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Prologue

Atlanta, Georgia: 1957

 



Barnes Roland looked around the elegantly appointed medical office, then at the man in the white coat sitting behind the polished desk. He felt guilty and disoriented and wasn’t sure why. He had been friends with Sloan since they were five years old.

Totally ignoring his wife sitting across from him, he concentrated instead on trying to understand the anger in Sloan’s eyes. Anger directed at him. Never at Thea because, way back when, Sloan Simpson had been in love with her. Well, the best man had won, and the South’s most powerful merger of cotton and tobacco had been forged with their union.

“For God’s sake, Sloan, just write a prescription so we can get out of here. What’s the big deal?”

“The big deal, Barnes, is your wife. When was the last time you looked at her? When was the last time you paid attention to her? She’s been through hell. By herself, I might add. You wouldn’t be here now if she hadn’t collapsed. I suggest we put Thea into the hospital and run some tests. My God, man, she can’t weigh more than ninety pounds. I trusted you to bring her for her checkups on the schedule we worked out and that you agreed to.”

Barnes’s hands flapped in the air as he grappled with his friend’s words. “Look, what was I supposed to do? She locks herself in her room and cries all day long. She even cries in her sleep. I believed you when you said our daughter’s death was not my fault, but I am still consumed with guilt. That is never going to go away. Every day, every chance she gets, Thea tells me it was my fault. Do you have any idea what that’s like? I can’t force her to eat. I can’t force her to bathe and get out in the fresh air. I gave up. Millions of women miscarry, and millions of women lose a child. They don’t go off the deep end.” He paused, then went on, his voice barely above a whisper, “Sloan, I can’t take it anymore.”

“Thea needs psychiatric help. I don’t want to hear any of that crap about your position in Atlanta society either. Half the women in this town go to psychiatrists. In my opinion you could use a little help yourself. I know all about your lifestyle, my friend. You clip coupons by the bushel, you drink your breakfast, you play a round of golf, then you drink your lunch, take a nap, wake up, drink some more, then it’s time for dinner and more drinks. One of the stewards from the club drives you home around midnight and pours you into bed. Read my lips, Barnes, I’m blaming you for your wife’s condition. I am not nor have I ever blamed you for your daughter’s death.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“I told you to look at your wife. Now, do it and tell me what you see.”

Both men stared at Thea Roland.

The object of their scrutiny spoke. “Stop talking about me like I’m not here. I want a cigarette and a drink.”

“You don’t smoke or drink, Thea.” Barnes’s voice was strangled-sounding.

“How do you know what I do and don’t do?” To prove her point, Thea pulled out a cigarette and lit it with a flashy gold Dunhill lighter. A matching gold flask appeared in her hand as if by magic. She took a long pull and smacked her lips, after which she blew a spectacular smoke ring. “I’m a drunk like you, Barnes. The only difference is I do it in the privacy of my room. It’s the only way I can get through the days. I’m never going to have a child, Barnes. I’ve had three miscarriages, two stillborn children, and then, when God finally blessed me with a baby girl, He decided I wasn’t worthy enough and took her away. I’m empty. There’s nothing left. Do you think I don’t know how I look? I do. I simply don’t care anymore. If I had the guts, I’d commit suicide to be with my little girl. Maybe someday I’ll wake up and I will have the guts and I’ll do it. I want to go home now. I collapsed because I hadn’t eaten. I’ll take some vitamins and do some gardening. That was your prescription, wasn’t it, Barnes? Or was it yours, Sloan?”

Sloan Simpson rubbed at his temples, his eyes burning. Didn’t these people know how precious life was? “Perhaps a trip to the mountains, Thea. A change of scenery, cooler air. It’s oppressive here in Atlanta right now. I recommend the Smoky Mountains. I have a cabin there you can use. It’s rustic, but it serves the purpose. Will you consider it?”

“Here, there, wherever. Does it matter?” Thea said.

“Think of it as a challenge, Barnes. Leave your scissors and coupons behind. No liquor and no cigarettes. Go fishing and eat the fish.”

“If I don’t take your little trip, are you going to have me committed?” Thea asked.

Sloan ignored the question.

Thea drained the gold flask, her eyes sparking momentarily. “All right. We’ll go tomorrow. Then I want to move, Barnes. After the trip, I want to move someplace else. I wanted to move after my little girl died, but you said no, we were born in Atlanta and we would die there. That’s what you said, Barnes. We’ll both die in that damn three-hundred-year-old relic we call a home.”

“We’ll talk about that later, Thea. Our lives are here.”

“Your life is here. I don’t have one. I’ll go without you. I’ll expect an equitable distribution of funds if you don’t join me. I’m sorry to be putting you through this, Sloan. You’ve been a good friend as well as a good doctor. She would have been three years old today, Sloan. Barnes forgot.” Thea’s voice took on a singsong quality. “I can still see her when I close my eyes. I can hear her tinkling laugh when it’s quiet. In my dreams I call out to her, but she doesn’t answer me. She’s gone, and I can’t ever get her back.”

“Thea . . .”

“I don’t want to hear it, Barnes. You didn’t even remember today was her birthday. I bet you know to the penny what the price of tobacco and cotton were yesterday and the day before yesterday and all the days before those two days. It wouldn’t surprise me to know you have the numbers for the entire year swirling around inside your head.”

“Thea . . .”

“Go to hell, Barnes.”

Only Sloan Simpson heard Barnes Roland say, “I’m already there.”

 



“We’ve been riding for hours, Thea, and you haven’t said a word. I’m very concerned about you and your health. I want you to listen to me very carefully. What you said back in Sloan’s office yesterday wasn’t true. I cared as much as you did. I did feel guilty, and you rammed that guilt down my throat every day of our lives. Part of me will always feel guilty, but there was nothing I could do. Our daughter simply stopped breathing. I wanted an autopsy, and you didn’t. It might have brought a small measure of closure to our tragedy. You shut me out. I tried, Thea. A day doesn’t go by that I don’t think about her. But Sloan was right—we have to get our lives back. We could adopt a child, Thea. Two children if you want, a boy and a girl. I want us to get on with our lives . . . together. If you want to move, I’ll move. I’ll do whatever you want. I just want us to do it together.”

Thea pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders. “Turn the air-conditioning down, Barnes. Perhaps it will be better tomorrow. I meant it, though, when I said I wanted to move. If you see a filling station or store, will you stop? I’d like a cold drink.”

“It’s late, almost six o’clock. We should be thinking about dinner. Look, there’s a service station. I can see the cooler from here. What flavor do you want?”

“Cream soda would be nice.” Thea slouched lower in her seat as she hugged her chest with her thin arms.

She saw her then, a golden-haired child sleeping in her stroller, a yellow dog at her side. Thea moved faster than she’d ever moved in her life. She was out of the car and around the gas pump, the shawl flapping against her arms as she bent down to lift the child. The dog growled deep in his throat as Thea raced back to the car, the child’s red sweater dangling from her shoulders.

His gaze riveted on his wife, the engine still idling, Barnes floored the gas pedal the moment he saw Thea throw her shawl over the child’s head and leap in the car. The child’s screams ripped at his insides. Sweat dripped down his face as he careened away from the gas station. In the rearview mirror he saw the yellow dog break his rope to race after the car.

It was all he could do to keep his hands on the wheel as they barreled down the mountain. More sweat dripped into his eyes, making it impossible to see the road. He swiped at his eyes so he could look into his rearview mirror. In the distance he could see the yellow dog racing down the road.

Her voice hysterical and out of control, Thea shouted, “I found her! I found her! She’s mine! Finders keepers, Barnes. FINDERS KEEPERS!”




PART I





1

Ashton Falls, Tennessee 
1957-1965

 



Grace Larson leaned over to kiss her husband’s cheek. “You’re running late tonight, sport,” she teased her husband.

“Hmmm, you smell good. How’s your cold?”

“Better. Hannah felt a little feverish this afternoon. She’s sleeping in the stroller. Jelly is watching her.”

Ben Larson closed the ledger and placed it in the drawer. Suddenly he turned, heading for the front door. “Why in the world is Jelly barking like that? The pumps are closed, and the sign is up. You better check on him while I lock up and turn off the lights.”

“You know Jelly. He barks when the wind blows.” She listened for a moment. “He stopped barking. Guess your customer drove away. You look tired, honey. I hope you aren’t coming down with my cold. It’s terrible to get a cold in the summer. I hate it that you have to work here on the weekends, Ben.”

Ben sighed. “I know you do, Grace. We’ve been through all this. We’re saving for Hannah’s college tuition. The first Larson to go to college is not something to take lightly. You and Hannah are the most important things in the world to me.”

“I love you, Ben Larson. That day you sat down next to me in kindergarten class and said, ‘My name is Ben, what’s yours,’ was the day I fell in love with you. Do you want to know something else? I’m going to love you forever and ever.”

“And I’m going to love you forever and ever, too. We’re both going to love Hannah forever and ever, too. How are we going to handle it when she goes to kindergarten? What if she sits next to a boy and falls in love with him on her first day?”

“We’ll handle it, Ben. We’re a family, remember. As long as we stick together and present a united front, we can do anything. Do you agree?”

Ben hugged his wife. “Let’s get our daughter and our dog and head home.”

Grace grabbed her pocketbook and turned the knob of the door. “Hannah’s gone! Ben, she’s gone. So is Jelly. He broke the rope. Ben, do something.”

“Take it easy, Grace. She probably woke up and had to go to the bathroom. She knows where the bathroom is. Jelly broke the rope because it was old and frayed. He would never let anything happen to Hannah Banana.” This last was said over his shoulder as he raced toward the rest room at the back of the station.

“She isn’t here, Ben. Where’s Jelly? Oh, Ben, she’s gone! Someone stole our little girl. Call the sheriff. Ben, call the sheriff right now! Oh, God, oh, God. Hurry, Ben. That’s why Jelly was barking. Do you think it was your dad, Ben? That was a stupid thing to say. Jelly would never bark at your dad.”

Ben slammed at the door until he remembered he’d locked it. His hands shook so badly he could barely fit the key into the lock. Within seconds he had Sheriff Evans on the phone. He blurted out that Hannah was missing. “Right now, Sheriff. I need you to come here right now. Grace is falling apart on me. I’m going to call the rectory and ask Father Mitchell to ring the bell. As soon as that bell rings everyone in town will be on the square. We have to move fast, Elmo. Don’t tell me to be calm. My daughter and my dog are missing. This is a peaceful community, so don’t tell me one of our town citizens walked off with Hannah. Hurry, Elmo.”

“Ben . . . What if some stranger took her? I didn’t hear a car, did you? Hannah wouldn’t wander off. She’s afraid of the road and the cars. Besides, Jelly would have herded her back to the station. Golden retrievers are very protective. That’s why we got him for Hannah. Oh, God, Ben, what if we never get her back? We don’t have any money, so it can’t be a ransom kidnapping. Some crazy person stole her. I just know it.”

“Shhh. Try to be calm, Grace. I refuse to believe someone just drove up and took our daughter. That’s insane. I’m sure Hannah woke up and decided to go for a walk. Jelly got upset and broke his rope. He’s with her. Try to hang on to that.”

Ashton’s only patrol car skidded to a stop. Sheriff Elmo Evans motioned for Grace and Ben to get into the car just as the church bell pealed three ominous bursts of sound that signaled a town emergency. Within minutes most of Ashton’s seven thousand inhabitants would assemble in the small town square to do what they could for one of their own.

Grace burst into tears at the sound of the traffic on the square. People came on foot, on bicycles, in cars and trucks. Within minutes the sheriff called out a game plan and assigned areas to be covered. “We think the dog is with the little girl. He’s protective and answers to the name of Jelly, as you all know. Do not, I repeat, do not spook the dog. My deputy is going to hand out flares to the head of each group. If you see Hannah or the dog, light it up. I put in a call to the state troopers, so we’ll have some additional help.”

“What about the FBI, Sheriff?” someone shouted.

“I’m working on that, Cyrus. Get moving. It looks like it might rain before long. We don’t want that little girl shivering and getting wet.”

Grace wept as she clung to her husband. “Go with your mother, Grace. I’m going to help search.”

“Will you find her, Ben?”

“Yes.” He hated himself for the lie, but he didn’t know what else to say.

“I’m going back to the station to wait. Jelly will go back there because Hannah’s stroller is there. I’m going, Ben. I’ll sit there all night if I have to.”

“Do what you have to do, honey.” To Emma Andrews, Grace’s mother, he said, “Stay with her, Emma.”

“Of course, Ben. Father Mitchell turned the lights on in the church. Roy Clark turned on every light in town. I don’t know how he did that, but he did. So Hannah and Jelly can find their way in the dark, I suppose.”

“Hannah’s afraid of the dark, Mom,” Grace sobbed.

“Shhh. She won’t be afraid if Jelly is with her. He’ll keep her warm, too. In case she wants to lie down somewhere to go to sleep.”

Grace’s shoulders shook. “Hannah’s coming down with a cold. She felt feverish this afternoon. She fell asleep in the stroller, and I didn’t want to wake her. God, why didn’t I just pick her up and take her in the store? It’s my fault, Mom, I never should have left her alone.”

“Honey, this is Ashton Falls. You had no way of knowing something like this could happen. This is a peaceful, law-abiding town. It’s going to be all right, Grace. God won’t let harm come to Hannah.”

“Then where is she, Mom?” Grace screamed, her voice rising to such a high pitch that Emma Andrews flinched.

 



Shortly before ten o’clock a misty rain started to fall. Grace huddled with her mother under the garage overhang. Her grip on the stroller and Jelly’s frayed rope turned her knuckles white. At midnight, when thunder and lightning lit up the sky, the state troopers called a halt to the search.

A state trooper in a yellow slicker approached Grace. “Ma’am, your husband wants me to take you and your mother home. He wants you to know the roadblocks are in place, and the FBI will be here shortly.”

“What good is a roadblock? It’s been five hours. Whoever took Hannah is long gone. No, no, I can’t leave. Jelly will come back here. He won’t know what to do if he doesn’t see me. I can’t go home. I don’t want to go home. Don’t you understand, I have to stay here.”

“Ma’am, I do understand. The weather is only going to get worse. Will you at least go inside? Mr. Delaney gave me the key to the garage. You can watch from the window.”

“Do what he says, Grace. You have a cold as it is. You can’t afford to get pneumonia,” Emma said.

Inside, out of the rain, the sound of thunder was less ominous. “They aren’t going to find her, Mom. I know it as sure as I know I have to take another breath to stay alive. Hannah isn’t coming back.”

“Grace, I refuse to listen to talk like this. I want you to stop it right now.”

“Mom, if they couldn’t find her in five hours, she isn’t here to be found. Someone took her in a car. That’s why Jelly was barking. Ashton Falls is a small town. They covered it in less than three hours. I know she isn’t here, and so do you, Mom, so stop pretending. My baby is gone, and I’m never going to get her back. I don’t know what to do. How are Ben and I going to handle this? Hannah was our life.”

“Listen to me, Grace. God never gives you more than you can handle. I want you to remember that.”

“I don’t want to hear religious platitudes right now. What kind of god would let someone take my child? What kind of god would make me suffer like this? Don’t tell me He’s testing me either. I want my baby, Mom. Where’s Ben?”

“I don’t know, Grace. He’s probably with his father and your dad. He won’t give up.”

“Mom, go home or go see Ben’s mother. I’m better off being by myself. If Ben calls, tell him I’m here.”

“I don’t like leaving you alone like this.”

“I’m not going anywhere. Mom.”

The moment Emma Andrews left the service station, Grace walked outside to sit down next to the stroller, the frayed rope clutched to her breast. Every five minutes she called her daughter’s name until her voice was little more than a raspy croak. She cried, great gulping sobs, her whole body shaking with agony.

Shortly before dawn, Ben, his father, and Grace’s father returned to the garage. “I’m taking you home, Grace. I can see by looking at you you’re running a fever. I don’t want to hear another word. Jelly knows the way home. If . . . when he comes back, he’ll head straight for the house.”

Grace allowed herself to be led to the car.

“Ben, we’re all just going through the motions. She’s gone. We’re wasting time combing the area. We need to go on television and radio. Too many hours have gone by. I feel it here, Ben. We’re too late. I should have gone out there the minute Jelly started to bark. Why didn’t I go out there, Ben?”

“Because Jelly barks at the wind. This is not your fault, Grace.”

“You look so tired, Ben. I’m so sorry.”

Ben wrapped his arms around his wife. “We’ll find her, Grace. I know we will. Hannah belongs to us. We have to believe she’ll come back to us.”

Grace didn’t believe any such thing. She knew Ben didn’t believe his own words either. He was trying to make her feel better. For her husband’s sake she nodded and prayed she was wrong.

 



The Larson family spent the following three days doing radio and television interviews, pleading with the person who took their child to return her to her family. Reporters wrote touching, poignant stories about Hannah Larson and her dog Jelly, to no avail.

Four days after Hannah’s disappearance, Grace woke and knew she had to go to the garage. She threw on the first clothes her hands came in contact with. “I don’t care, Ben. I’m going to the station. I have to wait. Forever if necessary. I can’t stand being here in this house. I’ll put the coffee on for you before I leave.”

Ben sat on the edge of the bed, his head in his hands. He wished he could cry. He wished he could walk downstairs and hear Hannah shout, “Daddy, Daddy!” He wished his wife wouldn’t stare into space, and he wished she wouldn’t sleep in the chair in Hannah’s bedroom. He needed to put his arms around her, needed to feel the warmth of her because he felt ice-cold all the way to his soul. He felt like he was living with a stranger, someone he’d just met who didn’t particularly like him. He sighed. Maybe today would be better than yesterday. Maybe.

It’s a beautiful morning, Grace thought. The birds were chirping, the air was fragrant with the scent of pine everywhere. The early dew sparkled on the grass that was greener than emeralds. Hannah had always been an early bird and would rush outside in the summer months with Jelly to run barefoot through the small fenced yard, laughing and giggling as she wiggled her bare toes in the wet grass. Dear God, where is she?

 



“Grace, what brings you to the station so early this morning?” Jonah Delaney asked, his eyes going to the pink stroller still leaning against the bright red Coca-Cola cooler.

“I had to come here, Jonah. Do you mind if I sit here? If it’s a problem, I can go around to the side.”

“Of course it isn’t a problem. You can sit here as long as you like. I’ll fetch you some coffee, Grace. Would you like a sticky bun or some toast. You’re looking peaked to me.”

“Coffee will be fine. I won’t get in your way.” She leaned over to sniff the stroller. “It still smells like her, all powdery and fresh. You know, clean. If she doesn’t come back, do you think the smell will stay, Jonah?”

“I’m sure it will, Grace.”

A long time later Grace looked up at the big rusty-looking clock over the Coke cooler, surprised that it was three o’clock. If Hannah was at home, she’d just be waking up from her nap. Tears blurred her vision when she moved from one bench to the other. When she saw movement out of the corner of her eye, she swiped at them with the sleeve of her dress. She was out of her chair a moment later. JELLY! “Jonah, come quick. Help me! It’s Jelly. He’s back. Hurry, Jonah. He can hardly walk.”

Grace sprinted across the lot just as the golden dog collapsed. She gasped at his raw and bleeding paws. He was matted and dirty, his eyes crusty, his lips cracked and bleeding. The sound of his whimpering was heartbreaking. “Quick, Jonah, get some water and bring your truck. We have to get him to the vet right away. It’s going to be all right, Jelly. Please, God, I need you to help me. Let this dog live. For Hannah when she comes back. For me for now because it’s all I have. Please, God. I’m begging you. Don’t let anything happen to this dog. Please. Please, help him.” Grace swore later that she knew the moment she finished uttering her small prayer that Jelly felt the power of another being because he struggled to lick her hand and wag his tail.

“Just give him little sips of water, Grace,” Jonah said. “Not too much. Can you get him in the truck?”

“I can get him in the truck, Jonah. I want you to drive like a bat out of hell. As soon as you hit the parking lot of the clinic start blasting your horn.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“My God, Grace,” Charlie Zeback exclaimed when he heard the horn and came running.

“Whatever it takes, do. I don’t care how much it costs. I’m staying with him, so don’t even think about asking me to leave.”

Four hours later Grace said, “I’m taking him home, Charlie. He’ll mend faster at home. I don’t know how to thank you.”

“He’s not out of the woods, Grace. He’s going to need constant care. I’ll come by later tonight to check on him. It will be around midnight or so. Is that too late?”

“That’s fine. I want to make sure I have this right. He can lick ice cubes and he gets a spoonful of boiled ground beef every hour. You hydrated him. We’re putting doggie diapers on him so he doesn’t have to get up and down. He’s not to walk on his paws at all. I can carry him, that’s no problem. I have the ointment for his mouth and the drops for his eyes. He’s going to be okay, isn’t he, Charlie? I want the truth.”

“I think he’s going to make it. Lord, I wish he could talk.”

Grace started to cry. “He ran himself ragged trying to save Hannah. He must have run after a car. Can I pay you later, Charlie?”

“No, you cannot. This one is on the house. I wouldn’t be able to look myself in the mirror if I charged you for this. Call me if there’s a problem. Ben just pulled up. Do you want me to carry him out to the car?”

“I’ll carry him, Charlie. He needs me. And I need him.”

Ben offered to carry Jelly into the house. “No, I’ll carry him,” Grace said. “Will you cook up some hamburger for him. You have to boil it. Bring it upstairs with a bowl of ice and all that stuff Charlie gave me.”

“Upstairs? Aren’t you going to keep him in the kitchen?”

“No.”

Grace struggled upstairs with the heavy dog. Breathing like a racehorse, she made it to Hannah’s small, colorful bedroom. Holding the yellow dog securely, she sat down in the rocking chair. “Hush little baby, don’t you cry ...” Tears splashed down on the dog’s head. “I know you did your best. You’re going to be fine. We’ll do what we can. That means we’ll do our best. Sleep now, Jelly. You’re safe. Thank you, God.” Grace wasn’t sure, but she thought the big dog sighed with relief. An instant later he was asleep in her lap. She continued to rock him, singing the familiar lullabies she used to sing to Hannah.

“Grace, it’s three o’clock in the morning. Aren’t you coming to bed?” Ben said from the doorway. He listened to the dog’s painful whimpering—or was it Grace whimpering? It was hard to tell. He wanted to pray at that moment. The need was so strong he felt his knees start to give way.

“No, Ben, I’m not. I’m going to sit here with this dog forever or as long as it takes him to regain his strength and until his paws heal. I might be sitting in this chair for a month. This is my only link to Hannah. When he’s well he might be able to lead us to the place where he lost our daughter. It’s a miracle we got him back. Four days, Ben! Four damn days! Look at him! He was almost dead, but he made it back to the station. I told you he would. I knew it. I just knew it. Go back to bed. We’ll talk in the morning.”

They didn’t talk in the morning. They didn’t talk for days. Grace grew haggard and gaunt, Ben just as gaunt and haggard.

On the sixth day, Jelly wiggled and squirmed in Grace’s arms. He wanted down, and he wanted the contraption wrapped around his back end off. Grace ran to the linen closet for an old towel she laid by the door. On wobbly legs, the bandages still wrapped around his paws, he lifted his leg. “It’s okay, Jelly, that’s what it’s for. How about some food. Good stuff, hamburger and dog food mixed together.” Jelly wolfed it down in seconds.

Grace howled her misery when the dog leaped into Hannah’s small bed. With his bandaged paws he made a nest for himself, his eyes soulful when he stared at Grace.

“Maybe she’ll come back someday, Jelly. I just don’t know. Everyone is doing what they can. It just isn’t good enough. In another month those same people will be saying, Hannah who? I don’t pray anymore. I try, but the words stick in my throat. I asked God to keep you alive. That was my last prayer. I don’t even know if I believe in God anymore. I miss her so much, Jelly. I don’t know what to do anymore.”

Grace slid onto the bed and stretched out next to the golden dog. She cried in her sleep, tears rolling down her cheeks. The dog licked them away, his eyes ever watchful.

It was all he could do.

 



The last golden days of summer fled with the tourists, some of them passing through Ashton Falls on their way home to ready the children for school and the Labor Day picnics that flourished in backyards across the country.

Ten weeks later Hannah Larson’s pink stroller and Jelly’s frayed rope still stood sentinel at Jonah Delaney’s filling station, along with a poster-size picture of the missing toddler.

Little progress had been made in the ten weeks since Hannah’s disappearance. As one federal agent put it, “It’s like the earth opened and swallowed the little girl.” The bureau brought in bloodhounds. Twice the agents took Jelly and the Larsons out in the car, stopping every few miles for Jelly to get out of the car to see if he could pick up the scent. The agents could only marvel when the retriever reached the point where he’d either given up or he could no longer follow the car carrying Hannah. The loyal dog had run a total of 135 miles. The AP wire service flashed his heroics around the country to no avail. He still wore booties filled with lamb’s wool, the pads of his paws slowly healing with the ointment Grace applied three times a day.

One of the ladies from St. Gabriel’s Altar Society presented Grace and Ben with a thick scrapbook of newspaper clippings that detailed Hannah’s disappearance and Jelly’s heroics. “For when Hannah comes back, Grace,” she had said. “Put it away and don’t torment yourself by looking at it.” Grace had put it in Hannah’s sock drawer and swore she would never ever look at it.

Grace was unemployed these days because the grocery store wouldn’t allow her to keep Jelly with her. Sanitary reasons, the manager had said. She didn’t care. Instead of working she dragged her sewing machine into Hannah’s bedroom, where she sewed dresses and playsuits for Hannah, beautiful clothes with bits of lace and colorful rickrack. Often she sewed far into the night, Jelly at her side, Ben alone in their room. She didn’t care about that either.

The holidays passed in a blur of misery. There was no Christmas tree, no wrapped presents, no Christmas cookies. Grace refused to attend Midnight Mass, so Ben and his parents went alone. She spent Christmas day knitting a bright red sweater for Hannah, a sweater she knew the little girl would never wear.

By the time winter passed and the first daffodils sprouted in the front yard, Ben Larson was spending more time racing home to check on his wife than he was working. His termination slip arrived the day before Good Friday. Grace shrugged when she looked at the pink slip. She continued to sew and knit.

The day Ben’s unemployment ran out the mortgage company foreclosed on the small two-bedroom house. Cyril Andrews and Nick Larson, along with Ben, carried Grace kicking and screaming from the small bedroom that had once been Hannah’s room.

Later, when the townspeople spoke about Grace, they shook their heads, and whispered, “A nervous breakdown is nothing to be ashamed of.” Then they would go on to say, “Time will heal Grace’s wounds.”

They were wrong. Two years went by before Father Mitchell took matters in his own hands and announced at early Mass that the following week was going to be dedicated to Grace and Ben Larson. Translated it meant the good people of Ashton Falls were going to build a house for the young couple on land donated by the parish. To further sweeten the deal Ben was offered the job of custodian of St. Gabriel’s when seventy-seven-year-old Malcom Fortensky retired. The women from the Altar Society took it upon themselves to refurbish the Larsons’ furniture, which was stored in their families’ basements.

Grace, Ben, and Jelly at her side, wept when she walked through the small house that was almost a replica of the one they had once owned.

As Father Mitchell put it, it was time for Grace and Ben to join the living again.

When they retired for the night, Grace said, “I want a baby, Ben. It’s been three years.”

Exactly one year later, a seven-pound-nine-ounce baby boy named John was born to the Larsons. That same year, Jelly fathered a litter of six. The pick of the litter was named Jelly Junior.
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The little girl looked wistfully at her classmates as they skipped off holding hands. She wished she could run alongside them, singing at the top of her lungs the way they were doing. She hung back, not wanting to get into the limousine that dropped her off and picked her up every day after school. She knew her mother was sitting in the backseat, watching her behind the heavily tinted windows. The moment Thea Roland stepped out of the car to the curb, the other children stopped to stare. Dressed in a swirling flowered dress with matching floppy-brimmed hat and short white gloves, she handed her daughter a single yellow rose. Jessie accepted the rose because it was a ritual her mother went through every day. She hated the roses, hated the way her mother looked. Why couldn’t she dress like the other mothers who came to pick up their children in station wagons, wearing jeans or slacks, their hair tied in ponytails? Jessie suffered through the paralyzing hug and sickening kiss of adoration before she climbed into the backseat of the limousine.

“Now, tell Mama what kind of day you had, sweetheart. You look tired. Do you feel all right?”

“It was a nice day, Mama. I got red A’s on all my homework. Sheila told the class she climbed a tree all the way to the top. Marcy said she went canoeing with her father. Claire Marie said her daddy built her a tree house, and she had a tea party. She invited all the girls to the tea party. She asked me why I didn’t come. I told her I didn’t know she invited me. I wanted to go, Mama.”

“I don’t want you scampering up and down trees. It isn’t ladylike. You and I can have a tea party when we get home. Miss Ellie baked cookies today just for you. Won’t that be nice? Now, slide over here and sit on my lap and tell me what else happened in school today.”

“I’m getting too big to sit on your lap, Mama. You shouldn’t hold my hand when you walk me to the door in the morning. The girls laugh at me and call me a baby.”

“You are my baby, Jessie. They’re just jealous because their mothers are too busy. Those mothers can’t wait to get rid of their children in the morning. I count the hours until it’s time to pick you up. Tell me what you want to do after we have our tea party. Do you want to ride in your electric car or do you want to ride your pony? Samuel finished painting the trim on your playhouse this morning. He said it would be dry by the time you got home from school. School will be out in another week. And then it’s that magical day—your birthday. Have you been thinking about what you’d like for a present?”

“Yes. I want a pair of blue jeans, some sneakers, and a beanie. I want one of those book bags that the other girls have. I hate this book bag. Nobody has a flowered book bag. I want a dog. Everyone has a dog.”

“Darling, that bag cost a hundred dollars. If the other girls had a hundred dollars to spend, they’d have one just like it. Mama is allergic to animals, so you can’t have a dog.”

“I could keep the dog in the playhouse. The kind of book bags the other girls have only cost five dollars. Why can’t I dress the way they do? I want a dog.” Jessie jerked her hand away and slid to the corner of her seat, away from her mother.

Thea Roland sighed as though the weight of the world settled on her shoulders. “Sweetheart, those girls dress that way because it’s all their parents can afford. They think it’s fashionable, but in reality it is quite tacky. Their parents are probably struggling to pay the tuition here at Miss Primrose’s school. Daddy and I don’t want you looking like a ragamuffin.”

Jessie’s voice took on a stubborn tone. “I want to look like everyone else. If I looked like everyone else, maybe the girls would eat lunch with me or ask me to skip rope at recess. They don’t like me, Mama.”

“I told you, Jessie, they’re jealous of you. Would you like to go to another school?”

“Mama, this is school number four. I don’t like starting over.”

“Let’s talk about what we’re going to do for your birthday. Daddy wants to have a big party for you. We’ll invite everyone from your class.”

“Can I invite Sophie?” Sophie was the daughter of Thea’s best friend in Atlanta. She was a year older than Jessie and came to visit twice a year. Jessie adored her.

“I don’t see why not. I’ll call her mother tonight.”

“Can I talk to Sophie?”

“We’ll see.”

“Daddy promised to put a telephone in my room so I could call Sophie when I wanted to. He said I could have one in the playhouse, too.”

“I’ll talk to him.”

“When?”

“At dinnertime.”

“Will you promise?”

“Yes, Jessie, I promise. Now, slide over here and give me a big kiss.”

Jessie inched her way over to her mother. She wanted to cry, but then her mother would think she was sick and take her to the doctor or else she’d give her a laxative and a cup of stinky tea that tasted like dirt from the backyard.

The moment the huge car stopped under the portico, Jessie leaped out.

“Change your clothes, darling. Everything is laid out on your bed. I’ll arrange for our tea party. I think some of Ellie’s ice cream will go nicely with those fat sugar cookies she made this morning.”

Jessie slammed the door shut. If she had one wish in life it would be that the door had a lock. She looked around at the elaborate bedroom that had its own sitting room. She didn’t like it at all.

The frilly playsuit beckoned with the matching socks and sandals. She felt the urge to cry again. “I just want a friend,” she whimpered.

Jessie’s eyes narrowed when she heard her mother call from the bottom of the steps. “Our tea party is ready, darling.” Defiantly Jessie sat down on the bed. She looked around at what her father called Princess Jessie’s bedroom. It looked just like Mac Neals toy store on King Street. As soon as a new toy or game came on the market, it was hand-delivered, and then she was forced to play with it with her parents. Everything was bright and shiny new because she didn’t want to disturb her mother’s arrangements. She knew when she was dropped off at school that her mother rushed home to arrange everything to her liking. She flopped back on the bed to stare up at the lacy canopy overhead. Belgium lace, whatever that was, hung in folds and drapes.

“Jessie, sweetheart, what are you doing up there?”

“I’m coming, Mama.”

Jessie suffered through the tea party and the obligatory ride around the garden in her electric car. She did two turns on the sliding board, allowing her mother to push her on the swing before she was forced to ride her own personal carousel and what her mother called her pony. Raucous music filled the garden. She heaved a sigh of relief when the merry-go-round shut down.

“Would you like to play Old Maid or Candy Land, sweetie?”

“I have a lot of homework, Mama. I’m going into the playhouse to do it.”

“Goodness, I’m going to have to speak to Miss Primrose. It’s almost the end of the year. You shouldn’t have homework now.”

“Mama, please don’t talk to Miss Primrose. Today is the last day of homework. I want to make sure I do it perfectly.” From years of experience, Jessie knew if she hugged and kissed her mother and said, “I love you,” she would allow almost anything.

“Ah, that’s my girl. Mama loves you so much it hurts. I’ll wait on the verandah for you. When you’re finished with your schoolwork we can take a walk around the garden and perhaps pick some flowers for your room.”

“All right, Mama. You won’t forget to ask Daddy about the phone, will you?”

“Don’t I always do what’s best for you?”

“Yes, Mama.”

Inside the playhouse that was really three small rooms complete with bathroom, Jessie went straight to what she called her bedroom. She tossed her books onto the built-in bunk bed. Everything was neat and tidy, the games and toys frayed and used. It was cozy here with the small white rocking chair and stacks of books. She loved the bright colors, but something was missing. She reached up to the lowest shelf for a giant teddy bear. It belonged, but it didn’t belong. She sat down on the floor, Indian fashion and waited. She did this every day and didn’t know why. She rolled over and over on the thick carpeting and didn’t know why she did that either. Something was supposed to happen, but it never did. What? She forgot about her homework that really wasn’t homework at all. All she was supposed to do was erase all the pencil marks she’d made in her books during the year. She hadn’t made any marks, so there was nothing to erase. Her books would be perfect when she turned them in.

Jessie waited expectantly for something to happen. When it didn’t, she reached for the teddy bear and started to stroke its furry head. Within seconds she was asleep on the floor, the teddy bear alongside her.

“I’m going to huff and puff and blow this place down,” a voice shouted from the small doorway.”

Jessie woke with a start. “Daddy!” she squealed. “Are you home early?”

“I came home early just to see my princess. Did you finish your homework?”

“All done. Daddy, you promised I could have a phone in my room and one in the playhouse. Are you going to keep your promise?”

Barnes Roland clucked his tongue. “When you come home from school tomorrow it will be hooked up. Do you want a colored one or one of those old black ones?”

“I love bright colors. Red. I love red.”

“Then red it is.”

“Can I call Sophie as much as I want?”

“As long as Sophie and her mother don’t mind, I don’t see any reason why you can’t.”

“Is that a true promise?”

“It’s a true promise. Where’s your mother?”

“She said she was going to sit on the verandah until I finished my homework.”

“She wasn’t there when I got home. Let’s ask Miss Ellie if she knows where she is.”

Moments later, Jessie’s fears were realized. “Miz Thea went to see Miss Primrose.”

Jessie started to cry. “Now it’s going to be worse, Daddy. She’s going to make Miss Primrose do something. Nobody will want to come to my party. Mama is going to tell Miss Primrose they have to come. I don’t want a party.”

“If you don’t want a party, then we won’t have a party. Shhh, don’t cry. Do you want to tell me what else is wrong?”

“Daddy, I’m going to go into the fifth grade next year. Mama still walks me to the door, and the kids make fun of me. Why can’t I walk to school? I don’t have any friends, Daddy. Sophie is the only girl Mama likes. She said the girls at school are white trash. I asked Miss Primrose what that meant, and she wouldn’t tell me. She said all her students were fine young ladies.”

“My goodness, that’s a long list of grievances. I’ll talk to your mother this evening. I brought you a present. Your mother isn’t going to like it one little bit. I put it on the steps. Get it, run to your bedroom, and unwrap it. Then come down and tell me how you like it.”

“Are you sure Mama won’t like it?”

“I’m positive.”

“Will you wait for me at the bottom of the steps?”

“I’ll wait.”

“Overalls!” Barnes heard her scream. “I love you, Daddy! Wait till you see me!”

“You look like a farmer’s daughter.” Barnes laughed. “I don’t think your mother will let you wear those in public.” Jessie threw her arms around her father and gave him a smacking big kiss.

 



The front door slammed shut behind Thea Roland. Her gaze was venomous as she witnessed the spontaneity of Jessie’s kiss to her father. She didn’t miss the denim overalls on her daughter. “I want to talk to you, Barnes. In the library. Jessie, darling, run upstairs and dress for dinner. The lavender dress with the white collar will do nicely.”

“No. I want to wear these. Daddy gave them to me.”

“Do as I say, Jessie. We always dress for dinner.”

“I’ll eat in the kitchen with Ellie.”

“You will not eat in the kitchen with a servant. Now go upstairs and change into the lavender dress.”

Jessie dug her toes into the carpet. One hissy fit coming up. She jumped up and down, screaming at the top of her lungs. “No! No! I hate that dress. No! I’m going to wear these overalls forever and ever. I’m going to sleep in them!”

“Good God! Now look what you’ve done, Barnes. Our daughter has thrown a temper tantrum. What are you going to do about it?”

“I am not going to do anything. Children do that from time to time when they have overbearing mothers. You said you wanted to talk to me.”

Thea stomped her way to the library. Barnes held back for a minute and winked at his daughter. “It was a hissy fit, Daddy.”

“Yes, it was.” Jessie heard him chuckling as he made his way to the library.

Her face gleeful, Jessie ran to the kitchen. “I’m eating with you in the kitchen tonight, Miss Ellie, because I don’t look good enough to sit at the table.”

“Mercy,” was all the old housekeeper could think of to say.

 



“What is it this time, Thea?”

“It’s Jessie’s birthday party. Jessie said her classmates won’t come, so I went to see Miss Primrose and asked her why. I insisted she speak to the girls’ mothers, and she refused. Then, Barnes, she told me I might be happier placing Jessie in another school since I’m so unhappy with her school. She was referring to the next term. I’d do it in a minute, but there are no more private schools in the area. We have two alternatives, neither of which is acceptable—public school or boarding school. Tomorrow I want you to set the wheels in motion to buy that school. We’ll hire a new headmistress, and we will be the ones who say who goes and who stays. I mean it, Barnes. She told me in that flat voice of hers that I coddled Jessie. She looked down that long nose of hers at me. I was so humiliated. She said Jessie was the sweetest child but entirely too shy and that she needed to interact more with her classmates. She also said I was an obsessed mother. Do you believe that, Barnes?”

“There are two sides to everything, Thea. I’m sure Adele Primrose’s version will be slightly different than yours. She owns the school. It’s her life, and she isn’t going to part with it.”

“She will if the price is right. Money can buy anything, Barnes.”

“Are you sure you want to open that can of worms? It could lead to all manner of things. Adele Primrose could turn vindictive and start an investigation. She’s lived here all her life. Her roots are here. We’ve only been here a few years. She could look into that Atlanta business, our early years in California. If she doesn’t do it herself, her attorney will. I’m not saying that will happen, but it is a possibility. What that means is she has a certain amount of social backing whereas we are relative newcomers to the area. Records and credentials could come under close scrutiny if you push too hard. What we have are very good, but those records aren’t perfect. How could they be, they’re forged. An apology would not be out of line, Thea. I would not disturb the status quo if I were you, dear.”

Thea sat down with a thump. “Are you saying that old biddy would . . . go to those extreme lengths. Everyone knows adoption records are sealed.”

“For God’s sake, Thea, Jessie wasn’t adopted. You’ve been using the term so long you’ve come to believe it. The case is not closed, nor will it ever be closed. Let sleeping dogs lie.”

Thea’s voice was a hushed whisper. “Eight years is a long time, Barnes. She’s mine. I’ll never give her up. That child is my reason for living.”

“Then first thing tomorrow morning you had better start mending your fences. If that doesn’t work, I’ll step in.”

“She wouldn’t . . .”

“She would, Thea. If you try to rip that school away from Adele Primrose, she’ll fight. You need to know that. There are some things money can’t buy.”

“Speaking of buying, Barnes, what in the world were you thinking of when you purchased those . . . those ugly dungarees?”

“The look of happiness on Jessie’s face. Stop being such a fuddy-duddy. Let the child be a child. She needs friends, playmates. Let’s invite Sophie for the summer.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. The whole summer, Barnes! What in the world will I do?”

“Try knitting. Let Jessie be Jessie with a child she can relate to. You’re smothering her, Thea. It’s the last week of school. Let her walk. Take her shopping and let her pick out the things she wants. If you don’t do it, Thea, I will.”

“I can’t believe you’re saying this to me. All right, Barnes. There is one other thing we need to talk about. Jessie said you promised her a phone. I want you to tell her no.”

“I will not break a promise, Thea. It will be installed tomorrow, and it will be a private number. That’s so you won’t listen in on her conversations. I understand how much love you have for the child, but it isn’t healthy for either one of you. Loosen the reins, Thea, before it’s too late.”

Thea buried her face in her hands. “Barnes, I don’t know what I would do if something happened to Jessie. Perhaps you’re right. I have devoted every minute of my life for the past seven years to the child. How do you expect me to stop doing what I love doing?”

“You’ll do it because it’s best for Jessie. If you really and truly love her, you should want to do what will make her happy. When was the last time she smiled when you were with her?”

“She never smiles. She’s always so solemn and obedient. Sometimes I think she remembers. I swear, Barnes, I think she does. All those bad dreams she had in the beginning had to take their toll on her. She always has the same dream. She screams for jelly. That must be all those people gave her to eat. She won’t eat it for me, though. I don’t know what any of it means. Every time I think about it I get a headache. Tell Ellie I’ll take a tray in my room. Let Jessie eat in the kitchen in those . . . ugly trousers you bought her.”

Barnes watched his wife leave the room. His shoulders felt suddenly pounds lighter. He called the phone company. A promise was a promise. He headed for the kitchen.

“Let’s have a picnic outside, Miss Ellie,” Barnes said. “I’d like a hamburger, some real greasy french fries, no vegetables, and Jessie and I will each have two slices of that very fragrant rhubarb pie sitting on the counter. Miss Thea won’t be joining us. She’ll have a tray in her room. You can give her the poached fish and lima beans.”

“Oh, Daddy, you are so funny.”

 



Eleven-year-old Sophie Ashwood arrived in Charleston with a bikini, a diary complete with key that was chock-full of secrets and boys’ names, the monthly curse, and breasts.

Immediately the girls raced to the playhouse, leaving Thea alone on the screened verandah. Barnes garaged the car, then took his place on the verandah next to his wife. He rattled the newspaper he was holding. His stomach started to tighten at the intense look on his wife’s face. “Leave the children alone, Thea. You’re scheming already. I can see it.”

“I’m doing no such thing. I resent you telling my friend her daughter could stay here all summer. That was uncalled for, Barnes. Janice and that . . . hooligan she’s been seeing went off to Europe, so we really and truly are stuck with her child until the end of August. What kind of mother goes out of the country and leaves her daughter with other people?”

“Obviously Janice trusts you implicitly. In addition, Miss Sophie has been going to sleep-away camps since she was five. She’s very independent as well as intelligent. She’s going to be good for Jessie. You’re feeling jealous and don’t know what to do about it. I don’t want you interfering with the children, Thea. Jessie is growing up and needs to be around other children. These last two weeks have been wonderful. The moment she heard Sophie was coming she turned into a different child. Surely you noticed.”

“She’s that way with you,” Thea said. “She’s still standoffish with me. I do everything in my power to make her happy, and all she does is say thank you. I would give anything in the world if just once she would throw her arms around me and hug me. She will if I ask her, but she’s so reserved. It’s almost as if she’s afraid of me. She can’t remember, Barnes, she was too little.”

Barnes folded the newspaper neatly and laid it on the table. “You do everything but breathe for Jessie, and if there was a way for you to do that, you would. Can’t you see how you’re suffocating her?”

“I’m doing no such thing. Why do you insist on tormenting me?”

“I’m not tormenting you. Let’s go into town for lunch, Thea. Get your hat. I’ll tell the girls.”

“I’ll tell them.”

“No, Thea, I’ll do it. Now, go get your hat.”

Thea’s eyes filled with tears. “Why are you doing this to me? And if I refuse?”

“Then, Thea, you will force me to take matters into my own hands. I will take Jessie back where we got her. I’m prepared to suffer the consequences. I’m saying this only once, Thea, so I hope you are paying attention.”

Sobbing, Thea ran to her room. She returned minutes later with her floppy-brimmed hat, her face inscrutable. Her long, slender fingers with their perfectly manicured nails dug into the palms of her hands when she heard her husband’s jovial shouts to the girls. “Jessie, Mama and I are going out to lunch. You girls behave yourselves and don’t get into any trouble while we’re gone. Ellie is in the kitchen if you need anything.”

“Daddy, can we make telephone calls that cost money?”

“Sure, honey. Can I bring you girls anything from town?”

“Daddy, do you think you could get me a diary? With a key. Sophie has one. She said all the girls in Atlanta have them. You write secrets in a diary. I might get a secret someday. Sophie’s is almost filled up.”

“Show me what it looks like, Sophie.”

Sophie ran into the playhouse and returned with a flowered book.

“I think I might be able to find one like this. What will you do if you don’t have any secrets to write down?”

“Then you have to wait until you do have a secret. Sometimes I write other people’s secrets when I don’t have any of my own,” Sophie confided.

Barnes nodded sagely. He supposed in a cockamamie way it made sense. “We’ll see you later. Have a good time, girls.”

“We will, Daddy.”

“Good God, Barnes, the girls are in their bare feet. I cannot believe my daughter is wearing a . . . beanie. And you bought it, Barnes!”

“Sophie has one. It seems all the girls in Atlanta wear them. Those same girls all have diaries with keys. Thea, open your eyes. The girls are having fun. It’s you that’s miserable. I could probably pick you up a cap at Berlin’s if you want. That would surely set this town on its ear. We can start socializing again, Thea. We could invite some of our old friends from Atlanta. I miss our bridge games. Dinner a few nights a week at the Yacht Club would be nice. You and I need to do things together for a change.”

Thea dabbed at her eyes. “I feel so lost. I even feel sick to my stomach.”

“Get over it, Thea. Think about how that mother and father in Ashton Falls must feel.”

“We agreed never to mention places and things like that aloud, Barnes.”

“That was then, this is now. I had another reason for wanting you to leave the house. Lunch was just an excuse. Let’s sit here by the water and talk. No one can hear us.”

“I’m not up to any more bad news, Barnes. If this little talk has something to do with Jessie, I’m not interested. Miss Primrose accepted my apology, and Jessie will return for the fall term. I groveled, and I’m not proud of it. Miss Primrose did not apologize. I had to accept that, too. I was never so humiliated in my life.”

“Do you want to move back to Atlanta?” Barnes asked.

“Good God, no. Perhaps when Jessie is older. I’ll give it some thought. Charleston is charming and the perfect place for a proper young lady to grow up. Now, Barnes, what is so important that we had to leave the house to talk about it?”

“Have you noticed a change in Ellie?”

“What kind of change? She’s certainly grumpy lately. She’s been very short with me of late now that you mention it. I assumed her arthritis was bothering her. She is sixty-eight years old, Barnes. She’s worked for my family all her life. Does she want to retire and go back to Atlanta? Is that what you’re trying to tell me? What will we do without her?”

“I think she overheard our little discussion a few weeks ago. Her attitude toward both of us changed after that. She is a fine Christian woman. Knowing a secret like ours will not be something she can accept. I believe she’s searching for a way to do something about it.”

“Searching? Barnes, you know as well as I do that Ellie can neither read nor write. She has no family left except a few distant cousins five or six times removed. To my knowledge she has never been in touch with any of them. She never gets mail or phone calls. I understand what you’re saying, though. What should we do?”

“We need to keep her with us so we can be aware of any . . . change. She adores Jessie. She won’t do anything knowingly that will hurt her. Which brings me to another point, Thea. What did you do with that religious medal Jessie was wearing when we . . . took her?”

“I have it locked safely away. I would never throw away a religious item. Why are you asking?”

“I’m asking because Jessie was a Catholic. We are Baptists. We robbed her of her religion among other things.”

“What has gotten into you, Barnes? None of this ever bothered you before. Why now all of a sudden?”

“I don’t know, Thea. I have these awful guilty feelings. I haven’t slept well since . . . that day.”

“Get over it! That’s what you tell me all the time. Don’t even think about asking me to give her up. Did you set up that trust fund for her?”

“I did that last year. She will inherit from both of us. The trust fund is doing nicely. When she’s eighteen she can draw from it if she wants to. It doesn’t seem right. I wish there was a way to send money to her parents. You didn’t read the papers after the . . . afterward. I did, but not right away. Later on there were updates on the anniversary of the kidnapping. That’s when I started to pay attention. Her parents are simple, hardworking people. They lost the house Jessie was born in. The church they belong to built a house for them. The mother had to be dragged away from the house they lost by her husband and parents. She didn’t want to leave because she believed Jessie would somehow find her way home, and if they weren’t there, she wouldn’t know what to do.”

“Stop it, Barnes. Stop it right this minute. I don’t want to talk about this. I never, ever want to talk about it.”

“She might remember one of these days. She might see something, experience something that will trigger a memory.”

“Who will pay attention to a two-year-old’s memory? Be realistic, Barnes. I told you, I don’t want to talk about this. How much money is in Jessie’s trust fund?”

“Five million dollars.”

“Is that all?”

“In another eight years, when she turns eighteen, it will have doubled. I don’t consider ten million dollars shabby.”

“We have so much,” Thea said. “Do you think you could find a way to send some money anonymously to . . . those people?”

Barnes leaned across the bench, his eyes boring into his wife. “How much money do you think their child is worth, Thea?”

Thea burst into tears. “There isn’t enough money in the world to make up for what I did. I know that. We could try, though. A lot of money, Barnes. We could wrap it up securely, put enough postage on it so we don’t have to go to the mail window. You could go to another city and mail it. You could also return the religious medal. This way they . . . will know the child is safe and in good hands.”

Barnes’s voice was a hoarse croak. “How much, Thea? We won’t feel any better. You know that, don’t you?”

“Of course I know that. The money will . . . maybe it will make things easier for them. You said they were young. They probably have other children. A million dollars. More if you like. Or, half that amount. How much money do you have in the wall safe?”

“Four or five hundred thousand.”

“How long has it been in there?”

“Five years, ten? I’m not sure. Why?”

“Because, Barnes, you can’t go to the bank and take out that kind of money without raising suspicion. They have a way of tracing bills. If you’ve had the money for a long time, it will be all right to use it. You can go to the bank and get a new batch of money after we . . . mail it. Then in a few years we can send some more. I don’t know their name, Barnes. Do you?”

“God, yes. I know the address, too.”

“Go to Richmond to mail it, or Chattanooga. You could drive up one day and come back the next day. Stop in one of those cheap motels. People remember strangers. Why are we going through this after eight long years? Why, Barnes?”

“Because we both feel guilty, and both of us are afraid Jessie will remember. We’re hoping this will make us feel better. It won’t, but we’re going to try. By keeping Jessie busy and happy she will have less time to think. Maybe if she has friends and keeps doing things, the bad dreams will stop. Are we in agreement then, Thea?”

“What else can we do?”

“Then let’s go home and get to it. I’ll leave tomorrow. We’ll tell the girls and Ellie I’m going to Atlanta. But first we have to go to the stationer’s to get Jessie a diary.”

“Good Lord.”

“Did you have a diary, Thea?”

“Yes.”

“Did you write secrets in it?”

“Sometimes. It can be comforting to write down one’s thoughts.”

“I wonder what Jessie will write in hers.”
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“Morning, Grace. Got a package for you this morning. Didn’t know you knew some one in Chack-ago.” The old postmaster handed her a package the size of a shoe box. “You don’t have to sign for it, Grace. Seems to me you get one of these just about every year.”

Grace’s stomach muscles curled into a tight knot. Hiram was right. For the past eight years, a package just like the one she was holding in her hand arrived at the end of summer. Usually the day the tourists started to leave. One year it even arrived on the anniversary of Hannah’s disappearance.

“How does it feel to be back in your own little house, Grace?”

“It feels right, Hiram. Moving back into the house and setting it up the way it was turned out to be one of my best days. It’s sad, though. I can’t get used to the room Ben built onto the back of the house for the boys. He did a real good job. She would be getting ready to go off to college this month, Hiram.”

“I know, Grace. Marie and I pray every night for your little girl. So does this whole town. Someday, when you’re least expecting it, that child will walk through your front door. You have to have faith, Grace. Now, tell me, how’s Jelly doing?”

Grace’s shoulders started to shake. She fought the burning tears that were building behind her eyelids. “I’m going to take him home when I leave here. Charlie is going to come by later and . . .and . . . put him down. The poor thing is so crippled with arthritis, he can’t get up and down. His heart condition worsened these last six months. I’ve been carrying him around, but my back can’t take it anymore. He’s eighteen, Hiram. The same age as Hannah. We got him the day after we brought her home from the hospital. I know what I have to do. I just don’t know if I can do it.”

“You have to do what’s best for Jelly, Grace. Charlie told me yesterday he was in constant pain. Hard as it is, you have to do it. It’s his time. If there’s anything Marie or I can do, just holler. Take care of that mystery package now, you hear.”

Grace bit down on her lower lip. She knew what was in the mystery package: money. Thousands of dollars. Each year when the package arrived, always mailed from a distant big city, she was forced to call the FBI, who would take the money, test it, check for fingerprints, check the serial numbers and whatever else they did in their lab with no results. Eventually they returned the money and then she would put it in Hannah’s toy box, one Ben had made so lovingly with his own hands. The toy box was the first thing he’d ever made for their daughter. It had a padlock these days; Ben had insisted. As if they would ever spend one dime of that hateful money. They would have returned the money, but there was never a return address on the mystery packages.

Grace tossed the package into the back of Ben’s battered pickup truck. Right now she had more important things to do. More important things to care about than a package of money that would never be spent.

Ten minutes later, Grace pulled into the parking lot at the rear of the vet clinic. She struggled to bring her breathing under control. I can do this. I will do this. I have to do this. Me. No one else.

“For God’s sake, Grace, let me carry this dog for you. He’s too heavy. You might drop him.”

“Charlie, shut up. I might be capable of a lot of things. The one thing I would never do is drop this dog. This dog is . . . Just open the damn door, Charlie, and then open the car door. I’ll do the rest.”

On the short drive home, Grace babbled to the whimpering dog so she wouldn’t break down and cry. “Another one of those stupid boxes of money came today, Jelly. What do you think of that? About as much as I do, I suppose. Those people who took Hannah are trying to buy off their guilt. Each year they send more and more. I hope they never spend a restful moment. I prayed so hard, Jelly, that somehow, some way, she’d find her way home before it . . . was your time. I’ll never give up the way you never gave up. No one cares anymore. Even when I call the FBI they just say oh, you got another one. They don’t care. I thought the FBI always got their man. That’s bullshit, Jelly. In sixteen years they didn’t find one clue. Not one.

“Listen, big guy, we’re home. This was the best thing Ben and I ever did. I feel more peaceful now that we’re back in our old house. I know you want to . . . you know . . . go to that place that’s waiting for you. The room is exactly like it was that day they carried me out screaming and kicking. Every little thing is exactly where it was. It was like it was stamped on my brain, so I would never forget. You know what else, Jelly. There are forty-two red sweaters in her room. I made another one last night. Not a whole one. I did the two sleeves. I’ll probably stay up tonight and finish it. You can never have enough sweaters. I think my mother told me that, but I’m not sure.

“I’m going to go up to the house and open the door. I’ll carry you up the steps. It will be like old times, Jelly. Just you and me. Your pup who really isn’t a pup any longer is waiting for you. He lies outside the door just the way you taught him. Today, though, the kids aren’t here. I wanted everything to be like it was for both of us. It was such a bad time back then. Now you have Jelly Junior and I have John and Joseph. You can . . . go . . . knowing we’re all in good hands. I believe that somehow, if things change at some point in time, you’ll know. Just a little while longer, Jelly.”

Grace raced into the house and up the stairs to Hannah’s old room. It only took a second to make sure everything was the way she’d left it. She raced back to the kitchen; all she had to do was get Jelly upstairs and the rest would fall into place. Tears rolled down her cheeks. She wiped at them with the sleeve of her T-shirt.

He wasn’t as heavy as the last time she’d carried him up these steps. She choked back a sob, knowing she would never carry him anywhere ever again. “Look, there’s JJ waiting for us.” Jelly whimpered. Jelly Junior whined, the hair on the back of his neck standing on end. He knows, Grace thought as she laid her best friend in the whole world on Hannah’s small bed. Jelly closed his eyes as he struggled to breathe. Where was Ben? He promised he’d be here when she brought Jelly home. She turned to see her husband standing in the doorway. Even from where she was standing she could see how wet his eyes were.

“Oh God, Ben. I can’t do this. I love this dog. He’s my best friend. He was our daughter’s protector. Eighteen years, Ben. First God takes Hannah, and now He’s taking my dog. Dogs can live till they’re twenty. Charlie said so. We should have taken him to that specialist in Atlanta we heard about. We could have used that damn money.”

“It’s Jelly’s time, Grace. We have to accept it. He’s leaving us his son.”

“JJ has never, ever come into this room, Ben. Never. Somehow he knew this was one place he couldn’t go. It’s amazing when you stop to think about it.”

“He’s in now, Grace. Look.” Both Larsons stared at the young dog as he bellied his way into the room until he was at the side of the bed. He whimpered and whined, not knowing if he was permitted on the bed with Jelly or not.

“Go ahead, JJ,” Grace said.

“Should I call Charlie, Grace?”

“No, Ben. I need more time. Just a little bit longer. Go downstairs and wait for me. I’ll call you.”

“How can I leave you here like this?”

“Because you love us both and you want what I want. Please, Ben, I have to do it my way.”

When the door closed behind her husband, Grace dropped to her knees to stroke Jelly’s head. His eyes opened briefly, then closed. JJ moved slightly so Grace could stretch out next to Jelly. She started to croon the old lullabies. Jelly’s tail fluttered in recognition. When she finished she leaned closer to the dog. “I have this feeling, Jelly, that you’re waiting for something. I just . . . don’t know what it is. Yes, I do know. I know, Jelly. Don’t move.”

Grace leaped from the bed and ran down the hall to her own room where she snatched at the blown-up poster of Hannah and Jelly that had been taken on Hannah’s second birthday. She ran back to the room and dropped to her haunches. Her voice was a hushed whisper. “Jelly, look. Open your eyes. It’s Hannah and you. Look how manly you look. It was such a wonderful day. Can you see it, Jelly? When she comes back, and I know she will someday, I’m going to tell her how valiant you were and . . .and I’m going to tell her about this . . . moment. She’s going to remember, I know she will. She loved you as much as Ben and I love you.” Grace’s voice turned fierce when she said, “Don’t you ever forget it, Jelly. Never, never, never.”

The golden dog struggled. JJ at his side used his muzzle to help Jelly lift his head. The beloved golden dog’s tail gave one mighty swish as he used the last of his strength to emit one loud, resounding woof in his struggle to paw at the picture of the little girl he’d protected so long ago. Grace cradled him in her arms as he took his last breath, a sound deep and raw and so full of pain it ricocheted through the house. Ben dropped the coffee cup in his hands as he took the steps three at a time. His own grief and pain echoed his wife’s. JJ leaped from the bed to take up his position outside the door.

A long time later Grace stirred, Jelly still in her arms. “What should we do, Ben? Should we bury him or should we ask Charlie to cremate him. We never talked about it. I don’t want to talk about it now, but we have to. We could keep the ashes here in the room for . . . me, for us, for Hannah if she ever comes back, and for JJ. It would be like he’s still with us. But then maybe that isn’t good. I don’t know what to do, Ben.”

“Let’s do that. I think it’s what we both want. We’ll make a special place for him. He’ll always be with us. Who cares if it’s good or not. It’s what we want, what we can handle. I’ll call Charlie to make the arrangements. We’ll have to explain to the kids what this is all about.”

Grace nodded. “This is the second most miserable day of my life, Ben. I simply don’t understand. We’re good people. Why is God doing this to us?”

“I don’t have the answer, Grace. Are we going to leave things just the way they are?”

“I think I would die before I’d move a stitch of anything. Ben, another one of those boxes of money came today. I threw it in the back of the truck. You need to call the FBI.”

“The hell with the FBI. They couldn’t find a pile of dog crap if they stepped in it. Forget about calling them. I’ll put the money in the toy box and lock it. One of these days we need to discuss that money.”

“I don’t want to discuss that money. Not now, not ever. Leave it there till it rots.”

The following day, Jelly’s ashes were placed in Hannah’s room on a small ornate shelf that Ben Larson spent the night making in the garage. JJ watched the proceedings, his head on his paws. He waited until Grace and Ben walked through the door before he got to his feet. He tilted his head to look at them before he walked into the room and took up Jelly’s position on the old, worn blanket at the foot of the bed. As one, the Larsons nodded.

There was a new caretaker guarding Hannah’s memory in the Larson household.

 


Charleston, South Carolina 
1973

 



Jessie Roland waited until she was certain the house was completely silent. It was one-thirty in the morning. Surely her parents were asleep by now. Her steps were stealthy as she tiptoed down the winding staircase, out through the dining room to the kitchen, and then outside. She clutched her small flashlight tightly. The dew on the spiky grass felt wonderful on her bare feet. Her destination was the playhouse and the built-in storage room where she secreted everything she didn’t want her mother to see. She thanked God every day that neither her mother nor Ellie could enter the little house. She herself had to get down on her knees and crouch her way through the little rooms. She was careful to hold the flashlight downward so there would be no trace of light filtering out through the tiny windows.

From long years and nights of practice, Jessie moved silently until she was in the room with the storage cabinet that had once held toys. Now it held her diaries, her cosmetics, her secret stash of money, notes from different boys when she was in high school, and, the prize of all prizes, her acceptance to New York University.

Jessie sat down and hugged her knees. Tomorrow she was going to be as free as her friend Sophie. Together they had come up with the plan, a year ago, after her parents refused to allow her to go to college out of state. They had insisted she attend the College of Charleston so she could live at home and walk to class. For the first time in her life the temper tantrums she excelled in refused to work. She had agreed because she had no other choice. It was Sophie who said she needed a game plan and time to prepare, and that’s what she had done. Tomorrow morning she was driving to Atlanta for Sophie’s party in her brand-new BMW, her high-school graduation gift. There she would sell the car and purchase a new one to drive to New York. The car would be registered in Sophie’s name. Sophie had secured an apartment for her on her last trip to New York and paid the rent for six full months. Another debt she owed her best friend. Starting in September all correspondence would be sent to Sophie’s apartment while she attended classes at Tulane. It was an intricate system of subterfuge, one Sophie insisted would work.

For starters, her best friend had not only lent her the money for the apartment, but also for the first year’s tuition. She had also said she was taking care of the school-transcript requirements, so her parents couldn’t trace her through the university. Sophie was so worldly. Sophie could do anything. Sophie was her friend. The Rolands thought she was going to Georgia Tech, where she had also been accepted. With a 4.0 average she could have named the college of her choice. She knew in her heart the moment she left for college her parents would start making plans to move back to Atlanta. She wouldn’t be the least bit surprised to find out they had already done just that. Weren’t they going to be surprised.

Plain and simple, Jessie was going to disappear. With Sophie’s foolproof plan she would have a week’s head start. The first thing she was going to do before she left for Atlanta in the morning was to go to the bank and take a healthy hit from her trust fund. Sophie said she needed to take enough to live well for the first year. “Your parents won’t realize what you did for at least a month or until the next bank statement comes in,” Sophie said in her authoritative voice. She’d gone on to say, “Trust me.”

It all came down to planning. For days now she’d been shopping, buying clothes that students were wearing in New York, according to Sophie, who was knowledgeable on every subject in the universe. “No matter what, Jessie, you can count on me.” It was all Jessie needed to hear. The plan moved forward. Tomorrow phase one, as she thought of it, would go into effect.

Jessie stretched out her legs. It was going to be so wonderful to get away from her obsessive, domineering mother. She would miss her father, though. She would miss Ellie, too, but she wouldn’t miss her mother at all. In fact when she drove away she knew she wouldn’t look back. Nor would she ever return. She was young, strong, healthy, and she could make it on her own. It was her plan to work while attending college. One way or the other she was going to make it on her own. She had a brain and had proved it by skipping the ninth grade and going straight into her sophomore year. She was on par with Sophie now, who was also a sophomore at Tulane.

Life was going to be wonderful, but if she didn’t start moving, something was going to go awry. She shoved her treasure trove to the small doorway and pushed it through. Then she backed out and closed the door. Within minutes she had her things secured in the trunk of the BMW along with all the new clothes she’d purchased, still in their shopping bags. The trunk was full. The best part of everything was, she wasn’t taking a thing her parents had bought her. She was going to make a clean break and never look back.

Back in her bedroom, Jessie took a shower and dressed for the morning. There was no way she would sleep tonight. She would sit up and read and perhaps go downstairs to make a cup of tea. Bright and early she’d be ready for her trip to Atlanta.

Instead of reading, Jessie found herself rocking in her favorite chair. An overwhelming feeling of sadness swept over her, and she didn’t know why. Just earlier she’d been elated at the prospect of her freedom. Maybe it was the picture of her parents on her dresser that had appeared one day right after her tenth birthday. When she opened her eyes in the morning it was the first thing she saw. When she was younger she’d wished that someone would steal it, but it was such a ridiculous wish she knew it would never happen.

By most standards she had a wonderful life. Doting parents, albeit obsessive, everything worldly that money could buy, a beautiful home, a generous allowance, a fantastic trust fund, her own car, one friend, and no pet except a tired old goldfish who swam aimlessly in his small tank. She hadn’t even bothered to name the fish because she wanted something more alive, something to breathe on her, something to cuddle with.

Jessie continued to stare with unblinking eyes at the picture of her parents. Her father was a kind man who seemed dedicated to making her life as worry-free as possible. He was also a wonderful arbitrator where her mother was concerned. She would miss him but not enough to make her want to return. It was her mother that was driving her from the house. She roll-called all the years of her life and the misery she’d endured at her mother’s hands. She resented everything about her mother—right down to her flowery afternoon dresses, floppy hats, and pristine white gloves. She hated the sickly smell of her perfume and the pressed powder on her cheeks. She hated being called sweetheart, darling child, and precious love. She realized in that one brief second that she hated her mother. There was a darkness about her she couldn’t explain, a certain tone in her voice that reminded her of something she could never name. She hated the sensation that her skin was crawling when her mother wrapped her in her arms to smother her with hugs and kisses. She couldn’t breathe then. Even now she felt the darkness, and her breathing was uneven.

Just a few more hours and she would be free of it all.

 



Barnes watched Jessie walk across the yard. He wouldn’t have seen her if it wasn’t for the moonlight. He felt a tightness settle between his shoulder blades. A cigar found its way to his mouth. Here in this room he’d been relegated to he was permitted to do whatever he pleased. Thea had banished him from the room they shared several years ago when his restlessness prevented her from sleeping. “You reek of cigar smoke, and your snoring is loud enough to wake the neighbors.” He’d welcomed the move because he spent half the night pacing and worrying. Guilt was such a terrible feeling. He longed for the days when it was time to send another package of money to the Larsons. For a few hours he was able to almost wipe the guilt away. He was toying now with the idea of sending a graduation picture of Jessie with the next box. His insides started jumping around when he thought of the FBI tracking the picture. Better to let sleeping dogs lie.

In a few hours Jessie would be driving alone to Atlanta for Sophie’s yearly party. Sophie’s parties were the envy of all the proper young ladies in Atlanta because they were never chaperoned. Janice Ashwood removed herself from the steaming city to flit wherever the spirit moved her when Sophie’s party loomed on the horizon.

Thea had taken to her bed when Jessie announced she was attending the party. She’d literally turned blue with anger when Jessie announced, just days earlier, that she was not returning to the College of Charleston. In his life he’d never heard such a screaming match as he heard that day. Jessie’s words still rang in his ears. “You lied to me. You said if it didn’t work out for me, you would allow me to go to Georgia Tech. You promised, Mother. Now you’re breaking that promise. I knew this would happen, so I took matters into my own hands. I registered and paid my tuition. I’m going. If you persist in fighting me, I will never come back here. I need a life. I’m eighteen. I’m a year ahead of myself because I studied all my life. I wanted you to be proud of me. I don’t want to be shackled to you any longer. I feel like I can’t breathe when I’m around you. I did what you wanted. I always did what you wanted because you taught me to be obedient and respectful. My life is your life. You drove me to this point, Mother. I have to take charge of my life.”

Barnes blinked when he remembered how Thea had stretched out her arms, trying to grapple and paw Jessie, who nimbly stepped away. “Don’t touch me!” she’d screamed. “I hate it when you strangle me with your arms.” Thea had collapsed into a heap on the drawing-room floor. Jessie had stared at her, then walked away. It was over. She would start to remember soon, he was sure of it. He was so sure that he was actually considering taking Thea to some South American country where the FBI would never find them.

Barnes frowned as he watched Jessie carry boxes from the playhouse to her car parked at the back of the house. He moved quickly then, running down the steps to the library window, where he would have a better view of his daughter’s activities.

He’d known for a long time that Jessie kept things in the playhouse she didn’t want him or Thea to see. He hadn’t minded, and he kept quiet because Thea never suspected. He knew for a fact that she went through Jessie’s room every single day. What she hoped to find would always be a mystery. Perhaps some clue that Jessie was starting to remember.

Barnes waited until he heard Jessie creep up the steps before he poured himself a tumbler of bourbon and lit a new cigar. When he finished both he walked over to the wall safe and opened it. Thea’s heirloom jewelry, the religious medal he’d never sent the Larsons even though he’d told Thea he had, and bundles and bundles of cash. Two days ago he’d replenished the currency when he mailed off a box of money to Jessie’s parents from Chicago. He lined up the bundles of money on his desk the moment he closed the safe. He needed to write a note. He needed to say something to the young woman he’d come to love with all his heart. He knew in his heart, in his mind, in his gut, that Jessie was never going to return to the Charleston house. He thought of his wife and what it was going to do to her. So much money. He poured another tumbler of bourbon and fired up a fresh cigar. He needed other papers from the built-in file cabinet. His hands were unsteady when he shuffled through the bank folders until he found the ones that pertained to Jessie’s trust fund.

Barnes drained the glass of bourbon before he clamped his teeth around the fat cigar. He penned off a short note to include in the box. He was an expert at wrapping tidy boxes. He nestled all the cash from the safe, the small jeweler’s box with the medal, and the papers inside the box. He wrapped it securely with paper and twine before he used a thick black marker to write Jessie’s name on the outside. Where the return address would normally go he wrote DAD.

He rummaged in his desk drawer for the spare key to Jessie’s car. He used up more minutes telling himself he was doing the right thing before he summoned up all his guts to walk outside. He felt like a sneak when he rearranged Jessie’s boxes in her car. He was careful to put his own box next to the accordion-pleated carton so that she would see it when she unpacked her car.

Back in the house Barnes stomped his way to the filing cabinet. His face twisted into a grimace when he recalled words from a movie he’d seen. When you want to hide something, hide it in the open, which was exactly what he’d done.

The folder was thick and full of clippings from the AP wire service. Words like complicity, reciprocity, kidnapping and accomplice ricocheted around inside his head. He had been a willing participant. His hands were clumsy as he shuffled the clippings in the folder. He read them all, but then he’d read them before on nights like this when his guilt threatened to consume him. He wondered if the day would ever come when he would show the folder to anyone. At some point he knew he’d destroy the file. He just didn’t know when that time would be.

The file drawer closed at the exact moment Jessie poked her head inside the doorway. “You are an early bird today. Aren’t those the same clothes you had on last night? You didn’t sleep, did you?”

Barnes did his best to smile. He thought he was finally drunk. He must be—the bourbon bottle was empty. “No, I didn’t sleep. It’s only seven o’clock. I thought you weren’t leaving till nine. You don’t look like you slept either.”

“Would you like me to make some coffee? We can let Ellie sleep in this morning. It was nice of you to get her that hearing aid, Daddy.”

“Coffee sounds good.” Food, drink, and Ellie were safe subjects. Barnes followed Jessie to the kitchen. He watched her, marveling at her wholesomeness. Thea was going to throw a fit when she saw her jeans rolled to mid-calf and her sockless feet clad in dirty white sneakers. The baggy T-shirt was tied in a knot at her waist and topped off with a cherry red sweater wrapped around her slim shoulders. She wore a leather strap watch with a big face. He wondered where the Rolex was, the one Thea insisted he buy for her. Probably thrown in a drawer upstairs. To his knowledge the dress watch Thea had given her several years ago, encrusted with diamonds and emeralds, had never been seen. It was probably in a drawer somewhere, too, along with all the other pricey baubles Thea bought on a monthly basis. He doubted if Jessie’s real family even knew what a Rolex watch was. From his position next to the kitchen window he had a clear view of his brand-new cream-colored Bentley, Thea’s Mercedes sedan, and Jessie’s year-old BMW. One of the articles said the Larsons drove a ten-year-old pickup truck. He felt sick to his stomach.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in a red sweater before, Jessie.”

“That’s because Mama hates red sweaters. I just bought it the other day. Actually I bought two of them. They look so cheerful. I don’t know why, but I love the color red.”

Barnes felt his stomach heave. There had been a red sweater in the pink stroller that day when Thea grabbed the child. To his knowledge he’d never seen it since.

Barnes glanced in the dining room; Thea was already seated at the table, dressed for the day, complete with makeup. He felt his stomach start to knot up. “Jessie and I are having coffee in the kitchen, Thea. Do you want to join us?”

“In the kitchen!” She made the three little words sound like her husband and daughter were drinking with the devil in hell. “Jessie is leaving in a little while. Don’t you think the dining room is more appropriate? Good grief, Barnes, is this the thought you want to leave with Jessie? Drinking coffee in the kitchen is so tacky. She’ll be back in a few days. It isn’t like she’s going away forever. I packed our bags, Barnes. We’ll drive a discreet distance behind her to make sure she arrives safely. Then when she leaves, we’ll follow her home. Why are you looking at me like that, Barnes?”

“Because we aren’t going to Atlanta. At least I’m not. You can do whatever you please. I warn you, though, I will tell Jessie of your intentions.”

Thea’s hands fluttered in the air. “Jessie has never gone away on her own before. She’ll be driving alone. Things happen.”

“Jessie is a responsible adult. She will rise to any occasion except possibly where you are concerned.”

“What does that mean, Barnes?”

“It means whatever you want it to mean. Furthermore, I am not moving back to Atlanta. You can do whatever you want.”

“If you think for one minute I’m going to allow my child to be in that city alone and unchaperoned, you are mistaken. She has no idea what the real world is like.”

“Then it’s high time she found out. Get that thought right out of your head.”

“I’ll go alone.”

“I’ll cut off your funds, Thea. Or, I will do what you consider the unthinkable.”

“Don’t threaten me, Barnes. I have enough to endure as it is.”

“Coffee’s ready, Daddy,” Jessie called from the kitchen.

“It’s your choice, Thea. Join us or stay here.”

Jessie’s voice was flat and devoid of all emotion when she said, “Oh, Mama, I didn’t see you at first. Aren’t you up early?”

Thea took a deep breath before she replied. “I wanted to be ready to see you off. Daddy and I are going to miss you. This will be your first trip alone away from us. Give her some money, Barnes.” She sidled closer to her daughter, who inched away from her. It was so obvious Barnes had to turn away so he wouldn’t see the tears in his wife’s eyes.

“I don’t need any money.”

“That is an absolutely horrendous outfit you’re wearing. I’ve seen ragpickers who look better. Where did you get that sweater? Red is not your color, Jessie. It washes you out. I don’t like red sweaters. Take it off.”

“I like red sweaters, Mama. When I was little I had a red sweater.”

“You certainly did not,” Thea screamed.

Jessie’s jaw dropped as she gaped at her mother.

Barnes’s voice was gentle. “I think perhaps you forgot, Thea. Sophie’s mother gave Jessie a red sweater once.”

“Oh. Well, perhaps you’re right. You never wore it though, Jessie. Anything red on blond-haired people looks garish.”

“Move past this, Thea, before it gets out of hand,” Barnes hissed in her ear.

Her mother’s voice was so controlled, so tight-sounding, Jessie could only stare at her when she said, “Tell us about the party. How many people will be attending?”

“A hundred or so.”

“Good heavens,” was all Thea could think of to say.

“It’s time for me to go. It won’t be so hot and sticky this early. Do you want to say good-bye here or out by the car?”

“I don’t want to say good-bye at all. You’re just going to Atlanta for a party. Promise me you’ll call the minute you get there.”

“Mama, stop worrying. I’ll call.”

“Where are your bags?”

“I put them in the car earlier.”

“What are you wearing to the party? You didn’t even tell me, Jessie. We used to share everything. If this party is so important, why didn’t you show me your dress?”

“I didn’t buy a dress, Mama. I’m going to wear one of Sophie’s. It seemed silly to spend the money on a dress I’ll only wear once. Sophie and I are the same size. You should drink your coffee before it gets cold.”

“When will you be home?”

Jessie gritted her teeth. “I don’t know.”

“Call us when you’re ready to leave.”

“Sophie wants me to stay for the week. I might.”

“A whole week,” Thea gasped. “But that means you’ll only be home one day, and then it’s time to leave for college. You left everything to the last minute. You need new clothes, bed linens, a new trunk. . . .”

Jessie shrugged.

“What is that . . . thing?”

“It’s a knapsack,” Jessie said, slinging a heavy, green-twill bag over her shoulders. The red sweater stayed in place.

“Come along, ladies, and I’ll escort you to the car.”

“Come here, sweet love, and give Mama a big kiss and hug.”

Jessie suffered through the obligatory kiss and hug. She pretended not to see the tears rolling down her mother’s cheeks.

“Daddy, have a nice weekend. Take Mama for an ice-cream cone. She thinks that makes everything better.” She felt herself flinch when her father whispered in her ear. “You aren’t coming back, are you?”

Jessie looked in her father’s eyes. She couldn’t lie to this man who had intervened so many times on her behalf over the years. “No, Daddy.”

“I’ll miss you.”

“Bye,” Jessie called from the driver’s seat as she backed up her car.

Today was the first day of a whole new life.

She didn’t look back.
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