heaven Haven until noon, Juliet again picked up the animal trail through the woods, this time loaded with climbing gear. Cardinals calling and answering boosted her spirits. Her despised nursing job at the Andro family’s ritzy health spa faded further from her awareness.

She worked her way through the woods, surveying the terrain for any homeless people who might have climbed the perimeter fence and spent the night in the woods. A trespasser could reveal the location of the cave entrance if they saw her disappear into the ground. She arrived at the two boulders and cleared away the camouflage she had left over the opening. Her medical scrubs would do nicely for the exploration into what would probably be a wet, muddy mess. At least she hadn’t seen any bats emerging from the opening.

She slipped into the harness and put on the headlamp. Looping one end of the rope around a nearby tree, she threaded the other end through a gri-gri attached to the nylon loop of her harness. She stood at the cave opening and pulled the rope until the slack disappeared. She attached a jumar with a foot sling and sat with her feet hanging into the opening. Carefully, she found purchase with one hiking boot and then the other and slowly lowered herself into the opening.

She gave herself a few more feet of rope and descended further, twisting around for a look into the cave. Her headlamp illuminated a crevice big enough to walk into. The rough wall on which she clung dropped only another five feet to the cave floor. The wall’s craggy sides, spotted with pale crickets, offered an easy route in and out of the cave. She should be able to climb down the entire descent without any gear. Damn, I just wasted a couple of hundred bucks.

Juliet climbed the rest of the way down to the cave floor and disengaged the rope and flicked off the headlamp. Light from outside filtered down, and her vision slowly acclimated. The hollow sound of dripping water emanated from farther inside the cave, and the earthy aroma from the surface mixed with the cool air inside. She switched on the headlamp and began taking small, cautious steps that led deeper into the cave. 

Fifty feet into the passage, a faint bluish glow began to tinge the cream-colored walls. Proceeding, it soon overpowered the dim light from the surface. The walls seemed to close in as the ethereal blue intensified. She navigated the passage, and the echoic sound of dripping water grew louder. Several more steps, and the passage opened into a spectacular, craggy chamber the size of a small house.

Oh. My. God. She flicked off the headlamp and the blue glow absorbed her. She felt as though she was shrinking inside the guts of a living stone creature; a creature disturbed by her intrusion.

Glistening blue stalactites and stalagmites grew from the ceiling and the floor, the largest of them connecting in the middle like thin-waisted, headless creatures of stone holding up the ceiling on their shoulders. Disoriented, Juliet’s eyes flitted across the plethora of formations, finally settling on the source of the blue light. A calm, expansive pool shimmered in the center of the chamber. Her steps echoed across the stone floor as she walked to the pool’s edge and looked into the crystalline water, its surface rippled in concentric circles by drips from the ceiling. The perfect transparency deceived her eyes and rendered the pool’s depth impossible to judge.

Hundreds of luminescent salamanders swam through or clung to the smooth sides of the pool, each creature glowing lapis blue. The soft light from the salamanders radiated through the depths of the pool and escaped through the water’s shimmering surface. It bathed the walls of the massive chamber in blue and animated the limestone formations. Dozens more of the radiant salamanders clung to the rocks above the water line, each an amplifier of the blue light.

The clear pool dog-legged around a jumble of rocks that had fallen from the cave’s ceiling. Overhead, a gaping fissure in the rock spanned the width of the chamber. Water dripped from it into the pool, producing the rhythmic echo she had heard rising out of the cave’s opening. After a hard rain, the drips must surely intensify as water percolated down through the porous limestone from the surface. Inexorable geologic uplift over eons had formed the Edwards Plateau and cracked the region’s vast limestone cap into spidery fissures. Water seeping through the porous rock eventually carved out endless caves and aquifers. This unique species of amphibian had evolved in this particular cave.

Juliet stepped back from the shimmering pool to comprehend the natural wonder that surrounded her. She studied the dispersion of luminous salamanders. They congregated uniformly with a predictable amount of space between them, both above and below the surface of the crystalline water, much like a flock of birds in a tree or a school of fish in a pond. Accordingly, the rock surfaces of the chamber glowed evenly, except for one dim area. In the center of that area was an outcropping, and upon it rested a solitary salamander.

Juliet walked around the edge of the pool and cautiously approached the salamander. It’s unafraid. It was larger than the others, with nicked and scarred aged skin. But the most obvious difference was the black rhino horn that jutted upward from its snout. Behind the horn there was a bump in the skin. From what she could see, no other salamander was similarly endowed.

In increments, she moved closer to the salamander and then slowly sat down on a nearby ledge. Hunched on all fours with its toes grasping a rock protrusion, the salamander commanded an unobstructed view of the pool and its luminescent brethren, both in and out of the water.

Sliding herself even closer, Juliet plucked a cave cricket off a stalactite and held it in front of the creature’s head. The salamander’s sticky tongue erupted, snatching the squirming insect from her extended fingers. Rolling its eyes back, the salamander crushed the cricket's body in its jaws and then swallowed. Juliet separated her thumb and forefinger, testing the adhesive residue left on her skin by the creature's tongue.

She touched her tongue with her fingertip. A hot jolt sizzled past both temples and crashed into the back of her skull. The cave walls began to undulate in sync with her pounding heart, and she leaned back against a rock to steady herself. The sensation slowly subsided, replaced by an alert calmness. She opened and closed her hand, studying the muscles and tendons as though she’d never truly seen them before. Superior to LSD, she thought. As her vision settled upon a cream-colored stalactite, she pondered how the chemical might affect her patients at Heaven Haven.

She studied the animal, still hunched on all fours. It shows no fear. “You’re a potent little creature, aren’t you?” She laid the back of her hand flat on the stone in front of the salamander. To her surprise, it didn’t retreat. She touched its tail with her other hand and held her breath as the animal crawled onto her palm.

Gently, she grasped the creature around its torso, held it up, and examined it in the shimmering light. The cochlea and the animal's larger girth indicated it was female. She held it in one hand and touched the bump behind its horn with her thumb. A drop of clear liquid appeared at the tip of the horn. A hollow horn! But for what purpose?  A reservoir under the bump fed the horn. An injection mechanism?

As she turned it over, another drop of clear fluid gathered at the point of the salamander’s horn. I probably shouldn’t have picked it up. Oh well, nothing ventured.... She transferred the tiniest amount of the clear drop at the tip of the horn to her finger and then touched her tongue once more. Another jolt knocked her back, followed again by the serene aftermath. Superior to morphine, too!

Her imagination churned, and she envisioned herself making an announcement to the press about discovering a new species of amphibian. She would be famous. People would come from all over the world to see the Blue Cave and its extraordinary inhabitants, especially the horned queen of the colony. The Andro family could charge admission. They could license the rights to images and grow even richer. Too bad she disliked all of them. Better keep this place under wraps. My secret retreat. The cave was home to a mini chemical factory that might be the most valuable asset in the Andro portfolio if they ever got their hands on it.

She returned the horned salamander to its rock perch and made her way back to the surface, where she stashed the climbing gear. After walking twenty minutes, she passed through the courtyard of Heaven Haven, where her brother was schmoozing a well-heeled, geriatric client. Oh my, doesn’t he look important in his white doctor coat, baby blue shirt, and matching silk tie. The night before, an attendant who was helping the geezer out of a hot tub had reported the old man had gotten a little too grabby. No doubt her brother was vacillating between telling the shithead that he shouldn’t fondle the help and how much the Andro family values his patronage. Juliet’s brother shifted his focus away from Mr. Hands when he noticed her walking through the courtyard.

“Juliet, you’re late—again,” Mathias Andro said. He looked her up and down in her disheveled, dirty scrubs. “Have you been mud wrestling?”

“Yep. Want to go a few rounds, pervert?” She hated giving him an edge of any kind. Sensing that she’d stung him with the pervert insult, she took a measure of satisfaction when he shook his head without saying anything.

“Don’t let anyone see you looking like that,” he said in a quick recovery from her verbal grenade. “You’ll scare away the clientele. Have you made any progress finding an advertising person? You told Father that you wanted the responsibility of hiring someone, and he’s losing patience.”

“I’m still looking for the right person.”

“Well, you seem to have lost focus on other things, too. I’m tired of correcting your paperwork mistakes. And you’re late for your shift. It sets a bad example for the staff.”

His criticism blunted her edge in their tit-for-tat, and all she could manage to blurt out was an uncreative, “Screw you.” She pivoted away from him, but not quick enough to miss his what-am-I-going-to-do-with-you look before she entered the building through double glass doors. She headed toward a bathroom where she could change into clean scrubs. Taking a deep breath, she let the discovery of the cave wash away the distaste of her encounter with her brother. If she could just avoid seeing her father for the rest of the day, that would be an even better way to start the weekend.

She rounded a corner, and a quiet nurse with intense eyes whom she’d hired the previous week passed her in the hall. Juliet smiled and said, “Good morning, Josephine. Things under control?”

“Oh, yes.” Neither of them missed a step as they passed each other, and Juliet was happy not to waste time small-talking. She sensed that Josephine felt the same way. Good hire, that one.

The first envelope in Saturday’s mail looked like junk from a law office, and the second contained her divorce papers. No joy from the Post Office today, Elizabeth Graham thought. Still in flannel pajamas and bedroom slippers, she pitched the junk mail into the wastebasket and then tore open the other envelope. She inspected the divorce papers to make sure they were identical to the ones she had reviewed in her attorney’s office and then jabbed her signature on the final page. With a sigh, she poured a shot of Elijah Craig into a glass with one ice cube. So much for Saturday. Pink Floyd’s new album was still on the turntable, so she queued it again, not bothering to flip it back to side one.

The terms of the divorce had been straightforward. Matthew wanted it, and there was no substantial property for her to contest. They were splitting their meager savings, and each kept their vehicles: a 1973 Dodge Dart for him, and a 1971 Datsun pickup for her. She alone bore the entire gut-grinding emotional toll. After three years of marriage, Matthew had fallen for his racquet-wielding personal trainer. He had already moved in with Racquet Girl, so Elizabeth would be moving at the end of the following month when their lease expired. Getting married right out of college hadn’t been her brightest decision.

At least she had her degree in Communications from Middle Tennessee State, although working behind a FedEx counter wasn’t the way she had imagined communicating. But it’s a big company with a long reach. Something could open up. Maybe even with a change of scenery. She imagined a string of paradise scenes in various countries. The ice cube in her drink clattered when she raised the glass, and Pink Floyd had stopped playing. Saturday was on a downhill slide. In search of another diversion, her eyes landed on the wastebasket. She retrieved the letter she had assumed to be junk mail, but only now noticed the creamy, fine quality of the envelope.

From Delk and Rodriguez, Attorneys at Law in Austin, Texas. She ripped off an end of the envelope, extracted the letter, and read:

––––––––

[image: ]


October 31, 1979

––––––––
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Dear Ms. Graham,

––––––––
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Our firm represents a recently deceased client who determined that you and he are related, and he has named you the heir to his estate. I would like to explain my client’s Last Will and Testament to you in more detail and the provisions he made for you. Will you please call us to discuss? I look forward to hearing from you.

––––––––
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Best regards,

––––––––
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Jorge Rodriguez, PC

––––––––
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“Sounds scammy,” she said aloud. “Oh, what the hell. Maybe this guy works Saturdays.” She dialed the number under the letterhead, and a woman picked up on the second ring. “Law Office,” she stated with wary hospitality.”

Elizabeth identified herself and said, “I got a letter from you that says I’m an heiress.”

“Thank you for calling, Ms. Graham. Let me see if Mr. Rodriguez is available. Just a minute while I check, hon.”

The thought of a dollar-a-minute long distance call aggravated her as she waited. She hoped Jorge Rodriguez was on his game today—assuming he wasn’t a scammer, of course.

He came on the line after about a fifty-cent delay. “Ms. Graham,” the attorney said with a slight but crisp Spanish accent, “thank you for calling.”

In an edgy tone that reflected her suspicions, she said, “So am I rich?”

Rodriguez laughed and said, “I’m afraid not. Your inheritance, assuming that you can provide sufficient identification, is a small house and approximately nine thousand dollars.”

“Well, that’s...something,” she said, still thinking fraud. But a house and nine grand were worth a few questions. “What’s the house worth and what’s it going to cost me to inherit it and the money?”

“There is no cost to you, Ms. Graham. The house is worth around thirty thousand, based on what I know about the real estate market, which is a lot. No pun intended. Allow me to explain further. My client was Mr. Albert Graham. Mr. Graham was your father’s half-brother.”

“I don’t think so. My father didn’t have any brothers.”

“Was your father Frederic Alexander Graham?”

“Yes. But he never said anything about having a brother. But there were a lot of problems on his side of the family. Especially with him.” She struggled to keep her voice at an even pitch, despite the stress that memories of her father triggered. The thought of a thirty-nine-thousand-dollar windfall smoothed those edges, though. Her imagination fired, and a string of possibilities flitted through her mind’s eye. The flash of a tropical beach especially enticed her. 

Rodriguez continued, “My client—let’s call him Albert—was twenty-five years older than your father, and he had left the country before your father was born. The two of them never met. Germany was home to Albert for thirty years until he returned to Texas and bought the house. He never had children, so he left his estate to your father, per stirpes. Since you have no siblings—we checked—that means you inherit. 

“This is all news to me.”

“Not surprising. This situation arises now and then.” 

“What do I have to do?” She decided against adding to get my hands on the money. Jorge Rodriguez, PC was convincing her, at least so far, that he was on the up and up. Regardless, she liked his phone manners, even if she was bleeding money to hear them.

Rodriguez continued, “You need to prove to me that you are Elizabeth Stacey Graham, born to father Fredrick Alexander Graham.”

“I have my birth certificate.”

“That will suffice as long as it’s a certified copy from the hospital—assuming you were born in a hospital.”

“That’s what it says.”

“Perfect. You’ll need also to bring a picture ID such as a driver’s license or a passport.”

“Bring?”

“Ah, yes, that’s a requirement. Albert stipulated that any heirs to his estate must identify themselves in person at this law firm to receive their inheritance.”

“You mean I have to drive from Murfreesboro all the way to Austin? That’s like nine hundred miles! Why can’t I just mail notarized copies of the documents to you?”

“That would be customary. However, Mr. Graham insisted on a personal appearance. We have no discretion in the matter.”

“Was Albert a hair off? Maybe a little sadistic?”

“Eccentric might be a better adjective. Nevertheless, those are the terms of his will. It included an explanatory statement, though, and I quote, ‘People have been coming to Texas for generations to find a better life, so this is your opportunity to see for yourself.’”

She thought about her father’s walk-out from her life, leaving her mother to cope with a thirteen-year-old. Like Matthew, there was another woman. Seems to run in the family. Three years after her father’s bail-out, he skidded his GTO into a big oak on a rainy night. She shook off the painful memories and tried to focus. Her father the cad was obviously the link to her Graham inheritance. Daddy finally comes through!  Her mother had worked incessantly to pull the threads of an unraveling family together with help from friends, neighbors, and school counselors. Elizabeth bit her lip, wishing her mother could see this windfall. Stress, smoking, and overwork had taken its toll on her heart two years earlier. Why couldn’t Uncle Albert have croaked before that? After her mother’s death, intermittent scholarship money coupled with a series of part-time jobs enabled her to finish college, even if it had taken six years.

Rodriguez answered a few other questions about his firm and its location in Austin. Elizabeth stopped the clock on the phone bill in a far pleasanter tone of voice than when she had started the call. For the first time in a few days, she felt energized. A little historical research on her Graham family seemed appropriate. Maybe find more skeletons in my family’s closet.

Albert Graham’s shiny headstone with its death date of 1979 already had a chip in its base from a mowing machine. Elizabeth gazed across the grave of her Texas ancestor in the Oak Hill Cemetery. Hundreds of other graves spotted the dry grass, and she wondered if the souls of the residents appreciated the shade on their plots cast by live oaks and junipers. Glorious Texas sunshine warmed her bare arms, an invigorating change from the chilled, overcast sky she had left in Murfreesboro a day earlier. A mockingbird sang in the distance, and she could smell someone barbequing in the adjacent neighborhood. A light breeze rippled the white polka dots of her red sundress, and her beige ankle boots kept the high grass off her calves. The combination was perfect for exploring the cemetery, and she hoped it would convey the impression of practicality with style at her impending meeting with Rodriguez. She looked at her watch. Only thirty minutes to get to Rodriguez’ office. She hustled back through the tombstones to her parked Datsun, and said to it, “Thank you for the uneventful road trip. Keep on truckin’.”

The first floor of a modest but nicely kept house on the north edge of downtown Austin served as the law office of Delk and Rodriguez. “Sidney Delk retired a long time ago,” Jorge Rodriguez said after they were seated in a conference room. “I partnered with him in fifty-nine, when I was fresh out of law school. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be in this building. Back then, and to some extent now, if you had a name like mine your options for downtown real estate were all east of I-35. But I suppose you understand that sort of thing from where you come from.”

“Unfortunately,” Elizabeth said, not sure where the conversation was headed. A black bolo tie with a polished turquoise oval glinted below Rodriguez’ white shirt collar and complemented his black mustache and thick graying hair, perfectly parted on the left. Pressed dark slacks, cinched by a silver dollar belt buckle and energetically polished black cowboy boots pulled everything together. Elizabeth felt reassured that the likelihood of loose ends in this transaction was diminishing.

“Do you have the documents we discussed over the phone?” he asked. Elizabeth handed over a manila folder, and the attorney examined each document. “Very good. Everything seems to be in order.” Elizabeth released a pent-up smile. “I’ll give you a letter of authorization you can take to the Frost Bank where they will issue you a check for $9,413. I’ll start the process with the County clerk to have the deed to the house transferred to your name.”

“This couldn’t have come at a better time for me. I have to find a new apartment.”

He studied her, and then said, “In Murfreesboro?”

“That’s where I live.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because that’s where I’m from. I have a job there with FedEx. In one of their stores,” she clarified, in case he thought she might hold a position of authority. Well, at least not yet. “I’m hoping for a promotion into something more in line with my degree. Communications,” she added before he could ask.

He touched his fingertips together and squinted at her. She felt like he was assessing her worthiness to receive confidential information. “If you want to look at the house, I can meet you there. It’s a short drive.”

“I’m not really looking to keep a house in Austin, Texas.”

“But maybe you’re a little curious to see where your benefactor lived? The house isn’t far—just across the river. Since you’re seeing the sights in Austin anyway....”

She hesitated and then said, “Okay. I suppose I have the time if you do.”

Rodriguez informed his secretary of their destination, and Elizabeth followed his Lincoln over the First Street Bridge to a house on a quiet street. Mature oaks, cedar elms, and a smattering of pecan trees partially shaded the lawn, and the backyards were bound by waist-high chain link fences. A tough-looking tabby cat jumped one of the fences, slinked through a stand of unmowed grass, and then ambled along the curb.

Like most of the other homes on the street, the house was a modest two-bedroom structure built in the 1950s with a single bathroom, a front porch, and a carport at one end. There were no sidewalks; if one walked, it was in the quiet street. Rodriguez unlocked the front door, clicked the overhead living room light, and pulled open a few drapes. “My God, look at that floor,” Elizabeth said. Thin planks of varnished red oak, each with its own unique grain pattern, spanned the living room. A few pieces of old furniture rested against beige colored walls.

“These places have living, breathing personalities.”

They walked the hardwood down the length of the hall into the small bedrooms. In the bathroom, sunlight shone through the window and lit green ceramic tiles on the floor and the walls. Formica countertops with the outlines of tiny, overlapping boomerangs animated the simple but efficient kitchen. The window above the sink drew Elizabeth’s eye to the shaded backyard, where paving stones circled a fire pit. “This place oozes character,” she said.

They finished their walkabout of the house, and on the way back to their cars Rodriguez said, “It needs some work, but a lot of families got their starts in houses like this one.”

The next morning, Elizabeth collected her check from the Frost Bank and returned to the La Quinta to pack for the trip back to Tennessee. A rerun of the Beverly Hillbillies was playing on the television; Jethro wanted to be a movie producer. At least he has a plan, she thought, even if he’s delusional. Regardless, she had no doubt that the Hillbillies would prevail.

Waiting around for a FedEx promotion in Murfreesboro felt so passive. What would Uncle Albert do? She zipped shut her travel bag, and as she reached to turn off the television, the banjo riffs of the Earl Scruggs theme song began to play as the credits scrolled. She turned up the volume. ...and they moved to Bever-ly. Hills, that is....

She liked Austin. There was something about the city that she couldn’t quite define, but things were happening here. She stepped back, drew a breath and said aloud, “I want that house.” There was no obvious explanation, just a compulsion, even though she didn’t know a soul in the city other than Rodriguez. Albert had kept that house off the market for a reason. He had understood how people set out for Texas in search of a new start. It was part of the state’s DNA. She made a call to Rodriguez to inform him of her change in plans.

Elizabeth considered her new FedEx job in downtown Austin to be temporary. She liked that customers appreciated her for helping them fill out paperwork, at least until she told them the shipping prices. However, today had been slow and she was bored. She’d much rather be in her new old house, arranging cupboards or painting trim. Even after three months, the place still inspired ideas.

The next customer approached the counter empty handed. The woman’s dark hair dipped in two places across her forehead, directing one’s vision to close-set eyes whose color matched her gray cowboy boots. Blue jeans and a cream-colored, pearl-snap shirt with embroidered curly cues on the shoulders signaled high maintenance. The woman strode across the room, pulling a studded leather billfold out of her hip pocket. Elizabeth couldn’t decide if the woman was angry or just impatient. Ms. Impetuous withdrew a claim notice and slapped it down on the counter.

Elizabeth said, “Good thing there wasn’t a bug there.”

“What?” the woman said, squinting at her.

Elizabeth smiled without answering and examined the paper. “Let me find this for you.” She turned toward the shelves behind the counter, which were lined with packages. Standing on her toes, she reached for a brown package on the highest shelf, instinctively aware that the woman was watching her jeans stretch across her hips. When she presented the customer with the wrapped box, she sensed the woman’s heightened interest in her. “I need your signature here,” Elizabeth said, pointing to a line on the claim notice. The woman scribbled her name, and Elizabeth said, “Thank you, Ms. Andro.”

“I come here often,” Juliet said. “You’re new, aren’t you?”

“Yes, fresh in from Tennessee. I came down to Austin to stake my claim, as they say.”

Juliet extended her hand and said, “I’m Juliet Andro. My family staked our claim here seven generations ago.”

One of the first things Elizabeth had learned since moving to Austin was that native Texans never missed an opportunity to state their family’s length of residency in the state. “I’m Elizabeth. My extended family has been here a long time, too.” Let her guess how long, although she didn’t know, either. With a sweep of her hand across the room, Elizabeth said, “This place is fine, but I just graduated, and I’m looking for more of a career job.” She clawed air quotes around “career.”

“And what might that job be? Bug saver?” 

Elizabeth laughed. “Touché.” She’s quick. “I may not know until I see the job. My degree is in communications.”

“Well, you seem to communicate well enough. Can you manage things?”

“Yes, I seem to manage all right.” 

“Not yourself. Things. Can you manage things?”

“What kind of things?”

“Things such as advertising, marketing, and P.R. Perhaps for a high-end health spa. My family owns one, and we need someone so I can move on to more important things such as learning to fly this remote-controlled plane.” She held up the box she had just signed for. “I’m going to fit it with a camera. My next purchase will be a drone. Also, I want to rebuild the office communications system.”

“What’s a drone?”

“Essentially a small helicopter with multiple rotors. They’re the future.”

“Future of what?”

“Of most everything.”

Elizabeth decided to steer the conversation in another direction and said, “Your account shows your business’s name as “Heaven Haven.”

Juliet frowned. “That’s our place, although I don’t care for that name. I’m a registered nurse with a degree in aeronautics engineering.”

Not exactly modest.

“However, I do see clients. But I’m mostly focused on the technology end of our business. We have doctors—both in my family, for better or worse.” She smiled thinly, and Elizabeth tried to read her. She pondered the contradictions of a nurse who avoided patients, didn’t care for the name of her family’s business, and maybe even wanted fewer of her family members in it.

“I haven’t done anything in health care,” Elizabeth said, “but I’ve managed a couple places that had a lot of moving parts.” She knew that sounded trite and applied to many types of employment, but she still felt good about having spoken the much-practiced line with confidence. Then the cliché bonus line: “And I’m good with people.”

“Yes, I believe that. I, however, am not. To compensate for not dealing with people any more than I must, I’m working on setting up a profile for each of our employees, establishing a defined set of metrics and performance indicators that will evaluate everyone on a periodic basis and then feed those results into an algorithm that plugs into key functionalities of the business. Do you think you could help with that?”

“Like I said, I’m good with people.”

Juliet smiled and said, “Well, at least you’re honest.” She pulled a business card from her embossed wallet and laid it on the counter. “Send me a resume if you think you could do the job. Maybe we can work something out. By the way,” she said with a smile, “there are a few people I actually do like.”
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ELIZABETH’S FADED RED Datsun pickup with its skinny tires and stick shift was underpowered, but the gas mileage was good, and she needed a vehicle that could haul occasional two-by-fours and other building materials to her old house for the frequent projects she undertook.

The Datsun wound its way up the serpentine driveway that led to the Andro family’s health spa. The gravel was just wide enough for two cars to pass if one of them put a tire on the loamy shoulder. Periodic power poles, connected by two electrical wires and a thin black telephone cable underneath them, zigzagged through the trees. At the next curve Elizabeth had to steer aside a gleaming white van with oversize, tinted windows and “Heaven Haven” painted on the door in a flourishing script. What a cornball name. The cheery driver, whose hair looked too dark for her age, waved vigorously while a handful of passengers inside seemed curious that an old Datsun was encroaching upon their upscale sanctuary.

The driveway ended in a small parking lot in front of a two-story limestone building with a large picture window. Elizabeth parked in front of a rustic sign that matched the lettering on the van, with the addition of “OFFICE” at the bottom. A handful of other stone buildings were interspersed among stately live oaks, at least in the part of the campus she could see.

Inside the office, a smiley receptionist in a frumpy pants-suit with shoulder pads took her name and then said into the phone intercom, “Ms. Graham is here.” Replacing the receiver, she said, “Juliet will be just a few minutes. “Have a seat, please.” She paused and then said, “Oh, here I am telling you what to do, and you work here. I’m Charlotte. Charlotte Green. This is Emily Schaffer. Between us, we run the front office.”

Elizabeth extended her hand and introduced herself to both women. Emily, who couldn’t have been long out of high school, appeared loose and relaxed in her pastel summer dress. “I’m eager to get started,” Elizabeth said, trying to draw out Emily first. “I’m hoping you two can help me get my feet on the ground. Office managers know everything.”

Charlotte’s smile broadened. “Feel free to ask me anything. I’ve been here a long time and have seen it all.”

“Okay, then. I know the spa is a family business. Three people, right? Dr. Andro senior, Dr. Andro junior, and of course Juliet Andro, who I had a couple of interviews with and who hired me. Not only is she a nurse, but she managed to earn an avionics engineering degree at the same time. So far, so good?”

“Yes, but there’s more,” Charlotte said. “There’s Mrs. Andro, Dr. Andro Senior’s wife. We call him Dr. Jordan, by the way.”

Emily added, “And we call his son, Mathias Andro, Dr. Mathias.”

“Mrs. Andro doesn’t have much to do with business decisions,” Charlotte said. She and Emily caught each other’s eye with a cautious glance that implied there was more to Mrs. Andro than they were willing to share with a newcomer. “She works as hard as anybody, though, shuttling clients around town and through the countryside. She drove out just before you got here.”

“Yes, I passed her van, and she waved at me.”

“She waves at everybody,” Emily said, holding a straight face for a couple of seconds before cracking a thin smile.

Charlotte said with a hint of apology in her voice, “Mrs. Andro doesn’t have a care in the world. She never says a bad thing about anyone or anything.”

“And she likes to shop,” Emily said.

“Yes, she does indeed like her shopping,” Charlotte said.

“Especially for wine,” Emily added with a sideways glance.

Charlotte explained that she was also the bookkeeper and handled the daily cash, checks, and periodic deposits. She and Emily both answered phones, scheduled appointments, and kept everybody else informed about whatever they needed to know.

The rear door to the office swung open. A round man above the beltline, but with skinny legs entered, smoking a cigarette. His jowls drooped from his chin to his collarbones, overlapping the white collar of his unbuttoned medical coat. Despite the man’s animated entrance, not a drop of coffee sloshed out of the uncovered Styrofoam cup in his right hand. Elizabeth guessed him to be in his early sixties, but his puffy face pushed out most of the telltale wrinkles. “Dr. Jordan,” Charlotte said. “We were just talking about you.”

“I could tell. My eyes were burnin.’” He grinned at Elizabeth, and said, “My ears burnt up years ago.” Charlotte discreetly rolled her eyes at what must have been a tired joke around the office. The Andro patriarch stubbed out his cigarette into a nearby ashtray.

“Dr. Jordan,” Charlotte said, “this is Elizabeth Graham. She’s our new Advertising and P.R. person.”

“Good to meet you, young lady,” he said and extended a hammy hand to Elizabeth. “My daughter informed me that you’re joining the team. ‘Elizabeth,’ that’s a good Christian name. My children also have them. We’re happy to have you aboard. Lord knows, Juliet needs all the help she can get.”

“Thank you, sir,” Elizabeth said. “I think Juliet is on her way here.”

“No need to wait for her. Let me show you a room you can use for an office.” He moved away with surprising speed on his bird legs. “Follow me.” They exited through the rear door as Elizabeth looked back at Charlotte and Emily and mouthed the words, “Thank you.”

She followed Jordan Andro down a hall, past a couple of examining rooms, and into a small room with no windows and dark gray carpet. An industrial metal desk and a swivel chair were the only furnishings. “It’s not fancy, but it’ll have to do for now. Someday I’m going to expand this place, and we’ll all get better digs.” He lit another cigarette.

“This is fine, sir. Is there a filing cabinet somewhere I can use? What about a phone?”

“Sure, sure. Whatever you need. Within reason,” he added, shooting her a stern glance. Have Charlotte set you up with a company credit card and let you know where we have accounts around town. Try to be frugal. Unlike my wife. Ha, ha.” He added, “My accountant audits the books every quarter, by the way.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And don’t call me ‘sir’. Dr. Jordan is fine. Or ‘Your Excellency.’ Ha, ha.”

“Okay, Dr. Jordan.”

“Get Juliet to set up your phones. She’s trying to build her own computer, so don’t be surprised if she wants to use you as an office guinea pig to test it. I think she keeps the Radio Shack in Westlake in business.” He paused, his mind drifting off. Elizabeth, overwhelmed by the man’s energy, took advantage and breathed long and deep. Reengaging, Dr. Jordan said, “Speaking of family, do you know we Andros have been living on this ridge above Barton Creek for eight generations?”

She thought she remembered Juliet Andro saying seven, but she simply responded with “That’s incredible!”

“Long before the war—the Civil War, that is—the first generation of my Andro granddaddies came over from Greece. He shortened his name from Andropus and purchased our one hundred and sixty acres of land along the creek from a tree-hugger who insisted that people call him Uncle Billy. Nobody knows whose uncle he was, though.” We’ve been here ever since, except those of us who are buried at Oakwood Cemetery. It’s historic, you should visit it sometime.”

“Actually, I’ve been there. It’s lovely.” Andro glanced around the room for an ashtray that didn’t exist, and then frowning, flicked cigarette ashes in his coffee cup. He drew another breath, but before he could speak, a merciful rap on the half-open door reprieved Elizabeth.

“Indoctrinating our new hire, Father?” Juliet said as she entered the room.

“More like orienting her. You’re late as usual. On Elizabeth’s first day, no less.” The room temperature seemed to dip from the frostiness between father and daughter. “I was filling her in on our family history,” said Dr. Jordan.

“I think Charlotte needs you for something out front,” Juliet said. “I’ll show Elizabeth around and make sure she gets a good picture of our little family enterprise.”

He frowned, and with a wink at Elizabeth, said, “That’s what I’m afraid of.” Leaving the room, he said, “It was nice meeting you, Elizabeth. You’ll do fine. But get an ashtray with your office supplies.”

“Let’s go,” Juliet said, “before he finds out that Charlotte isn’t really looking for him. I just wanted us to have some girl time. Follow me.” She led Elizabeth outside into a central lawn that was looped by a cobblestone walkway. At one end of the lawn a weathered iron hand pump was set into the center of an ancient concrete slab. Nearby, a stack of staves rested against a half-buried limestone boulder whose top had been hewn flat and capped with a thick wooden plank for splitting logs. In the center of everything, a swimming pool glimmered in the sun. A low diving board enticed the more vigorous residents, although the spa’s typical clientele had long outgrown cannonballing into the deep end.

Two women in unrevealing bathing suits talked and gestured to each other in shoulder-deep water. Beside the pool, a dozen men and women lounged in chairs or sat at tables with collapsible umbrellas stretched taught beneath the warm May sun. Everyone wore oversized sunglasses, and they all had tanned skin that oozed lotion and wealth.

“The buildings you see around the courtyard are living quarters for our clients. We try to provide everything a client could want and need—and pay for, of course. We tailor individual programs and regimens to each person. We contract with personal trainers, therapists, addiction counselors, psychiatrists, or whoever else is needed. My father, my brother, a couple of other nurses, and I provide the immediate medical services.”

Elizabeth pointed beyond the courtyard and asked, “What are those buildings back there, Juliet?”

“The first place is my house. I’d love to show it to you sometime. The rest of our merry little family lives in those other homes you can see through the trees. The big one is my parents’. The rest of the buildings include a commercial kitchen, storage for maintenance equipment, and an activity center. The groundskeeper-slash-maintenance man and his wife, who is also a nurse, have a place back there, too. Behind those buildings is over a hundred acres of deep woods that end at the cliffs of Barton Creek. We fence the entire perimeter of our property. The west boundary ends about twenty feet from the top of the cliffs. Clients can walk the main trails inside our fence, but they should never wander unsupervised,” Juliet said with a sternness that Elizabeth found odd.

“Why’s that?”

“Poison ivy, obscured holes that could break legs, and snakes. Lots of snakes,” she said as if to elevate Elizabeth’s fear.

“Who owns the land on the other side of your fence, where the cliffs are?”

“That belongs to City of Austin. It and the rest of the Barton Creek Greenbelt stretch for miles. It’s wild parkland. People climb the cliffs. Some of them actually know what they’re doing. But there have been some bad accidents over the years on those cliffs, although that helps to keep out trespassers. We also post signs on our fence along the top of the cliffs.

“The most important thing to remember about this place is that we make a lot of money here and aim to continue. Things seem to fall into place by keeping that in mind. It’s probably the only thing my family agrees on. But if I had my druthers, we’d be doing things differently. Computers, robots, and drones. That’s the future. Equipment is getting smaller and smarter. People demand precision technology. It’s extremely complicated, but I've studied the technology and economics of it. I must understand these things in order to run this place.”

“I thought your father ran this place.”

“On paper. My father sees patients, of course, but I generally manage things.”

Dr. Jordan might disagree with that.

“It's a big, complicated job,” Juliet rambled on. “One of those complications is the community of Austin. It’s critical that Heaven Haven is perceived by them as a force for good. That’s where you come in, Ms. Public Relations Person.”

A clearer picture of Juliet’s insecurities congealed in Elizabeth’s mind. She wondered if the woman had any close friends. She wasn’t entirely unlikeable, though, and she had a quick mind, a trait Elizabeth liked and appreciated in people.

As she mentally sorted the new information, a man and a woman emerged from the trees and walked into the courtyard. Both appeared to be in their early thirties. The woman carried a towel, and the man walked with an axe slung across his shoulder. They rubbed up against each other with a suggestive playfulness as they moved through the courtyard. They drew everyone’s attention, and conversations among the clients dwindled. The couple’s graceful strides and statuesque frames reminded Elizabeth of characters on the covers of the cheap romance novels she used to hide from her mother. The woman wore standard green surgical scrub pants and a tight-fitting gray tee shirt that revealed her nipples. The man, well over six feet tall with a thatch of thick dark hair and a full, black beard was dressed in khaki work pants, a partially buttoned cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled up halfway, and deep-tread work boots.

“Oh good, our timing is perfect,” Juliet said. “The show is about to start.”

“Show?”

“Just watch. That’s our groundskeeper and his wife—two of my latest hires, George and Josephine Abbott. She’s a registered nurse. He’s carrying a load of trauma from Vietnam. Every few days they come out and steam up the clients. You’ll see. It gets whatever juices they have left flowing. Keeps them coming back.”

Abbott leaned his axe against the wood pile and then placed a twelve-inch log, end up, on top of the flat boulder. In a single fluid motion, he buried the blade into the log. It split down the middle with a satisfying, primal crack. He split each of the halves again, grunting like an orgasmic, sweating beast with each swing. After quartering a half dozen logs, Nurse Josephine vigorously pumped the long, curved handle of the well a few times, and water gushed out of the spigot. She held a pewter pitcher in the stream until it overflowed and spilled onto the concrete deck, splashing their feet. She lifted the pitcher for Abbott to drink from, and laughing, poured water over his head.

He pulled the pitcher out of her hands and poured water over her, soaking her upper body and already clingy shirt. Abbott peeled off his shirt and went to work with the axe again. A glistening, sweaty film highlighted the distinct muscles of his torso. After a few more logs and with no concern about staying dry, they repeated the water pitcher routine. They both cried out in feigned protest, but they ended up in each other’s arms before retreating in the direction of their house, leaving chopped wood, the pitcher, and the axe strewn about the courtyard.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
A NOVEL

" BLUE QUEEN





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





