
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Girls of Cemetery Road


The Girls of Cemetery Road

Book Two of Ghost of the Big Thicket

Twyla Ellis

[image: image]

THIS BOOK IS A WORK of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. All characters appearing in this work are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the written permission of the publisher. 

For permission requests, write to the publisher

“Attention: Permissions Coordinator”

Zimbell House Publishing

PO Box 1172

Union Lake, Michigan 48387

email to: info@zimbellhousepublishing.com

© 2020 Twyla Ellis 

Published in the United States by Zimbell House Publishing

All Rights Reserved

Hardcover ISBN: 978-1-64390-185-5

Trade Paper ISBN: 978-1-64390-186-2

.mobi ISBN: 978-1-64390-187-9

ePub ISBN: 978-1-64390-188-6

Large Print ISBN: 978-1-64390-189-3

Library of Congress Control Number: 2020911659

First Edition: August 2020

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

[image: image]

Zimbell House Publishing

Union Lake



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication
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This book is dedicated to the love of my life, Charles Robert Ellis. He was the dreamy heart-throb of the days of my youth as we began a life together. He is still my rock in these later years as he has taken care of me in ways I'd never imaged. He was a West Texas boy, who following me into the Big Thicket in East Texas where my huge extended family lived and where my daddy had an immense deer camp in the middle of paper mill land. He was content to stay as long as we could be together. He is my delight.
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Big Sandy In the Big Thicket

Deep East Texas

1963

There once was a little girl, a beloved girl, who went away. She was there and then she was not. They searched for her for months in the light of day. But when darkness fell, they closed their blinds and bolted their locks. And during those simmering days of summer, those who slept with their windows thrown open to catch a cool breeze now lay in pools of perspiration, their windows secured, their curtains tightly drawn against the thoughts of the sinister gaze of whomever or whatever had spirited the little girl away. If they walked down Main Street late in the evening, they would cross to the other side to avoid any approaching stranger. And their eyes, wild and bulging, gave testament to the terror they felt as they hurried along.

Libby was only twelve when she was lost to us. All of us really. Because in our fear and grief, the whole town cloistered together into one gelatinous mass that swelled the churches on Sunday mornings to pray out their terror. Grief and fear propelled them to sanctuaries searching for an answer to the mystery, and to gratefully pray that it had not been one of their own children. That thought brought many to shame. But they were glad. Oh, how they were glad that their own children still ate at their tables and slept in their beds as if they were of more importance than Libby.

They came to Sunday services to speculate on the fate of the child and what the latest news about her was, hoping that it would cause them and their households to breathe easier when they entered their perfect, little cottages. 

“Did they find her today?” they would ask each other. 

“Do you think she ran away? Surely not! She was only twelve.”

“I heard they saw a girl down by the river with that bright red hair. I wonder ...”

But all they could do was wonder – wonder and wait and worry. And the child’s fate turned into grainy sand that blew away with the autumn winds. And the light winter snow, rare in these parts, crushed and smothered all hope of evidence deep into the earth, to lay dormant, perhaps forever. Months rolled by and turned into painful years of not knowing. Until finally, Libby’s parents were left alone in their grief as time gave way to a numbing malaise that allowed the child’s memory to fade from their collective consciences. Her soft, gentle face, the bright cinnamon eyes, the special curve of her cheek had left their remembrances. And even her parents seemed to harden their hearts to thoughts of her to rid themselves of the pain. 

In the end, it was only the Sisterhood who purposely remembered. We had taken a pledge. And so, we met and remembered around the mossy, gray memory stone in the woods by Cemetery Road that marked the place she was last seen and bore the hand-chiseled name of Libby Elizabeth McConnell. 
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Boo Radley of Maycomb, Alabama, is who sent us on our odyssey that summer of 1963. Our English teacher, Miss Weems, cordially introduced him during our study of To Kill A Mockingbird. But she spent most of the lesson examining the impetuous Scout, Jem’s coming of age, and Atticus’ steady heartbeat.

But Boo captured our twelve-year-old imaginations. Especially when Miss Weems said, “Every community, every town, and hamlet, has its own Boo Radley. Someone who is not quite where he should be in his mind. Someone who hears a different rhythmic heartbeat and finds himself out of step with those around him. Someone who could be a danger to himself and others. More likely, though, someone who is simply in need of kindness and understanding.”

We dreamed of Boo. We gave him flesh and bone in our minds. We each created him in different images, different personalities with different motivations. And when at last we saw the remarkable Gregory Peck film at the Fain Theatre, we were crestfallen. In none of our minds was he the quiet, shy Mr. Arthur Radley with the milk-white skin and raccoon eyes who nervously hid in the shadows in Jem’s room.

And so, when school ended for the year, we four, The Sisterhood, came together by the flag pole as we did each school day’s end, hopped on our Schwinns, all red, and headed out of town to our homes on Cemetery Road. But on this day, we pulled into Harlen’s Esso Station at the mouth of the farm-to-market, bought four Grapettes, sat on the wooden steps, and formulated our plan. We would spend the summer searching until we found our own small town’s version of Boo Radley. What else had we to do that summer? After all, we were the girls of Cemetery Road. The Sisterhood. We were Kit Kat, Libby, Bliss, and Tink. And we were twelve years old and summer ripe. 

“How will we start?” Tink asked.

“Libby, get out your sketch pad and write down our list,” I said.

Libby always carried a small sketchpad with her. It was filled with momentary doodles, her thoughts expressed in lines and colors, and she was good at it. She was always the creative spirit, giving us our nicknames. Bliss, who was always cheerful no matter what; Tink, who could tinker with anything and make it come alive, or shine, or mean something special. Or was it the residue of a fairy from a Disney animator’s mind? And me, well, Kitrina Katim one day became Kit Kat in Libby’s mouth, like she chewed up the name, swallowed a little, and spit the rest out. And there it was. Kit Kat. And I liked it.

“Where shall we look? Where would Boo live if he lived here in Big Sandy?”  Tink asked.

“South side,” Libby said, making a note on her pad. 

“No,” I said, “That’s where the rich folk live. I can’t begin to imagine Boo in some high-toned mansion full of silk curtains and china cupboards.”

I was well acquainted with the south side. That’s where my grandmother had lived. It’s where my mother was raised, and from where she fled with my father, whose common upbringing made him less than ideal in my grandmother’s eyes.

“North then?” Libby spoke while crossing out her previous entry.

“Too normal. Unless you go far north where the hills begin, he could be hiding in the woods up there.” 

We were quiet then.

I didn’t like going north of town. It was too deep into the Big Thicket, especially where the blacktop ended, and the red clay dirt slung up beneath old pickup tires and made them look like they had driven through spaghetti sauce. The people there were never free of that tomato paste dirt that marked them as backwoodsmen, a label they carried proudly, along with their hound dogs and shotguns.

“I know,” Bliss declared, “Let’s all do our own investigations. Let’s find our own Boo Radleys and then come back together and compare them.”

“Yeah!” Tink cried, “And we’ll write a one-page essay of who we picked and why. We’ll come together at the secret firepit by the river at midnight, one month from today, and each of us read our papers. Then we’ll vote on the best Boo. Losers buy the winner a burger.”

“Leave it to Tink,” Libby groaned, “To require us to write a paper. School is just out, and Tink is requiring an essay! It’s madness.”

Tink wouldn’t be dissuaded though, “Come on, Libby. You’re so creative. I bet your paper will be the best one of all.  Maybe we could write just a few points about them?”

I spoke up then, “Let’s not make this hard. Let’s write a paragraph. We can make our points well enough in a single paragraph, don’t you think?”

There was a brief silence, and then I continued, “So we’re all agreed then?”

“Agreed,” they each said. We spat on the ground to our left and high fived each other, the sign that this agreement was legal and binding.

Having gulped down the last of the Grapettes, we mounted our bikes and headed along the side of the farm-to-market, standing on the pedals to pick up speed, and catching the wind in our faces. We felt free and happy and totally unaware of how much our world was going to change this summer. Though in that moment, the girls of Cemetery Road were oblivious to everything except the joy of the summer of 1963. What plans lay ahead! What adventures we dreamed of! And this summer we were old enough to have very few restrictions and the world was ours for the taking.

We saw each other very little during that first month. Our family vacations stair-stepped each other’s; Bliss was sent off to the Baptist Encampment for a week, and Tink and I had visiting cousins to entertain. It was not at all how we thought our summer would begin. What little time we had beyond those responsibilities, we feverishly sought out unusual characters who lurked around shadowy nooks and cringe-worthy crannies.

Finally, the day arrived. We knew it was wrong, not telling our parents. We had built up such expectation that it was almost as if the excitement shot out of our fingertips and propelled us from our homes into the dark of night, while the rest of our families lay asleep and dreamed of our ideal lives in our ideal little town.

We met at Libby’s mailbox on Cemetery Road, each of us with our Girl Scout flashlights. Already our skin was prickling. We felt grown up, though we couldn’t seem to stop giggling like babies. As we began our march down the trail we had forged over the years, into the woods across from Libby’s house, we had trouble catching our breaths. It was a thrill that we savored, knowing that what we were experiencing was something special that we were likely never to experience again in our lifetimes. It was joy, pure joy, mixed with excitement and terror, and the knowing that we would be together always. One for all and all for one! We were the Girls of Cemetery Road.

The river rose on our right, and it wasn’t long until we came upon the pile of stones where we had roasted marshmallows, but always in the light of day.  We gathered branches, and after placing them inside the stones, I struck a match and dropped it into the dead leaves and brown pine straw that lay among the branches. It crackled as a flame burst up in the center. Tink used a branch of leaves to rake around the stones, so there was only dirt and nothing that could send the fire escaping its boundaries. We thought we were in control, at least for the moment. 

“Let’s get to it,” Bliss said. 

We each pulled out a single piece of paper that we held so reverently, that one would think they were holy things. We unfolded our creations and smoothed them out with gentle care.

We were all silent for a moment, staring at our masterpieces in the glow of our flashlights. Then we looked up and giggled.

“Who wants to go first?” I asked. Libby’s hand shot up immediately.

“Let’s hear it.”

“My vote for the Boo Radley of Big Sandy is named Willie. I don’t know his last name. They only call him Crazy Willie. He must be old because his hair is greying. He rides all over town on his bike, never in a car. He doesn’t seem to have a home. He can be seen at all times, day or night, riding his bike. Once I came out of the dime store and saw the Pastor from Life Vine Church offer Crazy Willie a twenty-dollar bill. Willie thanked him and pulled a big roll of bills out of his pocket. He took the rubber band off and added the twenty. I could see the pastor was shocked by the fact that Crazy Willie had more than enough money, and yet still wore old, smelly clothes and seemed in need of a good toothbrush. His wandering around isn’t that he’s poor. I think maybe he is searching for someone or something. Still, no one knows exactly where he lives. Some say he lives in a cave in the hills up north. No one knows exactly what it is that he does.”  Here she made her voice sound low and creepy as she added slowly, “in the dark ... of night ... on the lonely roads... around Big Sandy.” Our eyes widened as her voice trailed off, and then there was only the sound of the crackling fire. 

We quietly pondered Willie. Then I whispered reverently, “Bliss, you go next.”

“Sure. My nomination is Old Ed Copeland from up in the hills north of town. He comes to town wearing overalls, but never wears a shirt under them.”  

“Yikes!” we all said. 

“His boots are always smeared with what appears to be manure ‘cause he runs cattle. You can smell it. People up there know to keep the kids close to them when Old Man Copeland is around. He never even learned to read, so he’s never held a job. They say he eats rats. I heard a minister from First Methodist Church went up to invite him to services. When he got close, he saw the old man sitting on the porch holding a shotgun. He lifted it and fired, right over the preacher’s shoulder. The preacher turned to see a buck fall to the ground behind him, which was the old man’s target, of course. That was it for the preacher, though. He turned around and high-tailed it back to town and never went back up in those hills again.  

“That’s horrible,” Tink declared. “I bet he did it on purpose to run the preacher off.”

"No one in the far north hills will have anything to do with him," Bliss added as an afterthought. “He’s too scary.”

A slight fog weaved its way up from the river like a disembodied breath, trying to blow out our fire. Little sparks spiraled up into it. We shivered, watching it swirl around our feet.

“Go ahead, Tink,” Bliss said breathlessly.

“Well, I choose Thelma Culver.” 

“Ooooh,” we all said.

“As far back as I can remember, Miss Thelma has been sitting in that upstairs window. She doesn’t look out. She’s always in profile. If the window is open, you can hear her crying. She’s been in that window all our lives. Once when I was eight, I crossed through her backyard, going to my grandma’s. She stepped out onto her back porch. I’d never seen her anywhere ‘cept in that window. She didn’t see me at first, and I froze. She wouldn’t move away from that door, though. When I finally took a step forward and said, ‘Hey, Miss Thelma,’ she looked terrified and crashed back through the door like I was chasin’ her down. And I’ve got to say, her face was pale white, and her eyes were sunken in and hollow lookin’.”

“Like Boo,” I whispered dramatically.

“Exactly.”

“I wanted to do Miss Thelma,” Libby said. “But I didn’t have a personal story about her like you do. Good job, Tink.”

“Thanks.”

“Now you, Kit Kat?” Bliss said, her eyes wide and expectant.

I slowly looked behind me to add a little tension to the setting, and began.

“My story is about Mad Maddie McPherson, who lives at the end of Cemetery Road, our Cemetery Road.” 

I was met with ooohs and aaahs. 

Tink said, “I was too afraid to write about her.” 

“As you girls know, she came here many years ago when she was a young woman before we were even born. Came with four little boys and moved into the old Bellewood Plantation house at the end of the road. The house wasn’t as run down as it is now, so old and creepy.”

The other girls nodded in unison, their eyes enormous.

“Where was her husband?” Bliss asked.

“No one knows. He just never came around folks. She kept to herself too and very rarely went into town. That old place is crumbling down around her. Still, she pretends it’s some high and mighty mansion. She hadn’t been seen in many a blue moon, and then she came into town one day, and there were only two little boys with her. Everyone worried about those children, though they were more afraid than worried. They whispered to each other and let Miss Maddie be. The kids at school talked about her runnin' out of food and making human stew out of those two missing ones.”

The girl’s eyes widened more, and I could see the reflection of the half-moon in their pupils. I had succeeded in adding to the terror of the night, and at that moment, I was quite proud of myself. How could I know then how horrible I would feel about that later?

“Writing this, I asked around some and was told the boys grew up kind of like what my granddaddy called, 'squirrely'. The older one was always angry and loud and very strange. And the other didn’t seem right in his head, and he would never look you in the eye, kind o’ like a little kid who feels guilty ‘bout somethin’. The mother though, Mad Maddie, was terribly mean. Remember how she kept a pile of rocks on her porch, and if we dared go down her drive, she’d throw ‘em at us and yell at us to get off her land. She threw one at me once, and I wasn’t even on her property. I was on the road. My mother told me never to go down to the end of the road again.  She owns all that land at the end, land that could be put to good use for cattle or farming, my daddy says. She’s never done anything except hold up in that house.  And no one sees any of her boys anymore. Guess they’re full-grown men by now. Maybe they’re grown and gone, or maybe they’re dead at her hands like the other two.”

“So that’s why we don’t go all the way down there?” Libby asked.

“Yep. Thought you all knew that,” Bliss whispered.

“Aw, that don’t scare me. Let’s go down there right now and throw rocks at her house and see how she likes it.” Tink said. She had always been the boldest of the Sisterhood.

“Absolutely not,” I told them. It wasn’t because of Mad Maddie. It was the thought of those sons, and how squirrely they acted, that frightened me.

“Okay then,” Libby said. “We have Crazy Willie, Old Ed Copeland, Crying Thelma Culver, and Mad Maddie McPherson. Write on the bottom right corner of your paper who you think should be tagged as the reigning Boo Radley of Big Sandy.”

We giggled as we wrote. Once finished, our smiles were replaced with the solemnness of our tribute. We had to do right by Boo. His honor was at stake. We handed the papers to Libby, and she read them out loud. 

“One for Crazy Willie. One for Mad Maddie. One for Old Ed Copeland. And one for Mad Maddie.”

We all cheered. We liked that our Boo lived on our very own road, just yards down from my parents’ drive. And we determined to find out our Boo’s whole life story before school began in the fall, so when our new teacher asked us to write about what we did all summer, we would memorialize the reigning Boo Radley of Big Sandy, Texas.

For some reason, we all broke out in whoops and hollers. Tink poked the fire with a stick to make sparks fly higher and higher until they seemed to dance away into the sky. 

One minute we were belly laughing, and the next, we were all aware of the crack of a branch breaking between the river and us. In the immediate quietness, we heard another. Then something seemed to be charging up from the river toward us. We screamed and ran, fanning out and rushing toward Cemetery Road and the safety of our homes beyond. Our minds were inflamed by visions of being chased by the people we had just memorialized, or worse, each wanting revenge for how we had portrayed them.

I could hear the others crashing through the underbrush and Libby yelling for help. We all yelled for help, knowing there was no one out at this time of night to hear us, especially on Cemetery Road. I felt wild blackberry thorns dig deep into my legs and could feel blood running down them. It didn’t matter. I wanted to be safe at home and out of those dark woods. I wanted to see the Sisterhood in the comfort of their beds.

I lost my breath and paused for a second to gulp down the night air, bent over with my hands on my knees. The others were still stampeding like cattle through the Thicket, and I quickly returned to a run to keep up.

Tink and I charged out of the woods together about twelve feet apart. The moonlight lit up the old road and gave us a clear view of everything around us. We turned to watch the darkened woods while catching deep gulps of air that rattled our lungs. Bliss burst out about twenty feet down the road and waved her arms at us. We ran to meet her. We quickly turned and stared into the darkness and waited for Libby.

It seemed like forever, though it was actually only moments, when Bliss said, “Something’s wrong. Libby should be out by now.”

A cloud covered the moon, and a foreboding darkness fell on us. Now our deep breaths were matched by our involuntary shuddering.

“What’s happening?” Tink was asking in a low, muffled voice. “Where is she? What should we do?”

“LIBBY!” Bliss shouted out.

Tink grabbed her arm and put her hand over her mouth.

“Look, that was probably some kind of an animal we heard,” I whispered. Even I didn’t believe that.

“No. It was someone out there watching us,” Tink said.

I felt new chills invade my body. 

“Who would be out at this time of night spying on us?”

“Some crazy person. And we just proved that there are lots of those in Big Sandy.”

Still, there was no sign of Libby.

“We’ve got to go back in there and find her,” I heard myself say. And it bothered me that I knew that I would not. I was not that brave. I was glad when I heard the others say, “No way are we going back into those woods.”

“What then?” Bliss asked.

It was then that we saw a dark, hooded figure slowly walk out into the road some sixty feet from us. It stood there facing us, but it was only a dark shadow with the partial moonlight to its back. We all screamed, and the sound reverberated off the pines as we turned and ran at breakneck speed toward my house, the closest one to us just then. 

A fear came over me that I’d never know before, “We’ve got to get our parents and tell them what happened. They’ll know what to do. Libby probably got turned around and is trying to find the road. They’ll find her. I’m sure of it.”

“But what was that thing that came out of the woods?”

We could no longer talk as our deep breaths stung our lungs. But we were all thinking it. Just who or what was that? 

I reached my house first and literally smashed against the front door and began to pound with my fists. The others followed suit, until the blinding light of the porch lamp turned on and stung our eyes, and the heavy, oak door swung open.

That was the moment our whole world exploded around us, and I knew nothing would ever be the same again.
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Big Sandy in the Big Thicket

1973

The Big Thicket is a magical place where the physical laws of the universe are often bent for a greater (or lesser) purpose. A place where owls bow reverently to stately old comrades, and where “haints” can be real and houses can breathe. A place where you can dance with dragonflies because, after all, they are only fairies in disguise. A place where legends are made and laws are not always able to penetrate the deep, dark pine forests that define the Thicket. And it was into that strange world that I was returning after all these years of trying to forget that one dark night.

As I drove through Big Sandy, I was amazed at how it had not changed in the last ten years. We moved away the summer after the Sisterhood lost Libby. Our home, our road, had become haunted by the memory of one, little girl. People would say they saw her ghost walking along the side of the road. Many came to see for themselves. Ghost hunters abounded. Our quiet country road felt like we were constantly under siege, one car after another, their eyes searching the woods. It was too much for my mother. So, my father, who was the high school Biology teacher, was able to secure another teaching position, and we moved to Nacogdoches, on the other side of the Thicket.  

Only months after my thirteenth birthday, I was forced to walk away from the only home I had ever known, and the girls who had pricked their fingers with a needle and shared their blood with me, as a promise that we would always be the Sisterhood. 

I had to leave my first boyfriend, Colton, who came to my rescue with his crooked, little smile, when I needed him to walk with me through the pain of Libby’s disappearance, those early days of crying and missing and hoping. He helped in ways that Bliss and Tink couldn’t, and they envied me my Colton.

I remember how I mourned the day we left. Tink was there. And Bliss came too. We walked in the bright sunshine to the place where we had rolled the big stone up from the river. Tink used her father’s chisel and hammer and carved as neatly as possible, the name of our missing Sister: Libby Elizabeth McConnell. At that moment, we wished her back, even if in ethereal form. 

I watched out the back window, blinking away tears as we drove away for the last time. Tink and Bliss grew smaller and smaller until the road twisted, and the trees swallowed them completely. 

At the Esso station at the farm-to-market, I saw Colton on his bike, waving as we slowly passed. My world was lost to me, and I knew, no matter where life took me, I would never have friends like these.

At first, our letters were frequent, though as the months passed and our lives moved on, they became fewer. Other friends became placeholders, but no one can ever replace childhood friends.

And then, well, we lost track of each other. It was less painful than forever longing for what would never be again.

That had all been a long time ago. And now, I was returning to the house where I had been born and spent those first thirteen years.

I didn’t know what to expect, but I was surprised to see a couple of newer homes built at the mouth of Cemetery Road, but none close to, or past, ours. As I turned into the drive that led up to my home, I noticed that Bellewood Plantation was still standing on the right at the end of our road. And there was Miss Maddie, still sitting on her porch, as she always did in the evenings. I knew she was watching me like she did when we were children. Her slow rocking reminded me of my childhood days. Just something that felt familiar. She looked older and very frail.

There was the brief drive through a stand of pines that opened up to reveal my old homeplace. It looked much the same as it had ten years earlier, just a little more tired. 

There were lights on inside, even though the renters had moved out a week ago. I assumed they hadn’t turned them off when they left. I appraised the house from my car. It seemed to need me as if it hadn’t rested while I had been gone. But I was not there to comfort it. I was there to sell it. Seeing it again made me swell with memories, and I felt as sad as the old house looked. 

As I stared at the beautiful bed of pink azaleas along the house, I pictured my mother, on her knees, proudly planting them as I swung from the old tire swing off to the left of the house. I smiled that the tire still hung from one of the few old oaks that looked out of place among the dense pine thickets all around me.

I was there for the summer after finishing my degree at Stephen F. Austin State and was to get the house ready to sell while preparing to attend Rice University in Houston in the fall. I planned to work on my Masters in Library Science with the money from the sale of the house. I was to be a librarian, someone who loved to read books. Yet I smiled to think how boring that would sound to the Tink of long ago. I imagined her as a hunting guide on some far away savannah.

My father had died two years ago, a heart attack while doing what he loved, sitting in a deer stand, waiting for a many-pointed buck. My mother had to sell their home in Nacogdoches and move into an assisted living facility due to a stroke. That was short-lived when a second stoke took her to be with my father. The Big Sandy house had been kept as a rental for extra income. I believed something else made my parents keep the house, some special part of their lives when they were young and happy in the dense woods of the Big Thicket. And they didn’t want to let go of it. No one who spends considerable time in the Thicket ever does.

Now the house belonged to me, and I planned to restore and sell it, just as I had their much nicer Nacogdoches home. I was hoping to have all the work done and the house sold by the end of summer. Yet, already, my heart was stinging from the thought of leaving the Thicket for good.

I noticed the lights go out in one room and became aware that there was someone in the house. The drapes were open, and I could see inside the front picture window. It made me feel uncomfortable, like a voyeur. At that very moment, the sun dipped below the tall pines and darkened the Thicket. 

I wasn’t ready for that; night time in the Thicket. I felt a chill and wasn’t sure what to do. 

As it turned out, I didn’t have to do anything. Just at that moment, the porch light flashed on, the front door swung open, and a tall girl stepped out onto the porch and stared at me. At first, I was intimidated, until I saw the huge smile and those crinkled up eyes.

“Tink!” I out-right screamed.

She burst out laughing, “Little Kit Kat Katim, all the way from Nacogdoches.”

I jumped from my car and ran to meet her at the bottom of the steps, where we were transformed back into those twelve-year-old girls.

We hugged as if there had never been any forsaken years between us. We were twelve again, and we had shared our blood. We were the Sisterhood, or what was left of it. And this old forest that had died and decayed in my heart suddenly became alive again.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Sweetie, my mom works for the real estate company you called about selling the house. She told me you were coming today. So, I got out here right away and cleaned the place up for you.”

“That’s so nice of you, Tink.”

Tink threw her head back and laughed a deep, booming laugh. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been called that.”

She was full-figured with tight curls that came naturally. I only saw that little girl in pigtails, waving goodbye to me as we drove away ten years earlier.

“I still go by Kit. So, you’re called Juliet, then?”

“Jules. People call me Jules now.”

“Is Bliss still in Big Sandy?”

“For the summer. She’s still doin’ school, like you.”

“I can’t tell you how good it feels to see you again,” I said, taking her hands in mine.

“Me too, sweetie.”

“We laughed and hugged again before going inside and hearing the bang of the screen door behind us, a sound that took me back to my childhood.

“It looks the same,” I said.

“Once I got all the grit out.”

“Thank you so much for that.”

“You’re welcome. Now it looks like the house where we hung out as kids. We spent many sleepovers in your room, talkin’ about boys, and what we wanted to be when we grew up.”

“Maybe the house is a little more worn out. But doesn’t it feel good to be here again?” I said.

“It does. It just needs a little sanding, paint, and wallpaper. It’s a nice place. I think you can get some good money for it. What do you have? About ten acres?”

"Twelve."

"And with the creek out back, I’m sure someone will snatch it up quickly."

I was drawn to the mantle where pictures of my family and I had been carefully placed.

“I found them in a box in the back of a closet and set them out for you,” Jules told me.

Suddenly, there was the Sisterhood smiling back at me. Four little girls with the whole world before them, full of hopes and dreams.”

“We were all so young then,” I said, picking up the framed picture. I felt like crying for some crazy reason, so I blinked hard and placed the picture back among those of my parents and me.

“Let’s sit.” 

“Has anything ever come of the search for Libby?” I asked.

“No, not a clue. Sometimes I’ll see someone walking along and think, that’s what Libby would look like now. I never approach anyone. I know if she were still alive, she would come home to us.”

“I like to think of her living in some smart city, like Austin or San Antonio, raising a brood of little girls and passing on all the fun we had as kids. It’s a different world we live in now. We had such fun running around in the Thicket all by ourselves, thinking we were perfectly safe. Look where that got us. I don’t think I’ll ever let my children have the freedom we had as kids.”

“You have children?”

“Oh, no,” I laughed.”

“Got a fella’?”

“Not now. I was engaged last year. It didn’t work out, for him anyway.”

“Bad break-up?”

“We planned a beautiful wedding right up to the end. He didn’t leave me at the altar; he just didn’t show up for the rehearsal the night before. He sent a note by his best man saying that he wasn’t ready for one woman for the rest of his life. I heard he left the state.”

“He left Texas? How could a Texan ever leave Texas? That tells me he wasn’t in his right mind.”

“The guy didn’t know how to be Texas true. But then, he wasn’t born and raised here. Didn’t come here until college. That’s where we met.”

“If they ain’t Texas true, you have to be leary of ‘em. Still, I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

“My family and friends were on the phone all night and the next morning, telling all our guests that the wedding was off. I loved Jonathon more than I’d loved any boy ever. And I have no idea why he did that to me. I guess I never will.”

“Loved him more than Colton?”

That question stopped me in my tracks.

“Life goes on.”

There was a moment of silence, and then Jules asked, “Do you ever think about Colton, though?”

I hadn’t heard that name in a long time, and it made me smile.

“My little knight in shining armor,” I said. “That was such a long time ago, Tink. I mean Jules. Colton is a wonderful memory of a time when there were a lot of bad ones.”

“I wasn’t sure you’d even remember him.”

“We were just babies, only twelve in the beginning. And no, we never corresponded after a few brief letters.”

“He’s still here. And he’s quite a looker. He’s also been asking about you ever since he found out you were coming back.”

There was an awkward moment until I asked, “Do you have a special someone?”

Jules threw her head back and laughed loudly before saying, “Off and on, I guess you’d say. None ever got serious enough to keep around.”

“That means I won’t have to share your time while I’m here, and that’s a good thing.”

“I guess it is.”

There was a loud car horn that echoed off the pines, and Jules said, “That’ll be my ride. Jim, from the diner where I work. He said he’d give me a ride home when he got off.”

We walked onto the porch, and Jules waved at the young man. I felt sad that she was leaving, and I hugged her again. She felt solid and strong, had always been the strongest of the Sisterhood. I loved the woodsy smell of her hair. I loved everything about her at that moment.

Memories flooded back as I waved her down the drive. She hung out the window waving back, her wiry hair slapping against her ruddy cheeks. I had seen her as a great hunting guide, taking down attacking rhinos to protect the reserve’s guests. Not as a waitress in a diner. I knew other disappointments were awaiting me.

I stood there for a while and drank in the primitive feel of the Big Thicket again. It was a magical place, an important historical place, full of the feel of ancient trees and the ghosts of people who had come as pioneers during what our teachers called the Western Expansion. My own great, great, great grandfather had come in a covered wagon while Texas was still a Republic, and had settled on Beech Creek, close to Big Sandy.

In the beginning, there were only the Indian tribes that dared try to tame the Thicket. Like the early pioneers, they had trouble with the denseness of it. It was almost impassible, and they mostly had to maneuver through it by canoe on the many creeks that crisscrossed it. The Indians liked to say if a snake crawled into the Big Thicket, it would have to back its way out. I could understand that. There were many times the Sisterhood had lost our way in its denseness and ended up on our hands and knees, trying to find a way out.

Thank goodness for those who refused to give up, who were blessed to live in one of only four tropical rainforests in the entire country. It’s a place of dense pine thickets, from whence came its name, with beautiful dogwoods, redbuds, magnolias, and with tropical treasures like wild orchids, sundews, and carnivorous plants that were unknown to the rest of the states back then.

I had never lived outside the Thicket. My childhood had been in Big Sandy, and then I lived in Nacogdoches on the other side of Thicket. In the fall, I would be moving to Houston, the farthest I had ever roamed out of the Thicket.

As I stood with my arms wrapped around a porch post, I felt sad that I would be leaving the comfort I felt in the Thicket. For a moment, I wondered if I actually could. I was afraid I would feel some sort of hold the Thicket had on me. As that thought hit me, I heard the distinct giggle of a little girl, and I said without thinking, “Libby?” 

It seemed to come from all directions and then floated off toward the road. I saw nothing, though I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Unnerved, I hurried into the house and locked the door. I would sleep in my jeans that night because I would not allow myself to go back to my car for my luggage in the dark of the night.

I had a nice supper, thanks to Jules, who had prepared chicken spaghetti and left it in the refrigerator. I had come prepared to clean the house from top to bottom to get it ready to remodel. Jules had done that for me. I was grateful as I crawled into bed and smelled the freshly laundered sheets. They had been dried on the clothesline outside because they smelled of summer sun. I missed that, now that everyone used washers and dryers. There was a dryer in the house, but Jules wanted my homecoming to be perfect, and that included making my bed smell magically like sunshine. Oh, how I loved the girl.

I turned to switch the lamp off and waited in the darkness for sleep to come. It did not, not that first night. There was something splendid about being home in the old house, and the memories of my days lived in it that overwhelmed me. I was home again, even if temporarily.

After a while, I was thirsty and got up to get a drink. Walking back to the bedroom, I again noticed the picture of the Sisterhood on the mantle. I walked over and stared at it. I carried it back to the bedroom with me, laid back down, and held the picture above my face. I couldn’t help revisiting wonderful memories as I traced the little girl’s smiles with my fingertip.

Did I hear laughter outside again? I sat up and looked out the window and waited. I only heard the insects buzzing and the frogs down on the creek, croaking. I set the picture on the bedside table and turned onto my side, where I could continue to look at it in the moonlight. It was only a couple of hours before sun-up when I fell into a deep sleep.

***

[image: ]


MORNING LIGHT BRIGHTENED my room, and yet I still slept until noon. It had been a long time since I had slept that soundly. I remembered that I had been born in this house. My parents lived here when they first married. I could still feel the tranquility I’d known here. I wondered when this kind of peaceful sleep had begun to be hard to find.

A strong breeze blew in the southward window and moved the door slightly.

‘Oooh,’ I thought, smiling. ‘There must be ghosts in the house,’ I mocked.

A stronger follow-up breeze hit the door and slammed it shut. I must admit, it made me jump, and I looked around tensely. What self-respecting ghost would be trying to haunt in this beautiful sunlight? I wondered. I stretched my legs under the sheets and breathed in the country air.

Thomas Wolfe had written, “You can’t go home again.” Hogwash! I was home, and home was here, just as I’d left it. So, with regards to dear Mr. Wolfe, ‘I am home again!’

After lunch, I wandered onto the front porch. Birds chirped, and squirrels chased each other across the treetops. I felt compelled to walk down the long drive, and I took the porch steps slowly, not looking down until I felt the hard muscle of the earth under my feet. A red bird flew over my head, and I instinctively followed his direction. He had no time for me, though, and disappeared into the pines before I could catch up. In minutes, I found myself standing in the middle of Cemetery Road. From there, I could see the end that was swallowed up by the Thicket. To its left was the Nettles Cemetery that gave this ancient road its name. Across from it, I could see Miss Maddie’s crumbling plantation house, and I appraised it by the beauty it had once been. The house whitened before my eyes, and cornices appeared where there had been none. Shudders took up their old positions, and missing handrail posts seemed to replace themselves. I fancied that the red dirt yard turned into green grass. 

I walked toward it instinctively before I noticed that the front door was standing open. The closer I got, the more the apparition standing behind the rusted-out screen began to reveal itself to me. There she was, Miss Maddie, the woman we had feared so much when we were kids. She slowly opened the door and stepped out onto her porch with a hard grimace on her face. Her eyes were cold and menacing, and I knew she didn’t want me to be there. She was so old and worn looking, as she stooped over her cane, hunching her shoulders. I instantly felt pity for her.

Before I made it to her drive, she yelled, “Who ya’ be, gal?”

Her words shattered my imagined image of the beautiful plantation house, making it shabby again, with peeling paint and rotted woodwork. I was aware of music playing somewhere, though I hardly noticed it because of Miss Maddie’s angry scowl.

“I’m Kit. Kitrina Katim, from across the road.”

“Cain’t be. Them people is up and gone. You one of them people from county services?”

I smiled because I had never had a conversation with this woman, and she didn’t seem at all menacing as she had been when we were kids. She was so frail, she couldn’t harm anyone, even if she wanted to.

“My parents moved away ten years ago. I’ve come home to get the house ready to sell.”

“Why you here, in my drive?”

“Just thought I’d say hello to you. I remember you from when I lived here.”

“You was one of them little girls, wasn’t you?”

“What girls?”

“That used to run around here like a bunch of brats. Come on my property when I didn’t want ya’ too. And now look. Look at what all you done to me.”

“Miss Maddie, we did play on this road, but we were careful not to come into your yard. So, what is it we did to you?”

“I’d like to tell you what you done to me.”

Here she lifted her cane in the air and waved it at me. Her mouth formed words, but they failed her. 

“I’m so sorry if we bothered you back then, but ...”

“Get gone. You hear? Go away.”

She turned on unsteady legs, went back inside, and slowly closing the huge door to shut the rest of the world out, as she had all her life.

“Good-bye, Miss Maddie,” I called out, watching the door close me out as the music inside the house died away.

That weathered, slightly tilted door had done to me what Miss Maddie had not been able to. It evoked my sympathy. It also made me feel unwelcomed and as if I was doing something wrong by merely standing in the road. I turned and looked at the cemetery across the way and felt sadness grip me by the throat. This was not the bright, happy day I had planned. I turned and marched back to my house. The closer I got, the brighter the sunshine overwhelmed, until I succumbed to its unexpected delights again. As I walked up the drive, I kept thinking, “I’m home again. I’m home again.” Then I remembered it wasn’t to be for long.

I sat on the porch steps, listening to the wind in the tops of those towering pines and remembering my life back then. And I thought about Libby. Even now, her sweet face made something deep inside me want to burst into tears. It was the not knowing that was the hardest. I recognized that my emotions were swinging back and forth violently, and I purposed to think about her no more, at least not that day.

As the afternoon grew hotter, I went into Big Sandy for groceries. I spent the rest of the afternoon recreating my Grandma’s famous Wolf Whistle Stew. Of course, it was just Beef Stew, but every time she made it for my Grandpa, he’d take the first bite and then wolf whistle like those boys down at the drug store that hung around ogling the girls.

Around five in the afternoon, I ladled out a large bowl of the stew and headed down to Miss Maddie’s. She had taken up her familiar place in the rocker where she always seemed to be when I was younger. She glared at me as I walked right up her drive and to her porch. When I was about to make it to the house, she yelled at me to stop right there. 
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