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To Sara and Bob Schwager, without whom this book could not have been written.






Prologue


Indigo Valley, Pennsylvania: 1981




Ten-year-old Cady Jordan sat on the front porch swing and hugged her knees as she watched the family’s belongings being loaded into a big yellow truck with the words MAYFLOWER MOVING AND STORAGE printed on the side. She turned slightly on the swing to see if her pink bike was still behind the holly bush at the side of the house, where she’d hidden it earlier.


It was.


Her heart kicked up a beat as she tried to figure a way to cajole her mother into letting her make one last trip down to the Judas Grove to say good-bye to her friends. She ran her mother’s possible objections over in her mind. She would get dirty and need a bath. The cleaning supplies and the towels were packed already; therefore, she had to stay clean until the church supper and the final round of good-byes. The Judas Grove was a dangerous place to play was the second objection. The third objection would be that her mother didn’t care for the Hollister twins. The truth was, her mother didn’t like Mrs. Hollister because she wore skimpy clothes and lots of makeup, and one time she’d seen Mr. Hollister pinch Mrs. Hollister’s bottom in full view of everyone at the church picnic. The fourth objection, and possibly the worst, was her father. For some reason he hated the Judas Grove, as the kids called it. His face always turned red, and his eyes got mean and hard when it was mentioned.


She heard her name being called. She looked down at the Mickey Mouse watch on her wrist, a gift from her grandmother, and winced. If she was going, she had to go soon or the others would leave. She had to show up, she just had to. Even if she pedaled as fast as she could, she knew time was running short. “I’m on the swing, Mom.”


Agnes Jordan came out to the porch. “You look like you’re up to something your father wouldn’t approve of. Are you, Cady?”


Cady shook her head. “Mom, what does sanct-ta-moneus mean?”


“Good Lord, Cady, where did you hear such a big word?” her mother demanded. Cady wished there was a smile on her face. Her mother hardly ever smiled even when she tucked her into bed at night. She had never, ever, seen a smile on her father’s face. Her grandmother, on the other hand, smiled all the time.


“Mr. and Mrs. Hollister said you were sanct-ta-moneus. Mrs. Hollister said the raisin cake you made for the bazaar last week was heavy enough to be used as a doorstop.”


“Well I never…” her mother sputtered as she went back inside.


“Don’t worry, Mom, I like your raisin cake. I even told Mrs. Hollister I liked it.” Cady jumped off the swing and ran down the steps. “I’m going to take a ride on my bike. I’ll be back in time to change my clothes for the church supper.”


Cady pedaled her bike as fast as she could, careening around corners and coasting down the hill, then pedaling again on a straight road that led to the Judas Grove on the outskirts of Indigo Valley. Her favorite place in the whole, wide world.


The little group waiting for Cady acted like the ten-year-olds they were, jumping up and down, whistling, and clapping their hands.


“Gee whiz, we thought you weren’t coming,” Andy Hollister said, linking his arm with Cady’s. “Don’t be afraid. I did it, and all your heart does is beat real fast until you land. It was Pete’s turn to bring the Kool-Aid and cookies. Do you want to eat first and then do it or the other way around?”


Cady could feel her insides start to shake as she looked at her friends. It was probably better just to do it and get it over with. She took a moment to ponder her immediate problem. She was moving away, and she would probably never, ever, see her friends again so why did she have to climb the hill and ride down the zip line? The zip line was a homemade contraption of old telephone cable wire, one end of which was attached to the mighty oak at the top of the hill and the other end to a smaller oak at the base of the hill on the other side of the pond. The object was to slide down the taut line, over the thirty-foot drop, out over the pond, then skid to a stop at the edge of the pond without getting wet. Because if she didn’t, she’d be leaving with her tail between her legs, and the kids would call her a sissy chicken. She wasn’t even going to think about what her parents would say if they ever found out she was at the Judas Grove and she rode the zip line. Knowing her father, she wouldn’t see the bright light of day until she was thirty-five, maybe longer. Her mother wouldn’t intervene either.


“You ready, Cady?” Pete asked.


Pete Danson was a nice kid, nicer than the Hollister twins. They’d been her friends from the time they met at Bible school at the age of four. Pete knew she was afraid. They all knew she was afraid. Afraid or not, she still had to do it. At least their tormentors weren’t around to heckle her. She voiced her thought as she wondered what was in the paper sack Pete was holding in his hands. It looked heavy.


“They were here about an hour ago. We pretended to leave so they would. Then we came back to wait for you,” Andy said. “Remember now, don’t close your eyes. You have to keep them open so you don’t smack into one of the trees. You can do it, Cady. We’ll be waiting for you on the other side of the pond. Amy has her camera. We’ll send you the picture at your new address, okay? You can’t show your mom or dad. If you do, she’ll call our moms and tell them we hang out here. Promise, Cady.”


“Okay, I promise.” She solemnly crossed her heart. She’d seen the pictures of the others taken just as they hit the middle of the zip line. They were all so proud of those pictures because Amy managed to capture their looks of horror, elation, and devil-may-care attitude when they were dead center over the pond, thirty feet above the water. You had to be brave and fearless to ride the zip line. She wanted her own photo, too, so she could show it to her new friends in Vermont.


Cady climbed the hill, slipping and sliding until she made it to the top, where the grove of trees, including the Judas tree, peppered the little bluff. Her heart pounded in her chest when she looked down at the homemade zip line the boys had first hooked up over a year ago. They’d gotten the cable from the junkyard, the wooden handles from Pete’s mother’s shopping bags. They checked the cable every day, and every day they proclaimed it to be safe even though the biggest of all the trees, the Judas tree that stood sentinel over the others, now had deep wounds in the trunk. It was Amy’s idea to move the cable from the Judas tree to the oak tree because it was higher and gave a more thrilling ride. Pete had agreed but not because he wanted a more thrilling ride. He had been concerned that the cable was harming the Judas tree.


“Anytime you’re ready,” freckle-faced Andy shouted. “Go on the count of five. We’ll count together. You can hear us, can’t you?”


“I can hear you. Just hold your horses, Andy Hollister. I’m gonna do it. Give me time to climb the tree and get out to the branch.”


They knew she was afraid. She knew she could just go home and let them think what they wanted to think. In just a few hours, she would be on her way to Vermont, and she would never see them again.


Her insides started to shake. She looked down at the pond. Not a ripple showed on the water’s surface. Her gaze went to the zip line attached to the biggest tree in the grove. She wasn’t afraid to make the jump. Making the jump meant she had to leave the safety of the branch, jump off into thin air, and grab the wooden handle that would enable her to sail down the line. If she didn’t jump the right way, she’d drop thirty feet into the pond. But heights didn’t bother her. It was falling into the water that scared her because she couldn’t swim.


Five minutes later, Cady was up the tree and belly-crawling along a thick branch. She turned when she heard a hissing noise. Her arms froze on the limb when she heard Pete Danson shout, “It’s them!” She half turned to see Jeff King and Boomer Ward in the tree next to hers. Her stomach started to heave as she tried to slide backward. Who cared if they called her a sissy chicken. All she wanted to do was to go home and sit on the swing.


“Get down! Back off, Cady,” the three on the ground shouted.


“I can’t. My overalls are caught on something!” she shouted. She risked a glance over her shoulder in time to see Jeff King do a Tarzan leap to the tree she was in.


“Hurry up, Cady, do it now before he pushes you,” the three on the ground shouted in unison. “Hurry up! He’s almost up to you.”


In her panic, Cady closed her eyes. Maybe she was having a bad dream and would wake up any second. She heard her friends shouting to one another to throw rocks at the bully climbing out on the branch behind her. She risked opening her eyes to see rocks of all sizes sailing through the air. One hit her ankle, but she barely felt the pain. Amy Hollister had the best pitching arm in Indigo Valley. She was even better than the boys.


They were all screaming now at the top of their lungs, “Go! Hurry up! He’s right behind you! Boomer’s out of the tree. Go, Cady, go!” Pete yelled.


Cady wiggled and squirmed just enough to see that Jeff King was almost up to her. “Don’t you dare come out on this branch, you big creep.”


“Oh yeah, what are you going to do about it?” the bully blustered. Out of the corner of her eye, Cady could see movement. That had to mean Boomer Ward was doing something to the zip line. Fear, unlike anything she’d ever felt before, consumed her, but she reached for the wooden handle. Then she did exactly what her friends told her not to do: she squeezed her eyes shut. She felt Jeff behind her, felt his hands on her shirt, heard him saying stuff in her ear she didn’t want to hear. His hold was secure, she couldn’t shake him off. She saw the rock whizzing through the air, felt the pain.


“No! No!” the kids on the opposite side of the pond shouted.


“Don’t do it, Jeff! The cable won’t hold you both!” Boomer shouted.


His warning came too late as the wooden handle slid down the zip line, Jeff King hanging on to her skimpy yellow tee shirt. She felt it rip, felt his grappling hands. She heard the screams, heard the splash, then she was in the water herself. Pain ricocheted up and down her body. She wanted to cry out, but she couldn’t move.


“They’re dead! Look at all the blood on Jeff’s head. One of our rocks got him good. Cady isn’t moving either. We have to get help! Pete, run to town and get help!” Andy shouted, his face registering horror and terror.


“They’ll blame us. If we tell, they’ll blame us. They’ll send us to one of those places where they lock you up. If we don’t tell, they won’t know. We can’t do anything now because they’re dead. Dead means you never wake up. Let’s go to the park and pretend we were there all afternoon,” Amy said.


“Where’s Boomer? He was monkeying around with the zip line. I bet he loosened it. He’s thirteen. He could do that,” Andy said.


“I saw him running away,” Amy said. “He doesn’t want to get blamed either. C’mon, c’mon, we have to get out of here. If her dad finds out we made her do the zip, he’ll make us burn in hell. He’s a preacher, he can do that!”


“Are we going to promise not to tell?” Pete Danson asked. The twins nodded. “Then, run,” Pete said as he sprinted off, the paper sack still in his hands, the twins right on his heels.


The moment the three were out of sight, Boomer Ward crept out of the undergrowth and crossed the pond. He knew Jeff King was dead because he could see his brains. He wasn’t sure about Cady Jordan. He pulled and tugged until she was completely out of the water. He put his hand on her chest to see if her heart was beating. He’d seen actors do that on television. He almost fainted with relief when he felt her heart beating. “I’m going for help, Cady. I didn’t do anything to the cable. I was just trying to make sure it was tight enough to hold you both. I’ll get someone to help you. Don’t cry, Cady.”


Boomer ran up the embankment. He looked back at the Judas tree and felt sick to his stomach. He didn’t stop to think. In a flash, he undid the zip line from the smaller oak, yanked the other end from the larger oak, and tossed it down to the pond. He backtracked, shouting to Cady to hold on. Then he climbed on his bike and rode home. He was so dizzy with anxiety he almost fainted when he realized his mother wasn’t home. Finding the telephone number of the police station on the list of emergency numbers taped to the refrigerator, he dialed it. He spoke deep in his throat, trying to disguise his voice.


Then he ran out to the toolshed, where he crouched down and hid behind the lawn mower. He prayed, saying all the prayers he’d learned since starting catechism classes.
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Brentwood, California


Twenty Years Later




Cady Jordan felt sick to her stomach and wasn’t sure why. She looked down at the pizza she was eating as if it were the culprit. She’d already consumed four slices. Two would have been enough. She couldn’t ever remember eating four slices, much less five. She dropped the wedge in her hand into the box. It wasn’t just a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach she was experiencing. She was jittery, too, her right eye twitching, something that only happened when she was under a great deal of stress. She sighed as she swigged from a can of Coca-Cola. Just what she needed, caffeine for her already jangled nerves.


Cady tucked her yellow tee shirt into her worn, faded jeans. Her favorite jeans. They had to be ten years old at least. Holes in both knees, the back pockets long since gone. She would never give them up because they were like an old friend. Like Pete, Andy, and Amy. She decided to make a fashion statement and tied a yellow ribbon she plucked from the doorknob around her ponytail. Now, she was ready.


The sounds of the movers seemed exceptionally loud to her ears. Maybe that’s why she was jittery. No one liked to pack up and move. She thought of all the hours she’d spent packing her belongings, being extra careful to wrap the dishes and glassware securely. Her books, mostly hardcover novels and reference books, had taken up an unbelievable twenty-five boxes. Brentwood, California, was a long way from Indigo Valley, Pennsylvania, where her grandmother had grown up and returned to live after being away for so long.


The grunts and groans of the movers in the living room reminded her that she still had some miscellaneous packing to do before the movers left. She got up and took the last of the small appliances out of the pantry.


Her grandmother needed her, at least that’s what her mother had implied. Not that she really paid much attention to what her mother said these days. Then she thought about her grandmother’s age, and the fact that she’d been in the hospital. That alone couldn’t be good. It was time to pay her grandmother back a little for all the wonderful things she had done for her. Her grandmother had always been there for her, even putting her own life on hold to take care of her after her accident. Now it was her turn to put her life, such as it was, on hold. How could she not head back to Pennsylvania to help in whatever way she could?


If it wasn’t that her grandmother needed her, she probably would have stayed right where she was for the rest of her life. New places, meeting new people intimidated her. When she bought the house in Brentwood five years ago, she’d thought she was putting down roots. What she was really doing was picking a nice safe haven where she could work at her own pace and not have to get involved too much with people. Writing technical manuals for Integrated Circuits, Inc. part-time allowed her the freedom to choose her own hours as well as her own workplace, thus enabling her to work on her dissertation and still remain independent of her parents and grandmother. She might have thought she was putting down roots, but what could she possibly know about that process? She had never been rooted anywhere when she was growing up because her mother and father had always lived like gypsies, moving from town to town, preaching the gospel according to Asa Jordan.


On her eighteenth birthday, when her parents had announced they would be moving again, right after her high school graduation, Cady had made the decision to stay where she was, get a job, and work her way through college. She had graduated from UCLA with a master’s in English and was just months away from getting her doctorate. Now she would have to put that goal on hold.


At least she wouldn’t have to give up her job. Although writing technical manuals for a Los Angeles-based electronics firm wasn’t the writing career she had dreamed of, it paid the bills.


One of the movers popped his head into the kitchen. “That’s the last of what’s in the front, miss. Do you have any last-minute items you want to go into the truck?”


“Just this stool and a few boxes there by the pantry. I guess I’ll see you in Indigo Valley in seven days. You have my grandmother’s phone number, right? And the name and address of the storage company where you’ll be delivering my things?” The man nodded and she handed over a check and waited while the driver scribbled his name and logged in the check number and recorded the amount. He ripped off a yellow copy that said Recipient on it and handed it to her. She shoved it into her purse.


She could feel tears burn her eyes when the door closed behind the mover. How empty everything looked. She knew if she shouted, the words would echo around the entire house. Moving was such a sad business. She swiped at her eyes with the sleeve of her shirt before dumping the empty soda can into the pizza box that she would deposit into the trash when she closed the door behind her for the last time.


The house, a 1930s California bungalow, was ready for its new owner, a young professor and his wife. She’d lucked out when she posted a notice on the university bulletin board and was able to sell the house without going through a Realtor. She’d also made a handsome profit in the bargain.


Now it was time to go. Time to get into the car and drive cross-country. She wished she had a dog. She’d always promised herself that she would get a dog when the time was right. A lot of things could happen to a young woman traveling alone across the country. A shudder rippled up and down her body. Fear was a terrible thing. She should know, she’d lived with it almost her entire life.


The fear hadn’t entered her life gradually. It had grabbed hold of her when she’d woken up in the hospital to the agonizing pain, with no memory of what had happened to her. The fear had stayed with her for the next three years as she’d fought and struggled to learn how to walk all over again. She might have had a chance of conquering the fear had she been allowed to stay with her beloved grandmother but that hadn’t happened. The day the doctors told her she could leave, her parents had whisked her away.


And now she was returning to the town where she’d had the accident she couldn’t remember. Just the thought made her jittery and nervous. Or was it her fear returning all over again?


Cady stood in the open doorway staring at the empty rooms. She hadn’t entertained much while she’d lived there. That was her own fault since she didn’t have any real, true friends. She had a friend she jogged with. A friend she played tennis with and a friend she went out to dinner with on occasion. The plain and simple truth was, she preferred her own company to making small talk and pretending to be interested in people’s lives that were just as boring as her own. As for men friends, there had been a few. None of them made her want to walk down the aisle.


Was it because she really wasn’t interested in pursuing relationships or was it because she was afraid? She’d had friendships with guys when she was younger, and look what it had gotten her. When she got this far along in her thoughts, she backtracked, and convinced herself she was content being by herself. Why did she need to fight off guys on the prowl and listen to her female friends plot and seek ways to snatch a guy from some unsuspecting friend only to lose both in the end? She liked her life just the way it was, thank you very much.


She looked down at her watch. If she wanted to, she could go to the SPCA and rescue a dog. She tried to talk herself out of doing it, unsure if her timing was right or wrong. What if the dog got sick in the car? What if the motels she stopped in wouldn’t allow a dog? What if…a lot of things. An animal lover friend of hers had once lectured about how many dogs and cats were destroyed every year because their owners had either lost them or just didn’t want them anymore.


She had never been one to spout ideals or get involved with causes. She had more or less skated through life after the accident, keeping to herself and doing her own thing. But the idea of saving a dog was suddenly very appealing.


Cadwell Sophia Jordan, named after her maternal and fraternal grandmothers, never made a decision until she talked it to death, made a blueprint, then ran it up an invisible flagpole to see if it was a decision worth saluting. It was always better to err on the side of caution. Predictability was her philosophy. It all came down to that one word again, fear.


Cadwell Sophia Jordan, a.k.a. Cady Jordan, ignored her own credo for the first time in her life and climbed into her four-by-four. Her destination, the SPCA.


Thirty-five minutes later she was staring into the dark eyes of a mangy, filthy, scrawny German shepherd named Atlas. “I’ll take him.”


“Good choice. He’s about three years old. He was picked up on the street. He was wearing a collar that was little more than a string, and his name tag was matted into his coat. That’s how we know his name is Atlas. He’s a good dog,” the young boy said. “Once he’s cleaned up and a vet checks him over, I’d say you got yourself a great dog. Give him a good life, and he’ll love you forever. That’s fifteen dollars for the leash and five dollars for the dog.”


Cady handed over a twenty-dollar bill. The dog cowered when she reached out to him. She dropped to her knees and whispered softly. “I know how you feel. If you trust me, we’ll be okay. I’m just going to put this leash on you, and we’re going to a vet I know. It’s okay, Atlas. I’ll never hurt you.”


“He has some scars on his back, miss. My thinking would be, somebody mistreated him along the way. Good food, some vitamins, and a lot of love will make him right as rain.”


“Okay.” Physical abuse, mental abuse, what was the difference? she thought. Abuse was abuse.


“I’m sorry he doesn’t have any gear. I can’t even give you any food. We’re short on rations here. I guess you know we depend on donations.” His voice sounded as hopeful as he looked.


“I see. I guess I’m not thinking clearly. I’d like to make a donation. How does two hundred dollars sound?”


“Two hundred dollars sounds great. We can buy a lot of dog food and a lot of Clorox with that much money.”


Cady wrote out the check and handed it over. She felt better than she’d felt in a long time. “Okay, Atlas, it’s time to start your new life. Maybe we can do it together. We’re going to Indigo Valley by way of Burger King, the vet, and a pet store.”


Atlas settled his bony frame in the passenger side of Cady’s Mercury Mountaineer. He looked tired and wary as he dropped his head onto his paws. He didn’t perk up until she swerved the four-by-four into the drive-through lane at Burger King. The smell of grilling hamburgers permeated the air. She ordered five double cheeseburgers, a large Coke, a bottle of water, and an empty cup.


“Okay, I’m going to pull into one of these parking spaces, and we’ll eat here.” For some reason she expected the dog to wolf down the food, but he didn’t. He ate slowly and methodically. He drank almost the entire bottle of water, then he whimpered. “I get it. I get it. You gotta go. Listen, Atlas, I’ve never had a dog before, so you’re going to have to help me here. You know, bark, whine, whatever. I know you’re going to have accidents, but we’ll work on that. Careful, careful, it’s a drop to the ground. Do your thing,” she said, letting go of the retractable leash to give him room to roam, which he did. When he was finished he walked to the door of the truck and waited until Cady opened it. He hopped in, settled down, and went to sleep.


Two hours later a disgruntled Atlas climbed back into the truck. This time he was exhausted from being bathed and groomed and his trip to the pet store, where Cady bought everything the salesgirl said she would need. She even bought a seat belt harness that Atlas did not like at all. He settled down when she scratched his belly and spoke soothingly to him. At one point, he licked her hand in appreciation. Tears blurred her vision as she slipped the Mountaineer into gear.


Getting Atlas was the first unorthodox, serendipitous thing she’d done since she was a little kid back in Indigo Valley. She decided she liked what she was feeling. Maybe it was time for her to do more unorthodox, serendipitous things.


“I think we can drive for about five hours, then we’ll stop. I’ll turn on the radio for company since you’re going to sleep.” The dog opened one sleepy eye, then closed it, knowing he was in safe hands.


 


Six days later, Cady stopped the car along the side of the road and pulled out her map. She should know the area. After all, she had lived there for ten years when she was growing up, but it all looked so different, with little clusters of housing developments, fast-food outlets, and new roads. She’d looked for familiar landmarks on the drive in, but the only thing she’d recognized was the town square and St. Paul’s Church. She looked up from the map to see Atlas slapping at the car window with his paws. “Twenty years ago this was my hometown. I don’t know if I love this place or hate it. I should be feeling something, but I’m not,” she muttered to herself.


Where was her grandmother’s house? Her mother had told her it was the only house on a street called Indigo Place. A street that her grandmother had named when she had had her house built. She wondered how that could be. She saw it then, a curlicue of a street that appeared to be tucked behind what looked like some high-end real estate. The sign said it was a gated community. She slipped the Mountaineer into gear and drove slowly, paying careful attention to the street signs.


Cady sucked in her breath. It wasn’t a house. It was probably called an estate. Or, maybe, a creation would be a better word. Whatever it was, it was certainly befitting of Lola Jor Dan.


“This is it, Atlas. Our new home. I told you all about Lola on the long drive here. She used to be a famous movie star. She was wild and wicked during her heyday. They called her a sex symbol even back then. She had six husbands and buried them all. My father was so ashamed of her, he would never tell anyone she was his mother. Mom pretended she didn’t exist, but that was because of my dad. I think she secretly admired Lola. Dad said she was a disgrace to the name Jordan, and that’s why she changed it to Jor Dan. I loved her. Still do.” Atlas barked to show he understood.


Cady reached across the console to tickle the shepherd behind the ears. She’d only had the big dog a little more than six days, but they had bonded that first night when they’d slept together in the cargo hold. He’d put on a few pounds, and his eyes were now bright and alert. She loved him as much as he loved her.


She stopped the car in front of a pair of huge, green, wrought-iron gates. “I guess we’re supposed to press this buzzer, and maybe someone will open those huge gates. Boy, if this place is as big as it looks, you are going to have some playground to romp around in.”


“Yes?” a woman’s hollow voice sounded through a grille in the stone wall next to the gate.


“I’m Cady Jordan. I’m here to see my grandmother.”


Inside the house, Mandy Ebersole, retired stuntwoman and lifelong companion to Lola Jor Dan, looked at Anthony Borellie, another lifelong friend of Lola’s, and grinned. “She’s here! That should perk Herself up a bit, don’t you think?”


The retired film director grinned and nodded. “Some young blood around here is just what we need. Let’s see what she’s made of.”


“Do you have an appointment?” the faceless voice asked.


“No. Do I need one?”


“Yes, you need an appointment. Miss Jor Dan does not receive callers. She’s retired and likes her privacy.” Cady thought she could hear the woman sniff.


“She’ll see me. Tell her if you don’t open these gates, I’ll plow them down. Now, hop to it. My dog is getting antsy,” Cady said with more bravado than she felt. It was the second most unorthodox, serendipitous thing she’d ever done.


“Dog?” Inside the house the two conspirators looked at one another. “She’s got some spit to her. Lola’s going to love this. She is, isn’t she, Anthony?” The director nodded uneasily.


“D-o-g! Dog. It rhymes with log or bog or hog. Take your pick. Please tell my grandmother I’m here. I’ll give you five minutes, or these gates are going to go down.”


Atlas woofed his agreement. “I sounded tough, didn’t I? I didn’t mean it, though,” Cady whispered. Atlas woofed again just as the gates swung open.


Cady drove a mile up a long winding road that was lined with poplar trees. The grounds were lush and well tended with what looked like acres of flowers and carefully pruned topiary. Her jaw dropped. Outside of a movie set, she’d never seen anything so beautiful. Off to her right she could see a tennis court and a grottolike swimming pool. Did her eighty-two-year-old grandmother play tennis and swim? Maybe in her younger years. So, who availed themselves of these sumptuous surroundings? Why did her grandmother need a six car garage? Who lived in the two Hansel-and-Gretel-looking cottages in the back? So many questions.


The car came to a grinding halt in front of the house. She craned her neck to stare at the imposing white columns and was reminded of pictures of Tara. Lola had a soft spot in her heart for anything concerning Gone With the Wind. She remembered her grandmother telling her how she’d missed out on playing Scarlett because her studio wouldn’t let her out of her contract. Lola had a story for everything.


Cady’s heartbeat quickened as she got out of the car. Surely her mother had notified Lola that she was on her way. On the other hand, Agnes Jordan might have felt it was her husband’s place to tell his mother she was on her way. If it had been left up to Asa Jordan, then this visit was going to come as a total surprise to her grandmother.


Lola did love surprises. Cady hoped she was going to like this one. She’d played with the idea of calling her grandmother and always ended up saying, no, she’ll try to talk me out of making the trip. Cady figured that if she sold her house, packed her stuff, and just came, Lola would have to let her stay and take care of her. If there was one thing she knew about her grandmother, it was that she liked being independent. Thus, the element of surprise. Lola would never turn her away. Never.


She wished she knew more about her grandmother’s health. All she had to go on was her mother’s phone call. That in itself was reason enough for alarm because her mother never called her. When she’d asked what was wrong with Lola, her mother had said, she’s old, things go wrong when you get old. Her voice had been so controlled, so onimous-sounding, Cady had felt fear race up her arms. She knew in that one split second that she had to go to her grandmother. If it turned out to be a hangnail, so be it.


Cady opened the door for Atlas. She attached the leash to his collar and walked up the four steps that led to the wide verandah. The huge double doors opened just as she reached the fourth step. She stopped and pulled Atlas to her side. “I’m Cady Jordan, Lola’s granddaughter.”


“Yes, you did say that back at the gate. Come in. You should have called ahead, Cady. Miss Lola doesn’t like surprises.”


“I thought my mother or father called. I guess they forgot,” Cady said lamely. “Is my grandmother all right?”


“Now that depends on what you mean by all right. Well, don’t stand there, come into the house. That’s a sorry-looking excuse for a dog. Don’t let him mess in the house.”


“Just a minute, whoever you are. You can say what you want about me, but leave my dog out of it. He was beaten and starved before I got him. He’s doing fine now, thanks to me. My grandmother likes dogs. Who are you?”


“I’m Mandy. I’m the housekeeper, the companion, and the secretary, plus a lot of other things. You’re just a visitor, so you shouldn’t be asking questions. Do you have a problem with all of this?” A round butterball of a man stood behind the housekeeper, his eyes sparkling as he listened to the verbal exchange.


The housekeeper had to be as old or almost as old as her grandmother. She had a mouth on her just like her grandmother’s. “I remember now. You were Lola’s double. She used to tell me about you. She said you were the greatest stuntwoman to come out of Hollywood, and she would never have been the actress she was without your help.” Cady’s hand shot out. “I’m very pleased to see you again. And you must be Anthony, Lola’s director. She said no one but you were fit to direct her. It’s a pleasure meeting you, too.” Not to be out done, Atlas barked and held up his paw.


“Herself said that now, did she?” The woman and man seemed evidently pleased with Cady’s compliment. Mandy seemed to be debating something with herself before she finally spoke. “You haven’t seen Lola in over a year. She’s not doing all that well. She lies and says she’s fit as a fiddle. She can walk, but mostly she stays in her wheelchair. Part of it is pure stubbornness and to some extent laziness. She has osteoporosis. I saw her X rays. And she has a heart condition. Neither is life-threatening at this time. She claims to be ready to die, but that’s a lie, too. What’s the dog’s name?”


“Atlas. They have medicine for osteoporosis. The wife of one of my professors had it, and I remember him mentioning it to me.”


“You’ll have to talk to Herself about that. She’s in the sunroom. I told her you were here, and she’s excited. I haven’t seen her this excited since we moved here ten years ago. Please try to be cheerful, and don’t be shocked by her appearance.”


A feeling of dread settled over Cady as she led Atlas forward.


She knew the sunroom was beautiful because Lola liked beautiful things. Later, when she wasn’t in such shock, she would peruse the entire house. Right now, all she could see was her once beautiful grandmother huddled in her wheelchair, an outlandish Dolly Parton wig on her small head. She was made-up, but then she was always made-up, and often boasted that none of her six husbands had ever seen her without her makeup. Now, though, the expensive, theatrical makeup only made her look more gaunt and haggard. Her green eyes were bright and alert when she smiled at her granddaughter. “What a lovely surprise! How are you, precious? If you had called to tell me you were coming, I would have rolled out the red carpet for you. It’s wonderful to see you, Cady.”


“I’m fine, Lola,” Cady said, hugging her grandmother. “Are you saying you didn’t know I was coming? Mom told me someone from the hospital called her and said you needed your family. Dad’s not well, and Mom has her hands full with him. I decided to come instead. I up and sold my house, got myself this dog, then drove cross-country. I still can’t believe I did that. But I’m here, and that’s all that matters.”


“What you’re saying is Asa couldn’t be bothered to come or even call me, is that it?”


Cady shrugged. The bad blood between her father and her grandmother was legendary.


“I cut him out of my will. He doesn’t deserve to have me as a mother. That poor excuse of a mother of yours isn’t much better. I still can’t figure out how you turned out so well. If you discount that little episode when you were a child. I’m delighted that you’re here, child. I truly am, but to answer your question, no, I did not know you were coming. Hospitals call family because they feel…well, whatever it is they feel. I told them not to call, but obviously they didn’t listen to me.”


“I can get an apartment in town. I have Atlas now.”


“Nonsense. This house has seventeen rooms, and the two cottages in the rear have five rooms each. We have plenty of room. If I seem less than enthusiastic, it’s because I’m shocked to see you. I missed my trips to Los Angeles last year because I opted to go to Europe to see if they could help me. Aside from an entire bone transplant, there was nothing they could do for me.”


“I should have come here. I didn’t know there was anything wrong, Lola. I thought you were just too busy to visit. Why didn’t you say something? I would have come sooner.”


“You’re a young woman, Cady. You don’t need to be saddled with an old woman. I don’t want to be a burden on anyone. You have your own life to live. You are living it, aren’t you? Oh, don’t tell me you’re still hibernating and living in that little community because it’s safe and oh-so-boring. Is there a young man in your life?”


“Absolutely.” Cady grinned as she pointed to Atlas.


“So you aren’t over it. Cady, Cady, when are you going to start to live? Ever since that accident, you haven’t been the same. I think you might have had a chance if your parents had allowed me to keep you. But no, they came and got you and took you to all those different towns—in how many different states?—before they settled in that backwoods place in Vermont. I was good enough for them for the three years it took for your rehabilitation, but after that, I was just a glitzy movie star who’d had one face-lift too many and shamed them. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t begrudge one minute of those three years. I thought I was going to die when they took you away. You cried so hard my heart broke.”


“Let’s not talk about Mom and Dad or…that time. Let’s talk about you. I want to know how this all happened, and I want to know what I can do for you.”


Lola grimaced. “Years of decadent living, I guess. The condition is irreversible, so let’s not waste our time talking about it. I had a great life, and if I had it to do all over again, I’d do it all the same way. I lived every single minute of my life. As to what you can do, well, you can help me with my memoirs. Mandy said she has many capabilities, but writing isn’t one of them. I had previously thought about talking into a recorder and sending you the tapes. That was on my good days. On my bad days I decided no one would be interested enough in an old film star to buy the book. I’ve outlived all the people I would include in the book, so there isn’t anyone left to sue me if I go ahead and decide to write it. What do you think, Cady?”


“I think it’s a wonderful idea if you tell everything. Are you prepared to do that?” Cady grinned.


“Your father will dig a hole and crawl into it if I do that. How did you survive living in that household with all that sanctimonious crap the two of them spout? What’s wrong? You’re white as a ghost.”


“What…what did you just say?”


“Mandy, get the child some brandy. I just said your father would dig a hole and crawl into it. He would, you know. He’s my son and he hates me. I don’t much care for him either. The truth is, he doesn’t like anyone, not even your mother.”


“No, no, you said something else. You said…you said sanctimonious. I…know that word. It means something to me.”


“I guess you would know it having lived with them.” Lola leaned forward in her chair, her green gaze locking on Cady. “Or, do you mean the word has something to do with that episode in your life that you can’t remember?”


Cady shivered, her eyes miserable. Atlas moved closer to her leg. She fondled his ears. “You know what I think, Lola. I think I’m just tired from the cross-country trip. I got all wired up when the movers came. All of a sudden I felt like something was hanging over my head, and it’s stayed with me. I can’t seem to shake it loose.”


“Never try to force anything. Maybe coming back here after all these years, you’ll finally get your memory back. They say you can’t go home again, but that isn’t true. I came back to Indigo Valley. And now you’ve come back. When I left, there were four stores and sixteen houses. I think the population was around three hundred. Now the little town is a city of forty thousand people. I imagine it’s changed even more in the twenty years since you’ve been here.


“Cady, dear, I know that we’ve talked about this in the past and I know how you feel about Indigo Valley. I know why you never wanted to come back here, and it’s all right. That’s why I always visited you in California. I knew it would be a trauma for you to come here. And now you’re here. I think I always knew you’d come, I just didn’t know when. I told Mandy and Anthony the day would finally come when you would want to explore your past. I think that time is finally here. I’m just so very glad to see you.


“Mandy, show Cady to her room. It’s time for my nap, too. Give her the Ginger Rogers suite. Dinner is at seven-thirty. Would you like Mandy to make something special for your dog? He looks like he could use some good food.”


“He pretty much eats what I do. I tried dog food, but he won’t eat it.” Cady dropped to her knees in front of her grandmother’s wheelchair. “I wish you had told me you weren’t feeling well. There was nothing keeping me in California. I can study and do my job anywhere. Just because Mom and Dad…”


“Shhh,” Lola said, putting her finger to her lips. “It’s all right. In all fairness to your father, I wasn’t a perfect mother. Hell, I wasn’t even a good mother. Oh, well, that’s all in the past. I’m so glad you’re here, Cady.”


“Me too, Grandma.”


“None of that Grandma stuff. You always called me Lola from the time you were able to talk. Don’t stop now. I don’t need to feel any older than I am. Go along and take a nice shower and a little nap. We can talk all night long if you want.”


Cady kissed her grandmother’s wrinkled cheek. She was appalled at how thin and bony her shoulders were. She could feel tears start to burn her eyes. She should have come sooner. A lot sooner.


 


“This is the Ginger Rogers suite,” Mandy said, opening the door and standing aside for Cady to enter. “I’ll have your bags brought up shortly. If you want or need anything, just press the buzzer on the phone console. It’s clearly marked.”


“Thank you. We’ll be fine.”


While Atlas meandered around the suite of rooms sniffing and growling, Cady checked out her surroundings. Aside from a pair of silver, sequined dancing shoes in a glass case, there were no other indications that Ginger Rogers had ever slept there or even visited. She felt disappointed.


It was a showy room straight out of a decorator’s portfolio. She sniffed, trying to identify the strange smell. Wallpaper paste, she thought. Everything looked new, unused, and incredibly expensive. The carpeting was thick and hugged her ankles. The drapes were raw silk and brocade to match the custom bedcoverings on the huge four-poster complete with lace canopy. She couldn’t help but wonder if Ginger would have been comfortable in a bed you needed a ladder to get into.


Ginger must have liked the color of champagne since the whole room was done in delicate tones of white and gold. A champagne colored chair with burgundy cushions beckoned her. She just knew Fred Astaire would have loved the chair. She sank down gratefully and swung her legs over the arm. From her position in the chair she could see the sitting room and what was probably a dressing room. Same carpet, same drapes, same chairs.


She hopped off the chair to check out the bathroom. It was blinding in its whiteness. Every single thing was white. She blinked, wishing for sunglasses. She picked up a towel and was surprised at how heavy and thick it was. Not to mention expensive.


Lola had always liked fine things, costly things. She smiled when she remembered some of the presents her grandmother had sent her over the years. Things that were for looking at, not playing with. Things like rare porcelain dolls, fancy jeweled fans from the Orient, a kimono with a fire-eating dragon on the back stitched in gold thread, silver jewelry from Africa, jeweled combs, a sable hat and mittens from Russia. Then there were the wonderful storybooks, her first makeup kit, the pretty cashmere sweaters, the designer handbags, real leather gloves, fine jewelry and perfume. And then there was the time a big truck had pulled up in front of the house with a pony named Edgar. Everything, even Edgar, had been snatched away by her father. She’d never told Lola, though, because she didn’t want to hurt her feelings. She’d always sent long thank you notes. She wondered where those wonderful things were now. If she could only regain her memory of that long-ago accident. Atlas whimpered at her feet when he heard her sigh. She reached down to pet him. “I think I need to call my mother and let her know I arrived safely.”


Cady fished in her purse for her cell phone and dialed her parents’ number. Her mother picked up on the third ring, sounding breathless. “Mom, it’s me, Cady. I just wanted you to know I got here safely.”


“I knew you would. You’re a cautious driver. I was wondering if you would call.”


“I said I would, Mom. I got a dog before I left. He was a great car buddy on the trip. Mom, where are all the presents Lola gave me when I was a kid?”


Her mother’s voice turned chilly. “We gave some of them away to less fortunate children, and the rest were sold. They were decadent, not appropriate for a child like you.”


“Did you ask me if it was okay to do that?”


“No, I don’t believe I did. Is it important? Don’t tell me Lola wants them back.”


“No, Mom, she doesn’t want them back. I just wanted to know where they were. For some reason I thought you might have saved them. Did you save anything of mine?”


“No, not really. We moved so often, we had to travel light.”


“Aren’t you going to ask how Lola is? You said Dad was going to call her to tell her I was coming. He didn’t call, Mom. I felt like a fool barging in here. Couldn’t he have called her, Mom?”


Cady didn’t think her mother’s voice could get any colder, but it did. “Obviously Lola is well, or you would have said something straight off. I’m no hypocrite. I don’t like her, and she doesn’t like me. Your father said he was going to call. I want to say he did try and there was no answer. I can’t be sure, though. If he was having a bad day, he probably didn’t try a second time. I have a cake in the oven, Cady, and I hear your dad calling me, so I have to hang up now.”


Cady ignored her and kept talking. “How is Dad?”


“He’s the same. Parkinson’s disease doesn’t get better, only worse. He has good days and bad days. He prays a lot. For some reason God doesn’t seem to be responding to his prayers.”


“Maybe that’s because God knows he’s a sinner. He is, you know. Look at how he treats his own mother. Let’s not forget the way he treated me when I returned home after the accident. I wish you had left me with Lola.”


“That will be enough of that, young woman. I have to hang up now, Cady.”


Cady switched off the cell phone before she threw it at the bed. She slid off the chair and sat down next to Atlas. “They’re my parents, and I don’t even like them. I don’t think they like me either. You know what, Atlas, I don’t care. Someday I’m going to remember all about that time, and then I’ll have the answers to a lot of things. At least I hope I will. C’mon, let’s check out the grounds and see if there are any places where you can dig a hole.”
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The smell told her it was a sickroom, so much so that Cady flinched when she saw her grandmother nestled in the mounds of pillows and comforters, her night table laden with pill bottles and a portable oxygen tank next to the little table. “You lied to me, Lola,” she said, fear ringing in her voice. “Why didn’t you let me know sooner how serious your condition is? I would have dropped everything and been here in a heartbeat. Why? Why did you keep sending me those upbeat, cheerful letters, telling me everything was all right? These last ten days you’ve knocked yourself out trying to convince me you’re just under the weather. I can see now what a toll that effort has taken on you. Damn it, Lola, I need to know. I hate secrets, I really do. I’ve had enough of them to last me a lifetime.”


“Dying is a dreadful business, sweetie. I didn’t want to put you through that the moment you got here. I did, however, want to put my son through it. For some crazy reason I thought your parents would come here if for nothing else, to wait for the death rattle so they could collect. My little scheme backfired. What’s a has-been movie star to do? I have good and bad days. Today is a bad day. Tomorrow I might be able to jump rope. We take it one day at a time around here.”


“Whatever it is I can do to help, I’ll do it. I’m here now, and I’m staying.”


“I take great comfort in that, Cady. All I really want is for you to get some guts and stiffen that backbone of yours. Get your memory back and start to live, child. Stop hiding. The world is a magical place, and life is wonderful. I’ve been fearful a time or two in my life, but out of necessity I had to learn how to harness that fear. You let it consume you, and Asa and Agnes allowed you to do that. For their own reasons, I’m sure. I’m sorry I couldn’t have done more for you. God knows I tried.”


Cady sat down on the edge of the bed. “I have lived without the memory of that accident for a lot of years. All I know is what other people told me. It doesn’t matter at this stage of the game. The truth now, Lola, how bad is your condition?”


“It’s iffy. The doctors say I could live another twenty years if I take care of myself. Or, it might not be twenty years. It isn’t just this bone thing, my heart is…well, let’s just say it loved one time too many. The old fool suggested I develop some interesting hobbies. Let’s not talk about any of this. I want to talk about the important things in life. Mandy will help you, but for now, I want you to hear all this from me. I have a will that probably needs to be updated. Mandy’s on top of that. Where’s your dog?”


“He’s waiting outside the door. I didn’t think you’d want him in here.”


“Baloney! At this stage of the game, do you think it matters? Call him in here. Let him sit here on the bed with us while we talk. I miss having an animal. When my last dog died it was so heartbreaking, I swore I would never get another one. I swear, I grieved more over the loss of that animal than I did for any of my six husbands.”


Cady whistled. Atlas got up, looked around, then walked into the room, where he stood by Cady’s side. “C’mon, boy, Lola said you could get up on the bed. Easy now.”


The shepherd moved backward and leaped forward, to land gracefully at the foot of the bed. He eyed the frail-looking woman before he bellied up to her chest. Lola stretched out a bony hand and patted his head. The dog whimpered and laid his head on her shoulder. “He knows. It’s uncanny the way dogs know when someone is ill and not long for this world. I’ve watched him in the ten days that you’ve been here. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a dog as protective and devoted as this one. I’ve had many dogs over the years, you know, so I know what I’m talking about.” She continued to stroke the dog’s big head. “He comes in here in the middle of the night. You didn’t know that, did you?”


Cady shook her head.


“Oh, yes, we talk for hours. I never sleep. I doze from time to time. Well, I talked, and he listened. He’s a real good listener. I think he understood everything I told him. If he didn’t, it doesn’t matter. Now, let’s get to it. In the top drawer of my secretary is a yellow folder. I so love the color yellow. When I’m buried, I want my casket covered with sunflowers. Bring the folder here, Cady.”


Cady was so choked up she didn’t trust herself to speak. She brought the folder over to the bed and handed it to her grandmother. Lola stopped petting Atlas long enough to shake out a single sheet of paper. While she made a pretense of scanning the contents Cady knew she had memorized, Cady looked around the haremlike suite of rooms.


World-traveled as she was, Lola obviously liked all things with a Middle Eastern flavor. There were Persian rugs, silk wall hangings, sheets that were more lace than material, and a coverlet with brilliant peacocks in the center. The ornate tables and bric-a-brac, along with huge brass containers that contained lush green plants, were the only concession to Western decor. Lengths of delicate silk fell from golden rods over the windows. A huge round ottoman in a zebra print filled one whole corner, and a waist-high brass horse filled another. The smell of incense permeated the air. The scent was not unpleasant.


“It’s all fairly cut-and-dried,” Lola said. “Everything goes to you. There are brokerage accounts, all manner of trusts so you don’t get socked with inheritance taxes, insurance, property, and, of course, my jewelry. Everything is in the vault. When I moved back here ten years ago, I made a new will. Mitchell, my attorney, passed away while I was in Europe hoping to find a cure for my bone problem, but his son, who was his partner, took over. I’ve never met him, but that doesn’t matter. Everything is in order. I’m not sure, and you’ll have to check with Mandy on this, but I think a new firm has taken over the Agulera firm. Something about the son not wanting to practice any longer. I don’t foresee you having any problems with a new firm. A lawyer is a lawyer if you know what I mean. If you do, you’ll just have to deal with it at that time. I left my son, your father, ten dollars. I didn’t want to leave him anything, but Mitchell said I should, so ten dollars seemed like a good amount. I imagine he’ll try to break the will, but he won’t be successful. If he ever got his hands on my money, he’d start up one of those cults, and I won’t stand for that, dead or alive.


“Well, aren’t you going to ask how much?” Lola asked.


“No. I don’t care, Lola. I don’t want your money. I just want you. I came here thinking we could be close again the way we were when I was little. Mom just said you had some health problems and had been hospitalized. She led me to believe it was arthritis, nothing more. Oh, I know you came to see me four or five times a year, but those visits were just for fun. We never seemed to have the time to talk or just hang out. I guess the reason we went full tilt twenty-four-seven was so that we wouldn’t have to go down Memory Lane. I didn’t want to relive the accident, and you knew it. I don’t like thinking about that time, and I hate having to talk about it. You told me once I would know when I was ready. Maybe I’m ready now. Then again, maybe not. It would be nice to get my memory back, but if it doesn’t happen, I’m okay with that, too.” Cady sighed.


“Those visits are memories I will treasure forever,” she continued, her expression brightening. “Remember the day we went rollerblading and some photographer couldn’t believe it was really you? I laughed my head off when you sent me the cover of Variety, and there you were with your knee pads and helmet! I framed it, Lola. The best, though, was when we went hiking and I had to piggyback you the last mile because you were wearing those cockamamie designer boots and sprained your ankle. Everyone should have a grandmother like you. I just love you to pieces in case you don’t know it already.”


Lola smiled at the memories before she said, “Well, for God’s sake, Cady, I’m not exactly eager to go either, but that’s not my decision to make. Are you going to write my memoirs for me? It’s around sixty-five million.”


“Dollars?” Cady gasped, her jaw dropping.


“So, are you going to write my memoirs or not?”


Cady nodded. “If you want me to.” She tried to absorb the news that she’d inherit sixty-five million.


“You’ll have to quit that safe, boring job of yours and devote all your time to me. Well, not all your time. I want you to continue working on your dissertation. Are you willing to do that? It also means you’ll have to get out and about, and it damn well means you’re going to have to start to live.”


A gamut of emotions swirled through Cady’s head. Was she willing to do all that? Could she do as Lola asked? “Yes. Yes, I’ll do that. I’ll fax my resignation today. But I really don’t know much about writing memoirs. Writing memoirs and writing a dissertation are two different things. In case you’re interested, mine is about fear in the works of Joseph Conrad and I’m having a hard time with it. We can talk about that some other time, Lola.


“When would you like to get started?” Cady asked with a smile.


“You learned to be a technical writer, so I don’t think you’ll have a bit of trouble. Tomorrow if you’re up to it. I think I’m going to take a little nap now. Ask Mandy to show you where all my scrapbooks are. I know they’re someplace in the library. I haven’t looked at them in years. You might want to familiarize yourself with the contents before we start tomorrow. Have you gone to the pond yet, Cady?”


“No. I have to work up to that, Lola.”


“Have you gone by your old house?”


“No. I have to work up to that, too.”


“How about the cemetery where the boy is buried?”


“I don’t know if I can ever go there, Lola. I wish you’d let me call you Grandmother. Calling you Lola sounds so disrespectful. Maybe I’ll…go there one of these days. Then again, maybe I won’t.”


“Are you going to call your old friends?” Lola yawned elaborately.


“I thought about it but…maybe later on. There’s no hurry. I’ll go down to the library and let you take your nap now. Do you want Atlas to stay with you?”


“That would be nice,” Lola said, closing her eyes.


“Stay with Lola, Atlas. I’m going down to the library. Come and get me if she wakes up.”


The big dog squirmed closer to the frail woman. Cady swore the shepherd nodded in agreement.


The library had the look of Winston Churchill’s personal library. She had seen a picture of it in a book when she was in college. Cady pulled out the leather chair behind the desk and sat down. The rich scent of leather permeated the air. Her gaze swept the room. A frown built between her brows as she stared at the wall-to-wall shelves of books. Lola couldn’t sit still long enough to read a book. She just knew the spines had never been broken on any of the books. To test her judgment, she got up and walked over to what appeared to be a shelf of recent best-sellers. She pulled out books at random. All of them looked like they had just come from a bookstore. Even the leather-bound classics looked new and unread. So, who were the books for? She decided they were just for looks.


Lola’s third husband loved to read. She remembered Lola telling her he had developed macular degeneration several years before he died. Lola read to him constantly.


Mandy appeared in the doorway. “I guess you could say this room is a memorial to Lola’s third husband. She never comes in here now, though. Actually, she never goes into any of the rooms. She looked them all over when the decorator was finished, but that’s about it. There’s a room on the second floor that’s called the game room. Lola’s fourth husband was a big-game hunter. He died wrestling a crocodile in the Amazon. Lola saw it all. She had a set of luggage made from croc skins, but she threw it away after the accident,” Mandy said through tight lips.


“Oh,” was all Cady could think of to say.


“Mandy, do you know anything about my grandfather? Over the years I asked Lola a dozen times, and all she would ever say was that he was just an ordinary man. All I know about him was that he was a lot older than Lola and that he died in his sleep. It seems to me there should be more to say about a man other than that he was ordinary.”


“If that’s all there is to say, what else can a person say? He looked ordinary. He dressed like everyone else, so that made him ordinary looking. He sold furniture, and from time to time, decorated a client’s house, but he wasn’t really a decorator. Now, if you want Herself to make up something that will suit your fancy, I’m sure she can do that. To tell you the truth, I don’t even think she remembers him because…”


Cady grinned. “Because he was so ordinary. Okay, I have the picture.”


“All the scrapbooks are in these cabinets. I labeled them by the year, so you shouldn’t have any problem following Lola’s life and career.”


“Who was the real love of Lola’s life? Do you know?”


Mandy yanked at her apron. “Of course I know, but it isn’t my place to tell you. If she wants you to know, she’ll tell you.”


“Why didn’t you call me, Mandy?”


“Because Herself said not to. She would have booted my fanny out of here if I had done that. I know my place, and so does Anthony. That’s why we’ve lasted this long. Your grandmother can be stubborn as a mule. Are you sure you can’t get your father to come here? It doesn’t seem right that his mother is…and he can’t be bothered. As much as Lola says she doesn’t care, I know it’s a heavy weight on her heart.”


“He’s not well. My mother said Dad was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease, but she never mentions a doctor. Personally, I think Dad thinks that’s what he has. He’s in a wheelchair and takes tons of over-the-counter medicine. At least that’s what my mother told me. The wheelchair is an attention-getter. Again, that’s my opinion.”


Mandy snorted again as she started pulling out scrapbooks from the cabinets. “There’s one whole scrapbook devoted entirely to your father, but only until his sixteenth year. There’s one concerning that day when your…accident happened. I’m the one who kept it up. Lola didn’t want to. It was too painful. I offered it to your parents, and they said no thank you. Are you going to…stay on…after? Whenever after…happens. I don’t know what Anthony and I are going to do,” she said, wringing her hands.


“You’re both going to stay right here is what you’re going to do. This is your home. I’m sure Lola provided for you.”


“It’s not the money. She’s paid both of us ten times what we’re worth over the years. It’s all been invested. Both of us have always taken care of Lola. We won’t know what to do without her.”


“You can take care of me and Atlas. But that’s a long way down the road. It looks like I’ll be staying on here.”


Mandy wiped her eyes with the hem of her apron. “She loves you so much. I thought she would have a breakdown when your parents took you away. She was never the same after you left. I’ll never forget that day. You didn’t want to go either. You were wailing and carrying on just the way Lola was. She thought you would come back here after you finished college. That’s why she built this big place. The tennis court, the pool, this fancy house, all those books in the library, it was all for you. She wanted you to come on your own. She said she would never ask or beg you. She said if you came, it would be because you wanted to come.”


“I wasn’t ready to come back. Lola knew that,” Cady said. “Mandy, fear does terrible things to people. I’m still not comfortable being here. I love Lola more than anything in the whole world, you know that. I probably wouldn’t have come now if I didn’t feel she needed me. I don’t think she needed me before. I could be wrong about that, but I don’t think so.


Mandy nodded. “I’m cooking up a pot of gizzards, chicken, and some rice and vegetables for Atlas. Lola always fed that to her dogs, and they all lived long, healthy lives. I’ve been giving him cod liver oil, and his coat is getting nice and shiny. He’s put on some weight, too, since he’s been here. He does like his cheese treats.”


“Yes, he does, and he loves to play with that sock you made him with the bell inside. I don’t think he ever had any toys. He’s a good dog.”


“Yes, he is. Would you like some coffee, Cady?”


“I would, Mandy. How long will Lola sleep?”


“She’s not sleeping. She’s just lying there talking to your dog. She’s afraid to sleep for fear she’ll die, and she isn’t ready to do that yet. It’s almost like she’s waiting for something. Whatever it is, she isn’t sharing it with me.”


“Do you think she’s waiting for my father?”


“No. In her heart, she’s given up on him. I think she’s waiting for you to remember. Now that you’re here, I think, and this is just my opinion, she thinks you’re going to wake up one morning and magically remember that day.”


“That day is gone from my life, Mandy. I’ve tried to remember, and I can’t. The last thing I remember is sitting on the porch watching the movers put our stuff into the van. I remember everything afterward, waking up in the hospital and all the rest, but I don’t remember that day.”


“If you stay locked up here in this house, your memory will never come back. I’m thinking you’re going to have to search for it. That’s just my opinion. I’m an old lady, what do I know? I’ll get you your coffee.”


Cady crossed her arms over her chest as though warding off a chill. She leaned back in the leather swivel chair. She burst out laughing a minute later when she let her gaze rake the walls. Winston Churchill stared down at her. There was probably a story behind that picture, but at the moment she didn’t want to know what it was. She looked down at the pile of scrapbooks on the floor. She had the rest of the day and evening to look through them.


She was rummaging in the desk drawers for a phone book when Mandy returned with a silver tray holding an elaborate silver service. A fragile cup and saucer along with a linen napkin were on the tray.


“My goodness, Mandy, a mug with a paper napkin would have been fine. I’m a Crate and Barrel kind of girl. I’m not used to…this,” she said, pointing to the elegant tray and its contents. “I usually drink my coffee out of a heavy-duty mug.”


“Lola likes fine things. Actually, she insists upon them. Here, this is what you’re looking for,” she said, holding out a sheet of paper with telephone numbers next to a column of names. The phone book is in the kitchen. Enjoy the coffee. I grind the beans myself. Herself is hell on wheels when it comes to her coffee. She has it shipped here from Hawaii.”


Cady nodded as she looked at the slip of paper. So many names.


Andy Hollister, Amy Hollister Chambers. Amy must have gotten married. Fred and Alma Hollister. The twins’ parents. Peter Danson. Susan and Peter Danson Senior. Maxwell (Boomer) Ward. Albert and Victoria Ward. Cyrus and Maxine King, Jeff’s parents.


Cady sipped at the coffee in the fragile cup. Right now, right this minute, she could call any of the numbers on the list. If she wanted to.


While she couldn’t remember the accident, she did remember her friends. She wondered what they were like now and what they had done with their lives. Would they be happy to see her? More to the point, would they even want to see her?


Maybe she needed to look at the scrapbook about the accident. She’d never seen any of the newspaper articles. Even when she’d gotten older and asked her mother if she would get them for her, both her parents had been adamant that there weren’t any articles. Even Lola had said when the time was right for her to see them, she would know. The time seemed right now.


Cady sucked in her breath as she reached for the scrapbook that chronicled the accident that had left her partially paralyzed for almost three years. She reared back at the bold, black headline of the Indigo Sentinel.INDIGO VALLEY TEEN DIES. Cady flipped the pages as the headlines got uglier and uglier. Perspiration beaded her forehead.



MYSTERY SURROUNDS TEEN’S DEATH.


PARENTS BLAME TEN-YEAR-OLD IN SON’S DEATH.


NO WITNESSES IN MYSTERY DEATH.


TEN-YEAR-OLD PARTIALLY PARALYZED WITH MEMORY LOSS.




Cady gulped at the remaining coffee in the fragile Dresden cup. She felt clammy and dizzy. She was the ten-year-old Jeff King’s parents were blaming. She squeezed her eyes shut as she tried to visualize what Jeff King had looked like back then. He and Boomer Ward were three years older than she and her friends. Both boys had been big for their ages. Jeff had a mean streak and terrorized her and her friends. For some reason he’d always home in on her. Back then she had never been able to figure out why he hated her more than the others. Once he’d cornered her, his eyes full of hate as he spewed out something despicable, but she couldn’t remember now what it was.


The four of them had spent hours and hours trying to figure out ways to outwit Jeff and Boomer. Boomer had always been nice to her when Jeff wasn’t around. She didn’t know why that was.


She should read the articles. She really should.


A cold, wet nose touched her ankle. Atlas had come into the room. That had to mean Lola had awakened. “These papers say I killed Jeff King. Even though I can’t remember the accident, I would remember something that awful, wouldn’t I? I’m not a murderer. I could never kill anyone.”


She was so light-headed, she jumped up and ran out of the room, down the hall to the French doors leading to the garden. She sat down on a bench and put her head between her legs as she struggled to take great gulps of air into her tight lungs. “I wouldn’t do something like that. It’s a sin to take a life. I didn’t like Jeff King, but I didn’t hate him enough to kill him. They said I fell off the zip line. I never rode the zip because I was afraid. If no one was there, how can they say I did it?”


Cady pushed up and off the bench. She started to run, Atlas at her side. She ran until she collapsed against a giant lilac bush in full bloom. The scent from the clusters of flowers was so heady she almost passed out.


“I’m not a murderer. I’m not!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. Atlas reared back, his hair standing on end. Seeing that she had frightened the shepherd, Cady drew him to her and sobbed into his neck. He whimpered, unable to help his mistress.


“I should have stayed in California. I should have done a lot of things, but I didn’t. Why didn’t I? Why?” Cady cried brokenly.


 


“I think she’s starting to get that backbone you’re always harping on, Lola,” Mandy said from her position by the window. “She’s bawling her eyes out, and if she isn’t careful, she’s going to squeeze that dog to death. I hate to say this, but that young woman is nothing like she was as a child. I remember her being a little daredevil, a bright, sassy little thing with that long pigtail swinging down her back. She zipped around on that bike you bought her like she was born on it. She could do those pop-wheelies or whatever you call them better than the boys. She’s so withdrawn, so inside herself, I’m having a hard time with it.”


Lola shook her head. “I will never understand her parents. They said she, a little slip of a girl, killed that bully, Jeff King. I know that Asa was parroting the Kings. He derived great pleasure out of doing that. Since he and Agnes never had an original idea of their own, I think they just accepted the Kings’ version of what they think happened. I say it was just the other way around, that bully probably tried to hurt Cady but no one would listen to me. Just because Asa and Agnes said it was better for her not to remember doesn’t make it so. The only thing the authorities had to go on was the Kings’ insistence that somehow, some way, Cady killed their son.”


“We need to do something. Knowing that people are blaming her for that boy’s death must be tearing her apart,” Mandy said.
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