
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Praise for Twyla Ellis’s debut novel, The House on Camp Ruby Road

“I read the copy of The House on Camp Ruby Road you sent the Big Thicket Association, and found it delightful.  Such a warm picture you painted, rich in detail, peopled with unforgettable characters, your love of place so evident on every page.  And speaking of pages, what a page-turner!”

—Phoebe Dishman, BTA

“... Set in 1963 just outside the Big Thicket (where law seems just a rumor), this beautifully written, unique page-turner is unexpectedly wonderful. There are strong, consistent characters to love or hate, a star-crossed romance, a Buster-Billie romance, period racism, domestic abuse with perpetrators that would have been at home in Deliverance, and cameo appearances by a helpful ghost. I liked everything about this book. I could see this as a movie or tv series.”

—Jackie M., NetGalley

“... We read about hatred between poor and rich, black and white, town-dwellers and country. All in all the book has a message for us all kindness to our fellow man, and making assumptions based on first impressions, a message for us all.”

—Helena M., Educator, NetGalley

“Fun, fast moving read with the predictable character to dislike and main characters you want to see more of. Looking forward to the second and successive books in the series.”

—Nikki B., Librarian, NetGalley

“This sprawling novel had characters I fell in love with, a Texas town that felt inviting and a house that felt like home. Long buried secrets were revealed, a mystery solved & a perfect ending achieved ...”

—Brandy H., NetGalley

“An old house, secrets, and ghosts. Throw in a little romance and you have a great read! ... This story takes place in 1963 and has so many elements that make it a page turner. I thoroughly enjoyed reading this and look forward to book #2.”

—Lisa G., NetGalley
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Dedication
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This book is lovingly dedicated to my grandmother, Iris Lee Nettles Lunsford, who was born on Beech Creek in the Big Thicket in 1906, and who, in 1999, was interred where she had been born ninety-four years earlier. She couldn’t wait to escape her primitive life there but was constantly drawn back to it because of family. She maintained a love-hate relationship with the Thicket her entire life, but in the end, she became a part of it, body and soul.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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Heart of the Big Thicket

1947

The woman behind the wheel was furious, her car weaving wildly along the county line road in the sweltering heat of the Texas afternoon sun. Her face, contorted in anger, was made even more garish by the smeared lipstick and the tracks of mascara-stained tears running down her heavily powdered cheeks.

“How dare he!” she seethed. “Doesn’t he know who we are? Doesn’t he know what my daddy will do when he finds out?”

An animal-like growl came from her throat and released some of her anger into the newly mown, hay-scented air. It was a smell that would always bring this day back to her, no matter how hard she would try to forget.

“A bottom lander! From the slime of that old, big muddy! I swear I’ll ... I’ll ...”

In that moment, as if the coastal shell roadway accepted her challenge, she saw the woman who had caused this anger. There she was, walking along the side of the road, her body swaying beneath the cheap red dress, drawing the driver’s ire as surely as the red cape of the matador draws the bull to ruin. Behind the wheel, the driver choked on her own, angry bile. 

Whether it was a conscious thought or not, she would never remember. But as the anger in her exploded, she turned the wheel of her car and stomped the gas pedal. What she would remember was the woman in red turning toward her, the fear in her eyes, the gaping mouth, and at the last moment before impact, the wide eyes of the little girl who walked beside her. 

The woman in red screamed and jumped aside as the car’s breath propelled her into the ditch, breaking an ankle.

But the child!

The impact caught her square on, hurled her up into the windshield that shattered beneath her small body and sent shards of glass across the driver’s face.

Whose woods these are,

I think I know ...
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One
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Rising Star, West Texas

Summer 1963

Summer was exceptionally hot, even for central West Texas. The land dried up and cracked open. The native grasses turned brown, and the trees struggled to maintain life. Wildlife was driven from the hills into the populated areas by their hunger and thirst, and backyards became less safe for children to play. Wells dried up, and still the skies refused to yield to rain clouds. Crops shriveled in the fields, and men’s hearts failed for fear of losing family farms. 

Eden had been restless all that summer. She roamed the rooms of her mother’s house seeking any cool place. Fans whirled everywhere, moving the steaming air from one hot spot to another. The porch offered an occasional respite, but only when there was a flat-land breeze blowing. Breezes were rare, as even the wind collapsed under the weight of the superheated air.

At night, glistening and exhausted from the heat, Eden moved in and out of a strange dreamscape that always took her to a different world, a different time, a different place. 

In her dream, Eden is a little girl walking through heavy fog. She is wearing a warm coat and little gloves to match. She is holding someone’s hand, and when she looks up, their face and shoulders seem to disappear into a strange fog. She knows it’s late and she feels sleepy, but she is riveted by the sound of her little Mary Jane shoes clicking on the concrete beneath her, the only sound in the fog. 

A huge, hulking car materializes through the fog directly in front of her. The hand pulls her toward the car and opens a rear door. As she is lifted into the car, she hears sobbing somewhere far off. For a moment, she clings to the hand. It is familiar to her, long red nails, and a huge ring with a large, black onyx circled by smaller, clear stones. In the center of the onyx is the initial “R.” Her eyes move from the ring to the hand, and up along the arm until they adjust to the dark outline of a hat. Beneath the hat is only darkness, and she seems relieved not to see the face there. A deep, unfamiliar voice says okay, and there is louder sobbing from behind them. The engine grinds to life, and it makes her jump. She hears another sob and suspects it came from herself. She doesn’t understand what is happening to her. The motionless hand is outside the window now, and as the car moves away, she focuses on it until it is licked up in the fog. 

She sees someone else then, rushing toward the car, just an impression of movement that sends the fog dancing in swirls. But the car is too fast, and they are quickly overcome by the milky haze and the darkness. She turns and looks at the back of the driver’s head, a mass of matted, graying hair beneath a black fedora. She seems to understand that she is not to speak, and she does not. Instead, she molds herself into her little coat and slumps down into the back seat and into a deep sleep. 

***
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EDEN HADN’T HAD THE dream in a long time. There was a time when the dream had dominated her sleep more nights than not. However, with the passing of time and her childhood, came the distancing of the dream as well. 

As a child, Eden wanted to be the winter wind when she grew up. The winter wind left people breathless, and she liked the idea of that. “What a remarkable young lady!” she wanted them to say breathlessly.

“Isn’t she exceptionally smart?” Breathless.

“How wonderfully clever the girl is!” Breathless.

“I want to marry that girl someday!” Breathless.

But she was not the winter wind, and with the possible exception of her mother, she left few people breathless. She was more akin to the soft summer breeze, well thought of, and strong, but gentle. People loved how she could warm them with her crooked smile. Warmed, but not left breathless.

She had always longed for dark hair and Elizabeth Taylor eyes. Perhaps her nose could be straighter? Although, she did like the way it tipped up on the end because she liked to think that somewhere, hidden in her mysterious genealogy, there had certainly been a fairy or two. 

Fairy, winter wind, and, oh yes, Wonder Woman—all things she aspired to be but never was. She was, and would always be, Bett Devereaux’s little girl and Wynn Beckett’s sweetheart. 

Wynn Beckett was a remarkable fellow, and Eden often wondered how they came to pair up. His black hair always stayed perfectly still where the comb had placed it. His eyes were a deep blue, much darker than Eden’s. He carried himself well for an honor student and a football captain, never showing Eden anything but an intense and calculated demeanor. Sometimes she wished for something more—more silliness, more spontaneity, just more fun. But that was not Wynn. 

“Why can’t we go? No one will ever know.”

Eden was hoping she and Wynn could join up with their friends, all seniors, who were determined to make their mark on the high school by painting in bold blue and gold letters SENIORS ’61 FOREVER–GO BEARCATS in the middle of the football field. It was a bold move and would put them in the Rising Star underground Hall of Fame.

“We’ll be those rebels they talk about in the locker rooms for years to come.”

“Those guys are only going to get into trouble. You know they could get arrested. Vandalism is a criminal offense.”

Eden laughed at that, thinking of Wynn behind bars.

“You’d be a really cute criminal. I like you in stripes.”

He wasn’t amused.

“Come on, Eden. Just forget about it. Let’s go get burgers at Jax.”

Eden pouted, but not for long. It was easy for her to forgive Wynn anything, and of course, he had been right. The kids did get taken in by the police. Though they didn’t get arrested, the police did call their parents to come pick them up. That was worse than a night in jail.

Yes, Wynn had been right. He was always right.

It wasn’t that she was remarkable. She felt she was not. But still, she carried herself as if she were exceptional. Thus, people believed that she was, and she was treated accordingly—a little blonde, blue-eyed girl, walking through life as if she was something splendid. 

Bett Devereaux, Eden’s mother, was a big woman, six feet tall and large boned, yet her movements were tender and graceful. Her hair was a shockingly red color, almost surreal, wiry, full, and in need of constant attention. Rather than trying to manage it, she often hid it beneath hats and scarves. 

Bett loved her makeup, caking her eyes with heavy layers of it, at an age when it was expected of proper ladies to become natural in appearance. That, and the heavy amount of rouge she applied to her cheeks made her seem tacky to some folks. But to Eden, she was perfection. 

The two had always been just that, just the two, no need for anyone else. Nonetheless, there was an odd sullenness to Bett that left Eden confused and uncomfortable at times. When Eden was seven, she had asked about her father. She was sitting at the kitchen table eating a bowl of Bett’s Cabbage Patch soup when the words spilled out of her mouth almost involuntarily.

“Why don’t I have a daddy?”

The words bounced off the walls and echoed through the house. Immediately, Eden knew they were not welcomed and cringed slightly, waiting for Bett to answer. Her back was turned to Eden as she stood at the stove and stirred her soup, the metal ladle tinging against the sides of the pot.

“Mama?” 

She waited in silence for a few minutes, then added, “Everyone has a daddy. Why don’t I?”

“Hush and eat your soup, baby girl.”

“But I need to know about him. Was he handsome? I bet he was a soldier, a commanding officer away in the service of his country. Or maybe an FBI man on some secret assignment overseas. Or a filthy rich Texas oil man. Or ... well, I’ve just imagined him to be all kinds of things, Mama. Please tell me, Mama, was he tall and brave and wonderful?”

Bett continued to stir her soup, though she no longer looked at it. Instead, she stared at the steaming mess blindly, lost in some netherworld that was calling a darkness down on herself that even Eden could feel. 

Eden became frustrated and raised her voice, “If you don’t tell me now, I’ll ... I’ll ...”

“You’ll what?” Bette asked softly, sounding weary.

“I’ll run away. I’ll find him myself.”

“You foolish girl!” Bett exploded. “If you only knew the truth of it, you’d never ask again!” Eden shrank from the threatening tone.

“Go!” Bett spat out. “I’ll help you pack, drive you to the bus station, buy your ticket. Only leave me in peace about it all. It’s unthinkable, and I’ve tried all these years to forget.”

Suddenly, Eden realized her mother was crying. Her tears cut ridges through the powder caking her cheeks. She couldn’t remember her mother ever talking to her that way before, and it scared her. Bett gritted her teeth to stay the misery as she rushed from the kitchen, and Eden heard her bedroom door slam. She didn’t see her mother again until the next morning.

She never asked about her father again.

***
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IT WAS THE END OF AUGUST, in the wee morning hours. Even though she was hot, she shivered. The dream was back, stalking her like a cat whose hot breath was puffing in her face, and she wretched.

Blast it all! Why did it always have to come back to the dream? 

She sat up on the side of her bed next to the window and let the moonlight envelop her. From there she could see the swing where Wynn had first kissed her, and she realized again how much she had missed him these last couple of years. 

Eden had completed two years of college and was home for the summer when her mother became ill. She didn’t want to return to school, but her mother seemed to be improving and had insisted on it. Their parting had been brief, with sweet promises of a special Thanksgiving dinner upon her return, when the summer heat would be gone and Bett would be feeling better. 

“I love you, Mama,” Eden had said, waving a kiss from the front seat of her little, red sports car.

“And I love you even more than is humanly possible, baby girl!” Her mother had waved back. “Come back to me soon.”

It was a bittersweet goodbye that Eden would always remember.

***
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BETT DIED THREE WEEKS into the semester, and Eden knew her life would never look the same again. How could it? Eden had been called home by Dr. Terry, but it was too late. Bett was already gone by the time she arrived, and Eden was lost in her heart-rending pain. 

“Why wasn’t I called?” 

“It was how your mother wanted it,” Dr. Terry told her matter-of-factly. “She wouldn’t let me call you, kept thinking to herself that it wasn’t that bad. She wouldn’t listen to anyone. You know how she was, stubborn to the end. And none of us knew her heart would give out like it did. There were no warning signs.”

“I should have been here with her.”

“That was not what she wanted, Eden. She thought she could hang on until summer. Said she was making plans for a nice vacation. Just the two of you.” 

“Why didn’t she want me with her? I could have helped. Been a comfort.” 

“I suspect seeing your pain would have been worse for her than death itself. Be grateful that you didn’t have to watch her linger. I think she would have preferred it this way if she’d been given a choice. You know Eden, you made her so proud. You were all she ever talked about.” 

That silenced Eden. What could I possibly say about a woman who had been my whole life? Who would be there for me now? Who would make me laugh and dry my tears? Who would tell me it would be okay when other people wounded my heart? Who will be Bett to me now? The pain came like a flood.

The time of bone-jarring grief floated by, moving one agonizing day after another. Friends and neighbors brought food. Well-wishers stopped by briefly. Her mother’s old friends took her to the funeral home to help her make arrangements. Her own friends helped her find a black dress and cleaned her house from top to bottom. They all hovered over her during the funeral service and the burial, followed her home, and made small talk late into the night. Until one by one, they abandoned her for their own homes, where there was still the promise of life. 

She was alone then, at midnight, listening to the tick-tock of the grandfather clock in the foyer. The house had become haunted. Not in the typical sense. Bett had not returned, although, just then, Eden would have welcomed it. But it was haunted by a cacophony of memories, like the photos on the mantle, a waxy flower arrangement on the table, crocheted arm covers on the sofa. Things Bett created, things she had touched.

She remained in Bett’s overstuffed chair all night. Just before dawn, she fell into a troubled sleep, and the old dream came to haunt her once again.

***
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FOUR DAYS AFTER THE funeral, Wynn came home from Princeton unaware of Bett’s death. His mother had kept it a secret from him, knowing he’d rush home to be with ‘that woman’s’ daughter. 

Wynn’s father was a prominent attorney, and they were of a certain social standing in town. His father was known for his dapper suits and polished shoes, and his mother by her diamond rings and red Mercedes. People bowed to them when passing on the street, but the Becketts bowed to no one.

By virtue of being Bett’s daughter, Eden was not welcomed into the Beckett’s social circle either. Wynn’s mother hoped attending separate universities would put an end to her son’s long-standing, high-school relationship with ‘that woman’s daughter,’ and it had. 

It had been a friend of Wynn’s who told him about Bett’s death, and much to his mother’s ire, he rushed to Bett’s house immediately. 

Eden hadn’t left the house since the funeral. She hadn’t gotten her equilibrium back yet when Wynn climbed the familiar stone steps. He remembered Bett bringing them lemonade on this exact porch on hot summer evenings, and sometimes she stayed while they talked long into the night. Wynn Beckett had come to love Eden’s mother too.

He was nervous when he rang the doorbell, not knowing what he should say exactly. What could he say? He knew nothing would help. When the door opened, and their eyes met, he could tell she was fighting hard to keep from collapsing under the weight of it all. He wanted to hold her, she wanted to be held, yet neither moved.

“Wynn,” she said softly, “you’re home.”

“Yes,” was all that came out.

Eden’s hair was loosely pulled back into a ponytail, but sprigs of it fought the restraint and fell lightly around her face. She tried to smooth it back with her hand, but it would not hear of it, and at last, she let it have its own way. She tugged the collar of her terry robe up under her chin, feeling exposed and unworthy of the concern in Wynn Beckett’s eyes. She had to remind herself that they were no longer a couple.

“Please, come in,” she managed, struggling to get the words out.

Inside, he encountered the familiar scent of the house, and he followed her into the parlor where he took a seat on the familiar, rose-splashed sofa.

“I only found out today. I’m so sorry, Eden. I should have been here for you.”

“You’re here now, Wynn,” she said softly.

The house felt uncomfortable in deep shades of quiet.

“What can I do to help?” he asked as he touched her arm.

For a moment, there was only the stillness and the ticking of the clock. 

“She’s still here,” Eden said at last, looking around the room. “No matter what, she will always be here. We’re all tied together you know. Over the years there will be other people in our lives, but they won’t know her like you and I do, how wonderful she was. Don’t you think that’s sad?” 

She didn’t know that what lay waste to him was the thought of Eden, his Eden, suffering so profoundly. Wynn wondered what had happened to them. Why had they been apart these last two years? His hand wrapped around hers and held it against his cheek as he answered her.

“We have lots of fantastic memories, Eden. Bett is a wonderful one. But there are others too, some special things that only we share.”

“I know,” she said, as they sat silently for another heartbeat. “I think of you often, especially on nights like this. When darkness comes, it brings sweet memories of our high school days. Do you ever think of all those good times we had back then?”

“Of course, I do,” he said as he put his arm around her. She laid her head back, and they sat there quietly, late into the hot Texas night. 
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Two
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The following morning Eden awoke, still on the sofa and wrapped in Bett’s quilt. Wynn was gone, and she longed for the comfort he had given her. He loved Bett too, she thought, and she waited for the tears to come, but this time they didn’t. She realized that Wynn’s being home had helped cleanse her of the roughest edges of the grief. 

Wynn phoned at noon. 

“How are you doing today, sweetheart?”

“Better, much better.”

“Would you like to go to Italiano’s tonight and get some spaghetti?” He could hear Johnny Mathis singing Chances Are in the background, and it flamed memories.

“I’d love that.”

Italiano’s was where they had their first date, and she knew this would feel like a first date too.

She spent the afternoon soaking in lilac-scented water, listening to more Johnny Mathis and some Elvis. The records were still playing when Wynn picked her up. 

As they were eating and reflecting on their lives, she felt them falling back into the old relationship.

“You’re so young to have to deal with all of this. But you’re coping well. Are you sure there isn’t something more I can do for you? Did Bett take care of the financial end of everything? My dad said he would help you if you need legal counsel to settle her estate.”

She smiled at him and remembered when she had been the most precious thing in his life.

“I’m alright. I wasn’t sure before you came home. But it feels like it’ll be okay now. She took care of everything. She knew this was coming and had her lawyer deal with all of that.” She looked away. “Thanks for staying with me last night until I was able to sleep. It meant a lot.”

“Hey, I loved her too. You have to know that. I’d have done anything for the lady, and I’ll do anything for you too.”

“I know.”

“Remember when we first came here?” he asked.

“Our first date, and afterward we went to the Junior Class Back-To-School dance. You were so handsome,” she said as she winked playfully.

“I was shaking in my boots. You were so pretty in that lavender dress, remember?”

“Yes, the one with the matching sweater. I saved my lunch money for weeks to buy that dress just for that dance.”

“All I could think about was how in the world did I get this beautiful girl to go out with me?”

“I thought, how could a boy as cute as you ever have asked me out on a date? I just knew I’d mess up and spill spaghetti all over my dress before we even made it to the dance.”

“And if I remember correctly, I was the one who went home with spaghetti stains on the front of my shirt.”

“That’s right,” she laughed. “I’d forgotten that.” 

They laughed, and the laughing felt good.

“I remember how much I wanted to kiss you when I took you home,” Wynn said, leaning in with a mischievous smile.

“I was scared to death that you’d try. I wasn’t so sure about the kissing thing, and I felt really shy. So, why didn’t you?”

“It was just our first date. And besides, that German shepherd of Bett’s came out of nowhere and chased me back to my car. Don’t you remember that? I still think Bett let her out just to run me off the place.”

“That was so funny, you running from sweet, old Dolly. She’d never hurt anyone.”

“She wanted to kill me that night.”

“Yes, she kind of did,” Eden said with a laugh.

“Oh, I remember a few times she almost did.”

“She was always protective of me. Mama taught her to be.”

Her thoughts turned pensive again as she sipped her soda, suddenly uncomfortable under his intense scrutiny.

“I’ve missed you,” he said, laying his hand atop hers.

“I’ve missed you too.” 

When at last he walked her to the door that night, he did kiss her again. A soft, caring kiss that made her feel loved.

But as she lay in bed that night, her thoughts grew dark again, and she couldn't sleep. Her tossing and turning finally drove her outside to the porch swing and the cool breezes of the night that made her cotton gown melt against her. The breeze rattled the screen door and sent leaves scurrying across the cement floor beneath her, so she lifted her feet and tucked them under her gown. A trumpet-shaped flower from a hanging basket floated down, and as it softly landed beside her, Eden thought she heard Bett’s voice.

“Eden,” half-whispered, half-dreamt, and then again, “Eden?”

Eden heard it clearly then, and she stood and pushed herself against the house, her eyes scanning the yard. The darkness was broken by random rays of moon streaks that the oaks let pass through their weighty branches. Eden strained her eyes. Bushes bent in the wind, and their motion drew her attention, but there was only the flicker of moonlight in the swaying branches.

She was telling herself that she had imagined it, that the wind was only playing tricks when she heard the voice again. 

“Eden, Eden, come ... find me.”

She had not imagined it. She heard the words clearly this time. She called out, “Where are you?”

“Come ... look for me,” the voice repeated. “Find me ... you’ll find ...”

“Find what?”

“Yourself.”

The word was low, whispered in her ear, not at all like Bette’s booming voice.

Eden’s skin turned to gooseflesh as her hair beat against her face. The louder crackle from the scattering of dry leaves that attacked her bare feet in the wind sent her fleeing into the house. She slammed the door shut, turned the deadbolt, and sat down on the stairs. Her mother’s voice rang in her ears.

“Find me, and you’ll find ... yourself.” 

“I want to find you, but I don’t know how,” she said aloud.

Just then, the grandfather clock struck twelve. The vibrating gongs sent Eden running up the stairs to her bed, to the protective sheets that hid all but her huge eyes. 

Somewhere, along a red clay road, Camp Ruby Road, drenched in southern moonlight, deep in the heart of the Big Thicket, an old house was watching, and waiting for her as it had her entire life.

***
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BETT’S ATTORNEY, MR. Cantrell, called the next day and requested a meeting with Eden. Wynn drove her there. Mr. Cantrell’s office smelled of musty, old books and tobacco. His secretary was reed-thin, ancient and statue-like, with a pointed nose on which horn-rimmed glasses were perched. She made Eden nervous as she escorted her into the lawyer’s inner sanctum and seated them.

Mr. Cantrell shuffled papers and seemed uncomfortable as if wishing to be somewhere else.

“Miss Devereaux,” the lawyer began, as if he was about to discipline a child, “Your mother had a sizable amount of money in savings, as well as stocks and insurance. You, young lady, are quite well off.”

He peeked out at her from above the top of his glasses. He knew that Bett Devereaux had worked part-time as the county librarian all her days in Rising Star. That job certainly didn’t justify the amount of money she had squirreled away.

“Ahem!” he cleared his throat and returned to his papers. He knew exactly what the estate was worth. Also, how much his percentage would be as its representative. Mr. Cantrell forgot himself and briefly grinned.

“These assets were assigned to your accounts at the bank after all of Mrs. Devereaux’s debts were settled. Of course, the house and all the personal property are yours as well, since there are no other heirs. She took care of all the legalities before ... well, just before.” He cleared his throat again. “I’m sure you are aware of all of this.”

“Not until now, sir.”

He sounded uncomfortable as he continued, “There is one other thing though.” He handed her an envelope. “A piece of property in Two Rivers that consists of sixty-five acres with a house, a barn, and other outbuildings. The property was put in your name years ago, but the previous owner requested that you not be given the deed legally until the death of your mother.”

“The death of my mother? How strange.”

“I thought so too,” the barrister said.

“Who was the previous owner?”

“I don’t know. The transaction was done under a judge’s name, who had power of attorney over the property. The previous owner requested total anonymity, and all the records have been permanently sealed by the courts.”

“Did my mother know about this property?”

“Yes, she did.”

“But she never told me about it.” 

“Yes, she told me that, too, but nothing else.”

Eden was perplexed. “Where is Two Rivers?”

“East Texas somewhere, over past Liberty, Big Thicket country, I believe. Perhaps the judge can answer any questions you have. His name is Josiah Abrams, Third District court in Liberty. Here is the number that was with the papers. Why don’t you give him a call and see if he can help you?” Clearly finished, he stood and dismissed them.

Eden could hardly wait to get home to call Judge Abrams. There were so many questions running through her mind. Why had Bett never mentioned the property? Who could have given it to me? Could it be the father I’ve never known? There was no other guess beyond that one. She kept fumbling the phone number until Wynn took the phone and calmly dialed it for her.

“I’m calling for Miss Eden Devereaux of Rising Star. She would like to speak with Judge Abrams, please.” Wynn frowned as he looked down at Eden.

“Oh, alright ... yes, certainly. I understand. Thank you anyway.” 

“What?” she asked.

“Judge Abrams died seven years ago.”

“Died? He can’t have died. We’ll have to go to Liberty and look up the court records ourselves then.” 

“Mr. Cantrell said the records were permanently sealed. That judge was the only one who could tell us who your benefactor is. It seems we’ve come to a dead end.”

Wynn felt useless, unable to help her solve her mystery. But Eden was never one to let others solve her problems for her anyway. She knew she didn’t need his help. It was something only she was meant to do. Her resolve solidified, even as her dread over what she might find in her mother’s past began to grow. In the back of her mind, she kept hearing her mother’s words, ‘Come find me. Find me, and you’ll find ...’

“Who, Mama, who will I find?”

Three days later Eden saw Wynn off to Princeton, but he promised to return and spend Christmas with her. The day after that, without telling anyone, Eden Devereaux packed up her car and headed east to Two Rivers.
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Two Rivers, Deep East Texas

1963

If there was ever a place in the U.S. that should have its own passport, it is Big Thicket in Deep East Texas. The Big Thicket at one time covered three and a half million acres. But by a decade or so into the twentieth century, it had been cut back to about a half million acres and has become a national preserve. Its tropical rainforest atmosphere, poised against West Texas’ deserts and hills, the plains of North Texas, and the southern coastal counties, create what has been called the Biological Crossroads of North America. It contains four of the five carnivorous plants found in the U.S., a myriad of orchids, wild magnolias and dogwoods, stands of wild peach and wild plum trees, palmetto groves, and moss-covered oaks. But the main attractions are those towering pine thickets that gave it its name. 

It was so dense and deep that, over the years, it was a natural calling card for outlaws of all sorts, because few in law enforcement dared to enter the Big Thicket. Civil War deserters found safety there from the hands of fellow soldiers who would have otherwise left them hanging from some grand, old oak. It is still a dark and brooding place where a man can get lost on purpose if he so desired. 

There are places in the Big Thicket that are remarkably beautiful, just as nature intended. The area where Old River and Lost River merge is such a place. The town, Two Rivers, was once the gathering spot for the river bottom people—a group of backwoodsmen, fugitives, and ne’er-do-wells, who shunned modern progress, along with the law and order codes that were part of that progress. These people were a rough lot. They seldom bathed so the game they hunted wouldn’t pick up the scent of civilization on them. The men mostly wore old boots and coveralls, some without shirts, and their women and children were almost always barefooted. Although they were too poor to buy shoes, the truth is that they simply didn’t like wearing them. They liked that their dirty, bare feet set them apart from ‘them stiff in the heels, sweet smellin’ townies in their spit-shined boots.’ 

But as the town began to grow and spread away from the river, the bottom land people began to lose their hold on it. Finally, sometime back in the twenties, with the election of a sheriff, they retreated entirely into the shadowy deep woods of the Big Thicket.

To enter the Big Thicket was to enter a world as different from the townie’s world as heaven is from hell. Both intriguing and dangerous, one could lose their reputation and even their life if they lingered too long in its cypress-swamped shadows. Townies who went into the Big Thicket usually came out bloody, if they came out at all. Many a brave high school boy gained respect from his buddies by surviving a night in the deepest parts of the dense piney woods. 

Most of the townies pretended the river bottom people didn’t exist and the bottom landers seldom came out of their shadow world to testify of their existence. But the town abounded with rumors of their unholy rituals and dark secrets.

Nub Henry was a bottom lander and a dark secret. His beard was long and gray, almost meeting the dull, crackled belt that held up his frayed, khaki pants. His teeth were yellowed and gaped where one had broken its mooring. His once white skin was browned and wrinkled by the sun, with a yellowed tint, which made folks wonder if he was jaundiced or just filthy. That long, gray hair was pulled to the back of his neck and kept in place with some sort of twisted wire. He was a local legend who moved in and out among the bottom landers, but had only been seen in town a handful of times, in his seventy plus years. He was a creature of legends and young and old were afraid of him.

J. D. Callahan had heard the stories about Nub Henry all his life. J. D. grew up in Two Rivers and as a child, had believed the stories about Nub’s supernatural powers. Why, all the children knew that if they ever encountered Nub on a cold, dark night, not to look the old man in the eyes, “’cause one of ’em is glass, and he could hypnotize you good, and maybe even turn you into a bullfrog or somethin.”

J. D. was one of the few who had actually seen Nub.

It was while he was still in high school, as the family gathered around the Thanksgiving table, that his Uncle Jimbo told everyone that he had seen Ol’ Twelve Point the night before, and they knew he had come out of the deepest parts of the Thicket.

J. D. had been in his deer stand on the edge of the great meadow by five that morning and had waited quietly for the early morning sunrise. It was cold, and his breath hung in the air like an opaque veil. 

Just as the sun began to top the tallest of the pine saplings, J. D. witnessed Ol’ Twelve Point for himself. The huge buck slowly moved from the tree line into the meadow’s edge, and J. D. took quick aim. The buck snorted in the air; his head held at an alert angle. Had he caught J. D.’s scent? But it wasn’t J. D.’s scent that the buck had picked up. Whatever it was that threatened the animal was somewhere off to J. D.’s left. The majestic animal lowered his magnificent rack and stomped the ground. 

Ever so slowly, J. D. turned his eyes, trying to keep his head and his .30-6 from moving, until he saw the apparition that had captured the buck’s attention. The breath that J. D. had held since the buck stepped out of the woods escaped his lungs in a swoosh. J. D. instantly knew who it was. Who else could this strange creature-man be, who was more like an old, gray bear than a human? Nub Henry looked across the meadow directly into J. D.’s eyes, and the boy felt his body stiffen.

“Jefferson Dixon Callahan! It is not for you to kill this buck!” 

J. D. felt the words push him down into the stand. Nub knew his name! When the weakness finally left his legs, and he was able to stand again, the man and the buck were both gone.

J. D. ’s eyes darted all around the high meadow. A gray rabbit sprinted across a deep furrow and disappeared into his earthen home. A dead leaf fell close to him, and he jumped, sure it was Nub coming up from behind. Flies were buzzing nearby, and their whirring and the swish of the wind were the only sounds to be heard. 

He never told anyone about that morning, or how it had taken him half the afternoon to get up the courage to climb off that stand and walk into the woods to where he’d left his daddy’s pickup. But for years thereafter, on cold, dark nights, he would encounter Nub again in his dreams. 

***
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IT HAD BEEN YEARS SINCE J. D. had thought about Nub. He’d left Two Rivers the following fall to attend Texas A&M. Returning home for good now, he was already set up as a junior executive officer at the Lone Pine State Bank in Two Rivers. He planned to look for a good plot of land to raise cattle on the side.

J. D. ’s car was loaded with packing boxes from college as he returned to Two Rivers. Each carried moments in time that had shaped him the last six years. His freshman beanie seemed foolish now, but he couldn’t bring himself to throw it out. Nor the letters from a special girl who was two years married to someone else now. There were newspaper clippings of his football prowess and debate team wins. Things that made no sense to keep. Things that should be discarded, but still he held on to them. 

As he left the highway and headed into town, he had to smile. This town was a step back in time. It had a voice all its own, and it spoke to him. Strong and demanding, it called home all its sons and daughters who had begun life in the Big Thicket of East Texas. Not all heard it, just a few, and J. D. had always been one of the few to do everything Thicket-born. 

He drove casually down Main Street and his eyes locked with the old men who lined the benches along the storefronts. These ancients smiled at him, thinking of his daddy or granddaddy, while their arthritically gnarled hands waved tired welcomes to their native son. Young men of his breeding usually didn’t come back to Two Rivers once they went off to school or left town for better-paying jobs. Many of the debs had waited for his return with hopeful hearts and dreams. Only time would tell for them.

He was waving back at the old men when blurred motion drew his eyes, and his old friend, Ryder Lee, slid across the hood of his car. J. D. hit his brakes and almost threw Ryder to the ground. Ryder’s grin was huge when he landed on the opposite side, flung open the passenger door and took a seat next to J. D. 

“Where we headed, buddy?”

“My stars, Ryder! I could have run over you!”

“But you didn’t. Where’re we goin’?”

“I’m going to Mom’s bookshop. I don’t know where you’re off to.”

“That’d be your mom’s shop then. Look, I’ve waited for six years for you to get that MFA so you could come back, and the three desperados could ride again. You are home for good, ain’t you? I mean, you didn’t flunk out at that fancy college, did you? You’re here to stay, right?”

“I am. You don’t know how much you miss this old place until you leave it. ’Course once you get back, you have to put up with the likes of you, Ryder Lee!”

“Hey, my friend, you know you love me,” Ryder laughed. “Look, the siege has begun.”

“What siege?”

“Everyone knew you were coming home today. Been a flock of girls camped out at your mom’s shop ever since the word got out. There they are. And here you are. Looks like a siege to me.”

“Ryder, you need to grow up!” J. D. said as he pulled in front of his mom’s bookstore.

“Watch for it ... watch for it ...” Ryder pointed. “There! They spotted you. Now they’ll giggle and pretend not to notice us.”

Ryder was right. A group of five girls circled outside the bookstore. When one spotted J. D., they quickly turned their circle inward, and the group tightened their perimeters. A couple did giggle, but the others kept their eyes lowered and smiled.

As J. D. and Ryder left their car and passed the girls, there was an uncomfortable silence that only made Ryder grin more obnoxiously. J. D. just frowned.

“They ain’t here to see me,” Ryder said, under his breath.

J. D. opened the door, and Ryder stepped through it, as one of the girls dropped her purse, spilling its contents all over the sidewalk.

“Oh dear,” she said dramatically.

“Here, let me help you,” J. D. said, without even looking at the girl. The shop door closed, and Ryder stood inside the glass watching his friend being reeled in like a fish.

J. D. scooped the things back into the purse, clipped it shut, and stood to hand it to the girl who was smiling down at him.

“Paige Gresham, as I live and breathe,” J. D. said.

“Why, Jeff Callahan. I didn’t know you were back in town.”

Oh sure, Ryder thought from inside the door.

“Look at you!” J. D. said, “When I left here, you were just a skinny little thing in braces. You’ve grown up rather nicely, Paige.”

“Thank you, Jeff.”

“How’s your daddy getting on?”

“He’s doing fine,” she said, the color of her cheeks darkening.

J. D. liked what he saw. Paige’s black hair, held back by a pink plastic band, had a deep sheen that matched the bright sparkles in her deep navy, almond-shaped eyes. Her lips were plump and pale white from her Touch-of-Frost lipstick.

“I’d better get inside. Haven’t seen Mom yet.”

“Good to see you, Jeff,” Paige said as she rejoined the circle of girls, who were all grinning from ear to ear. 

“Hope to see you again soon, gorgeous,” called one of the other girls, as the door closed behind J. D. The whole group giggled as they hurried away. 

Clarice Callahan loved her cozy bookstore. It was a social hub, where people gathered to sip coffee and gossip. Rarely were there no groups sitting on the overstuffed sofas in the center of the shop, or around the claw-footed table in the back, sampling Clarice’s legendary pastries. As the door of her shop opened, it hit a tiny bell that signaled Clarice.

“J. D.!” she called out as he permanently came into her world again. As she hugged him, she had to chide herself for fighting back happy tears that she knew J. D. would hate.

“Where did you come across that mangy vermin?” Clarice asked, acknowledging Ryder.

“He jumped on my car, and I almost killed him.” 

“Hey! Just hurt my feelin’s, why don’t you two?” Ryder mocked, grabbing his chest.

Before the coffee was brewed, the shop began to fill up with starry-eyed hopefuls, and each one competed for J. D. ’s attention until he finally excused himself and told his mother they would talk later that evening. He sprinted out the rear of the shop where Ryder picked him up, and the two disappeared down a side road and into anonymity again.

***
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CLARICE’S OLDEST SON was tall, as his father had been. His light sienna hair always seemed a little wind-blown, and his expression always made his mother think he was up to something he shouldn’t be. He towered over his mother at six-feet-four, and she adored his soft, brown eyes that reminded her of his father, Robert E., who had recently passed away. 

Besides being handsome and well mannered, J. D. had been respected by everyone in town before he went off to school. If anyone ever needed a hand, they knew they could always call on the Callahans, first Robert E. and now J. D. He was responsible, level-headed, and even after he left for school, men were known to say, “Just wait until summer or spring break. We can ask Jeff Callahan. He’ll know what to do.”

Clarice had another son, Johnny, but he looked more like her side of the family. Johnny was much younger, yet his dark hair and boyish ways made him the center of the Callahan family. However, Clarice had always depended on J. D., who was so much like her late husband. She was glad he was home for good.

The town welcomed J. D. home. Especially since, when they sent their best young men off to school, they never seemed to return. Ladies, recognizing his marriageable age, sent their eligible daughters to the Callahans with pies and cakes, fried chicken and casseroles. The First Baptist Church honored him with a ‘Welcome Home Fellowship’ on his first Sunday night back. He grew embarrassed by all the attention.

Since J. D. ’s return to Two Rivers, the ladies, from thirteen-year-old debs to fifty-year-old fading magnolias, seemed to be dressing up more and spending more time in public places. Clarice couldn’t help but smile from the porch swing of her veranda when she counted the fourth young lady casually strolling along the brick walk that ran in front of her house.

“Mornin’ Miz Callahan. My, your roses are lookin’ pretty this year.”

“Thank you, Emily.”

“Enjoying your morning coffee, ma’am?”

“Yes, dear. Would you like a cup?”

The girl’s eyes searched the veranda, and disappointed to find Clarice alone, said, “No ma’am. But thank you. My mama’s waiting for me.”

On and on it went. Each one waiting. Each one hoping. It was indeed a spectacular sight to see all those ladies when Jefferson Dixon Callahan was in town. They opened up like flower buds, trying to out bloom the others, hoping to be the one he picked. Even Clarice had kept score. Did he look at this one longer? Did he smile more sincerely at that one when he tipped his baseball cap? 

But as each remained close to her phone, no one received that coveted call until late one evening on the first day of July.

“Hello?”

“Paige?”

Paige Gresham recognized the voice, and the pulse in her neck began to throb, “Yes?”

“This is Jeff Callahan.”

“Oh Jeff,” her voice as smooth as wet satin, “How nice to hear from you.”

Their conversation followed the same script as millions had before—teasing, wondering, asking, holding back, and ending with the plans for the first date.

“Are you going to the Fourth of July picnic at the fairgrounds?”

“I hadn’t thought much about it, Jeff.” Smooth, even though she had been hoping for weeks that he’d ask her. 

“I’d sure be pleased if you’d go with me, Paige.”

“I think that would be lovely, Jeff.”

“I believe the parade kicks off at four on the square,” he said, “I’ll pick you up at three-thirty so we can get a good spot by the courthouse.”

***
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J. D. PULLED HIS CAR up a side street until he found a shaded spot where the parade would pass. He lifted Paige onto the hood where they could have a better view and jumped up beside her, her shoulder pressed against his chest. He smelled clean and lemony, and her eyes scanned the crowd to see who was watching her triumph. 

Ordinarily, there would have been little notice, but J. D. Callahan and Paige Gresham were not ordinary. Paige saw the older girls whom she had envied in her younger years, staring at her with envy, and it tasted sweet. Across the street were the football boys that had been her dating pool in high school, but they had been entirely eclipsed.

Brightly colored floats passed, covered with tissue paper flowers and crinkled streamers, in red, white, and blue. Bands marched by playing loud Sousa marches, and J. D. had to press in close to Paige’s ear to make himself heard. Her eyes stared ahead, but the parade had become smeared blurs of colors and sounds, and all she knew was the beat of her own heart, as his warm breath caressed her cheek. 

“J. D.! Hey, J. D.!” someone called. 

Paige was only aware that J. D. was no longer paying attention to her. He had moved away and was waving wildly at his kid brother, Johnny, who was hanging onto a rather large goat on the FFA float. The animal was panicking, and its barnyard smell filled the air. As the old goat butted at the fluttering tissue flowers, sending them wafting in the air, it also kicked two of the FFA boys, knocking one off the float and causing the watchers to hoot in laughter.

The band behind the float began to play Stars and Stripes Forever, and the goat went wild, landing Johnny on the seat of his pants, as the other boys on the float tried to stop the rampage. The goat leapt off the float, and took off down the cross street, sending parade watchers scattering. The FFA boys emptied from the float and gave chase, as the crowd hooted and clapped. J. D. jumped down and followed to make sure no one got injured, leaving Paige alone, and she didn’t like it.

The boys were able to corral the goat but were too late to get it back onto the float. Those further down the street could only scratch their heads and wonder at the empty FFA float as it glided by. All the while, Paige sulked watching J. D. taking care of everyone but her.

J. D. thought Paige’s pouting was cute—after all; he shouldn’t have gone off and left her like that. But by the time they were sitting down to a bar-b-que supper at the fairgrounds, she had regained a more pleasant demeanor.

“It’s getting dark. They’ll start the fireworks soon. Let’s get my mom’s quilt and stake out a place over by the gazebo,” J. D. said.

As he spread the quilt on the rise that overlooked the Victorian-style pavilion, the community orchestra began to play America the Beautiful. The loveliness of the music in the pastoral setting was emotional. J. D. wrapped an arm around Paige, and he liked the way she leaned back against him.

Paige liked it too. But not because of the music or the setting. She savored the warm rise and fall of his chest. Jefferson Dixon Callahan made her happy. 

J. D. said something amusing and Paige threw her head back and laughed, as her eyes swept the hill above them. It was dotted with townies on patchwork quilts, and she knew they were watching her, wondering if there was still a chance for their own daughters, or sisters, or themselves. This was as good a time as any to put an end to the speculation.

“Jeff?” Paige said, lifting her face up toward his.

“Yes?”

Paige wrapped her hand around J. D. ’s neck and pulled his head down until his lips were on hers. J. D. allowed the kiss. To pull away would have been impolite, but he was embarrassed by the public display. Somewhere in the crowd, his mother was watching. He could feel it. He could also feel her disapproval. 

Two little girls who were watching them, ran by and giggled behind chubby, pink hands. J. D. caught the motion of their wide eyes as they curved away and stumbled down the hill toward the music, and he pulled back from the kiss.

Paige smiled contentedly and burrowed herself back against him. He was glad when the concert ended, and the fireworks began. No one would be watching them then. The lights at the pavilion dimmed, as skyward bangs and crackles perforated the colorful bursts that streaked the black night. He was able to relax again and enjoy Paige as she leaned against him.
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