
[image: cover-image, Stargazing at the June Bug Ranch]



	
		Stargazing at the

		June Bug Ranch
	

	Justice Demands Satisfaction

	By Jesse R. Traynham

	
		[image: bent_oak_press.png]
	





Copyright © 2025 by Jesse R. Traynham

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

First Edition

Published by Bent Oak Press

www.jessetraynham.com

Cover design by Jesse R. Traynham

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.





	Visit My Website

		
			Want to stay connected? Join my mailing list at www.jessetraynham.com to get updates on new books, short stories, and behind-the-scenes news. You’ll also hear first about merch, coloring books, and special promotions.
	





 

 

 

To my boys: 

Noah, Sam, and Ben. 





 

 

 

Make every moment count.





1


Song of the Drive

July 2024, 50 years after

Dusty, the old driveway, played his familiar tune as I rolled in, stirring memories I hadn’t visited in a while. He played the same song from when I was a kid. Back in the 1980s, Papa Ed hired old Mr. Daltry to pave the first one hundred feet of Dusty, claiming he had leftover asphalt from his last job. I think Papa Ed knew it was a sales pitch to get him to pave the whole thing, but decided to play along. Old Mr. Daltry died a few years later, so the point became moot. Ever since, the first stretch of Dusty was a smooth, dust-free ride that transitioned with a thud-thud onto the older pea gravel. The parking area, filled with larger rocks, gave off deeper pings when we drove over them. Each sound was like a note in a three-part harmony that echoed from a time just out of reach, singing, “Welcome home. What took you so long to get back?”

What took me so long? Work. I’d been buried in the portable build of my project, every waking hour siphoned away. Now that the finish line was in sight, it was time to repay all those borrowed hours.

I nosed the car around the back of the house at the June Bug Ranch. Papa Ed gave the ranch that name long before I was born, a playful nod to Grams’ nickname, June Bug. The name stuck, and so did the warmth it brought. I parked facing north, toward the garage with the red brick path to my right. I drove my wife’s car today. I figured it would be easier for Grams to get in and out of than my Silverado pickup. I leaped out of the car, trotted around the front, and hit the red brick path like I was Dorothy. The sunrise was a nice mix of melted reds and oranges. I pulled the rope on the large farm bell as I passed, a longstanding tradition. A few miles up the creek, just off Bent Oak Road, is our family plot at Magnolia Vale Cemetery. You can hear the bell from there on a quiet night. I took the big step onto the patio and meandered to the kitchen door. I opened the screen and knocked twice as I barged in to see Grams sitting at the kitchen table, patiently waiting for her prodigal. The familiar smell of the house drifted my way. 

As I entered, I heard her say, “I know. Everything is about to change. I’ll tell him.”

“Howdy, Grams! You ready for breakfast?”

“Of course I am, Colton, but I need my hug first!” I obliged with a big bear hug. 

“Who were you talking to?”

“What? Oh. Nobody. I was just grumbling to my feet to greet you. Getting out of a chair at my age requires a lot of groans and grunts. You’ll find that out as you get older, like me.”

“Yeah, I’m starting to get familiar with the concept.”

“Grab a chair in the dining room for a second while I get my purse.”

 Grams headed off. Humming a tune, she shuffled through the large open dining room and living room down the hall toward her bedroom. 

At her age, a second meant anything but. I planted myself in a chair, got comfy, and looked around a bit. I’m not sure what I was looking for. Nothing had changed but the dust levels in the past few decades. There were decorative plates on the walls and a china cabinet filled with dishes for fancy dinners. A heavy curtain covered the huge plate-glass window to the front yard. It must have been ten feet tall and twenty feet wide. There was a buffet and a few small tables with keepsakes. 

Grams’ favorite Hummel figurine, “Merry Wanderer,” was on the buffet. I always wondered what adventures he had with his leather bag and umbrella. Ah, to be at the beginning of a grand adventure—the best part of any adventure. Everything is new, and the possibilities are endless. 

She was still humming on her way back. 

“OK!” she said, interrupting my train of thought. “Adventuring, we shall go.” 

It was like she knew what I was thinking—her gift of intuition was uncanny. I followed her out the door and jiggled the handle to check that it was locked. 

As we neared the car, she looked up at me with eyes of anticipation and asked, “Can we drive my PT Cruiser? I don’t get to drive it as much as I used to.” She held out the keys and jiggled them. 

“I suppose we can,” I said. “Let me move El’s car so we can get the PT out of the garage.” 

I backed El’s car over to the firewood pile and parked. The pile had been there for as long as I could remember. After Papa Ed died, I maintained the pile for a few decades. It had grown to more of a firewood wall, some twenty-five feet long and four feet tall. I pulled open the large garage door. Its heavy springs protested in a chorus of pings and snaps. The smell of oil, gasoline, sawdust, and projects from yesteryear wafted out like ghosts from the past as I pushed the door into position. 

I backed the Cruiser out, and Grams hopped in. Well. She got in. Her hopper wasn’t working as well as it used to. I backed up a bit, got out, and pulled the beast of a garage door down. Much different than the one at my house, where I just pushed a button. I slid back into the Cruiser, shutting the door with a soft thud, and we set off on our adventure. 

It had only been a few months since I last saw her, but things seemed different, like when the afternoon fades into the evening. It’s the same, but the lighting has changed. 

As we left the house, Dusty gave up its tune in reverse, and we rolled out onto Bent Oak Road toward the Sunny Side Cafe. 

At the cafe, I held the door open for Grams. It smelled of sizzling bacon, fresh bread, and other goodies as usual. Grams looked at me like, “I’m not dead yet; you ain’t got to hold the door open for me,” followed by a grin of gratitude. She was fiercely independent. I guess she had to be, after all she had gone through. She was humming another tune as she walked by.

We entered and waved at Rick, the chef. He’d been cooking at the cafe for a long time now. I spotted our usual faux leather booth at the back and headed toward it. On the way, I said hello to Dr. Noah Turner. He ate at the cafe as much as we did and was perched on his favorite stool at the counter, third from the door. He also happened to be my boss. We slid into our seats. I took my usual spot facing the entrance.

I ordered a couple of eggs, over easy, three slices of bacon, and hash browns. Grams got the Denver omelet and two slices of crispy bacon. Coffee for both of us, of course. It’s the same thing we’ve ordered for decades. Lois, the waitress, rarely bothered asking what we wanted. She just brought it to us unannounced. 

“How have you been doing?” I asked. 

“Oh. Well. I have seen a lot of days,” she said. “I’ll be ninety-six this August.”

Grams always spoke with precision. Her words were calculated. She said what she intended, even if it took a bit to work out correctly. It would be easy to think she was cold and mean-natured if you didn’t know her, but any malcontent was taken on account of your ears, not her mouth. 

“Your parents used to love this place,” she said. “They had their first official date here when they were teenagers.”

Though I had heard the story more times than I could count, I nodded with interest. We didn’t often talk about my mother and father. 

“That must have been some fifty years ago,” I said. 

“Seems like last week to me.”

“Let’s see. The wreck was in the summer of ’74. So it happened fifty years ago.”

“I suppose time goes by faster the older you are.”

“Where do you think my father ended up?” Dangerous territory. The kind that never had good answers.

“I gave up trying to guess years ago,” she said, folding her arms. “The man ups and leaves his family after a funeral, you learn to stop expecting much.”

“Still hard to picture. He and Mother were joined at the hip.”

She shook her head. “People grieve ugly. Some run. He ran. That’s all in the past now. Pondering and worrying won’t change it. Better to let the past be and keep your eyes forward.”

She was right, of course. She usually was. Let go of the past and press toward the future. But even as I nodded, I couldn’t help but hold on, the questions lingering like an apparition that refused to fade.

“Someone drank all my coffee!” I said. I raised my coffee cup and waved it at Lois like a beggar in a Christmas story. She obliged. 

“This bacon could be more crispy,” Grams said to Lois. 

“I’ll get you some more,” Lois said. “I know how you like your crispy bacon.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re more than welcome, Hon.”

Lois headed off to get Grams some new and improved crispy bacon.

“Elara and the kids said to tell you ‘Howdy!’” I said. “Maybe we can all get together soon for Sunday lunch.”

“I would enjoy that,” Grams said. “I don’t get to see enough of y’all these days.”

“Yeah. I know. It’s easy to find ourselves busy.”

“Understandable. Family life can be daunting.”

“How’s your health these days?”

“Oh, you know how it is. All my social events consist of doctor appointments. I keep my mind busy with puzzles. Keeps me sharp.”

She was sharp, too, at ninety-five and still living on her own. 

“Normally, you use the service to get to the doctor’s office. Any special reason you’ve requested my help today? Did you miss me?”

“Of course, I miss you! But the truth is, I’m getting older. I find myself forgetting things more often, and it’s deeply unsettling. I need someone I trust to be my second pair of eyes and ears. Sometimes I feel like my mind’s not entirely my own anymore.” Her voice was tinged with a rare hint of uncertainty as she gazed out the window. 

She appeared lost in her thoughts as she smiled at something in the distance. She mouthed some words but didn’t say anything, which worried me. This was the second time today she seemed to be talking to herself. This was new for her. 

I excused myself from the table to run to the bathroom. On the way back, I paid the bill. This would aggravate Grams, but she had paid my bills plenty of times. 

When I returned, I told her we needed to head to her doctor’s appointment so we wouldn’t be late. She nodded but indicated we still needed the check. I informed her it was taken care of, and she started digging in her purse for money. I am fifty years old, and Grams is still trying to care for me. I told her not to worry about it. After a bout of bickering, she conceded. 

We waved to Rick on the way out. “Wonderful as always, Rick!”

“Thanks, folks. Y’all come back.”

At the door, Grams squeezed my arm. “Things are about to change, Colton. I hope you’re ready.” Her voice carried a new edge I didn’t recognize.
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Slipping

“I’m here now, Grams. I’m sure your appointment with Dr. Olive will be fine.”

I helped Grams into the PT Cruiser, and we took the ten-minute drive down Bent Oak Road to Dr. Olivia Thornfield’s office.

We’d been seeing Dr. Olive for years. Before that, we saw her mother in the same office. Smarts ran in the family. She was a wonderful doctor who always took time to listen to her patients and didn’t overbook her appointments. She wasn’t presumptuous like most doctors. She didn’t even wear those haughty white coats all the time. Most people called her Dr. Olive, which fit her persona perfectly. 

We pulled into Dr. Olive’s office parking lot. I found a spot near the door and turned off the PT Cruiser.

“You ready?” I asked Grams. 

“Ready,” she said. 

I moved to open the Cruiser door, but as usual, she was too quick. Instead, I made up for it by holding the door to Dr. Olive’s office. She gave me her usual grimace—a badge of honor in my book. 

I went over to the desk and checked Grams in. The gal at reception said it would only be a few minutes, which was fine. Dr. Olive’s time was important. I also knew she was spending time with other patients who needed it. When it was our turn, she would be entirely devoted to us as she was the current patient.

I joined Grams in the waiting room. It was decorated in Western tones. A few cowboy hats were hanging on the wall. There was an illustration of an old country doctor’s office hanging between the hats. A lovely painting of an olive branch with a dozen olives on it hung on the back wall. Next to the painting was a shelf displaying several jars of olives. Undoubtedly, it was an ode from employees and patients to the doctor. In front of us was a coffee table shaped like a large sheriff’s badge with a spread of magazines to peruse. Each of them only had a handful of pages left. It felt more like a comfortable living room than a doctor’s office, which I figured was precisely the point. Grams seemed at ease here, and I found myself relaxing too.

“What is this appointment for, anyway?”

“Oh, just a general checkup. There may be some lab results, too.”

She didn’t meet my eyes.

“Do you want me to go in with you or wait out here?”

“It would be best if you came with me. I need you to help me remember things.” Her voice was steady but with a hint of vulnerability. It wasn’t like Grams to admit she needed help, and it struck me how much she was beginning to rely on me. Whatever this new edge was, hopefully, Dr. Olive could bring it out.

She’s one of the strongest, most logical people I know, and she approached the decision to lean on others with clear rationality. Still, at ninety-five, she was doing remarkably well.

She started humming again. 

“What are you humming?” 

“Oh. Was I humming?” she asked. “I don’t know. Probably some hymn.”

I’m pretty sure it was “Victory in Jesus.” I liked to test her to see if she knew what she was humming. Most of the time, she doesn’t realize she’s doing it. 

“June,” said the gal from check-in. “Are you ready?”

Grams got up, and I followed her to the patient’s room. She used a stool to get up on the exam table, and I took the chair in the corner. 

Much like the waiting room, this room was decorated in a Western theme with olive motifs. 

Grams continued her humming, drifting further into her little world. I smiled, content to let her wander there.

After a few minutes, Dr. Olive exploded through the door with her customary greeting: “Hullo, how is everyone today?” Her “Hullo” was friendly and elongated. It immediately put us at ease, like seeing an old friend after several years. 

“So, June. Do you have any travel plans for the summer? Maybe a cruise with the gals?” asked Dr. Olive. 

“Nah. My cruise days are behind me. I enjoy staying put these days.”

“How about family? Are you getting to see everyone enough?”

“Oh, they’re all at pretty busy stages of life right now.”

“We plan to get together for Sunday lunch pretty soon,” I said. 

“That’s great,” Dr. Olive said. “Well, June, I understand you’ve decided to stop driving.”

“Yeah. My memory is not what it used to be. I’m afraid I might get lost while I’m out.”

Hearing her say that out loud made it more real. It was the right decision, but it was still hard to see this part of her independence slip away.

“Completely understandable. It’s important you feel confident in these decisions. That said, June, you’re doing exceptionally well for ninety-five. You should take pride in that.”

“The last time you were here, I had my ‘vein whisperer’ nurse take some blood to run some tests. We ran a CBC, CMP, Lipid Panel, and TSH. That sounds like a whole bunch of letters, but don’t worry, I’ll break it down for you.”

“Yeah. I don’t know what any of that means.”

“That means we checked your blood count, looked for signs of anemia, and checked your white blood cells. Everything came back fine. We also tested your kidney and liver function and blood sugar levels, which were normal. Your cholesterol was a bit high, but nothing to worry about now. And your thyroid is working just fine.”

“So I’m doing good!”

“Yes, you are. Are you still taking your calcium and vitamin D?”

“Like clockwork.”

“Good. That will help with your bone density. You’re doing good, but you should still be cautious. One fall changes everything,” she said. “Let’s not give gravity the chance. A fracture at your age can be life-threatening.”

“I’m aware. I’ve lost a few friends because of falls.”

“My records are showing Cole is not on your HIPAA list. Would you like me to add him?”

“I’m not sure. What does that mean?”

“It means he can call us if he has any questions about your health.”

“Yes, that would be good. Can you add Elara, too?”

“Of course. Cole, do you have any questions?”

“My main concern is Grams’ safety when we’re not around. We’ll try to check in more often, but what can we do if there is an incident when we’re not there?”

“You can do simple things like come by daily to bring in the mail. It doesn’t have to be heroic. You might also ask her neighbors if they are willing to help.”

“OK.”

“On these wellness checks, you should also make sure she’s been eating properly and taking her meds since she’s expressed memory loss.”

“Yeah, I was thinking that too.”

“K. I think we’ve covered everything for today. If you have no other questions, I’ll see you in about three months for a follow-up,” Dr. Olive said as she stood up. 

“Thank you, Dr. Olive,” Grams said with a smile. “Be sure to tell your mother ‘Hello’ from me.”

“I sure will,” she said. “Good to see you folks.”

We headed to the lobby to settle up with the front office gal. I ensured Grams signed the paperwork to add Elara and me to her HIPAA list. I swear, there was so much paperwork. 

As we made our way to the Cruiser, Grams wore a playful smile that lit up her face.

“What are you smiling at?” I asked. 

“Oh, nothing. It’s just nice to talk with Dr. Olive. Talking to her reminds me it’s all going to work out.”

I fired up the PT Cruiser and pulled out of the lot onto Bent Oak Road back toward the June Bug Ranch.

“I hope it wasn’t surprising that I’ve decided to stop driving.”

“No, not a surprise. I know it was not an easy decision for you.”

“I’m losing a lot of independence because of it. I will need your help with grocery shopping and getting to church.”

“I suppose we could help you with those things,” I said. “You’ve certainly spent countless hours looking after me.”

“Wonderful!” she said. “Church starts at 9:30 a.m. this Sunday.”

Ouch. She called my bluff. I doubt she missed a day of church in her life. I had missed many—actually, most. I was more inclined to sleep in on my one day off than find myself in a pew. Nevertheless, I would do anything for this woman who had raised me since I was a baby—including dragging myself out of bed on Sunday. 

Two days later, at 8 a.m., I was back at the June Bug with Elara and the kids in tow. I missed sleeping in. Elara, the kids, and I filed in line and marched down the red brick path like we were four of the seven dwarves. I rang the bell, of course. Tradition. 

I knocked on the door twice and barged in to find Grams waiting at the table, purse and keys in hand. She got up, and we all hugged her in turn. 

“Miles, can you carry the Crock-Pot out to the PT and put it in the trunk?” she asked. 

“What’s in it?”

“It’s an old family recipe! It’s hot dog weenies and sliced sausage smothered in barbecue sauce. We'll plug it in at church and let it cook for the Fourth Sunday Fellowship lunch today.“

“Fourth Sunday Fellowship?” I asked. 

“Did I forget to mention that? I told you I was having memory issues.”

Grams had memory issues, but she knew what she was doing. I grabbed her keys, and we headed to the PT. Miles faithfully placed the Crock-Pot in the trunk, and we were off. Dusty, the driveway, sang his “comeback soon” refrain as we left and took Bent Oak Road to Sunny Side for breakfast. 

The cafe scene was familiar. Lois knew our orders by heart, and Rick was cooking, like always. Even Dr. Turner was settled in on his favorite stool at the counter, third from the door. When the clock struck nine, we decided it was time to head to church, giving us enough time to plug in Grams’ Crock-Pot before class.

Broad Street Church of Christ. I’ve lost count of how often I was here as a kid. Once I got older, I stopped going—there were other things to do, and Sunday mornings became reserved for sleeping in.

I dropped El, Isabella, and Grams off at the front door, then pulled around to the new fellowship hall. I call it “new,” but it was probably built twenty years ago. Miles, ever the helpful one, carried Grams’ weenies and sausage inside. The hall was filled with the aroma of all the other dishes people had brought. We found a good spot and plugged in the Crock-Pot.

We entered the auditorium to look for Grams, though I knew exactly where she sat—stage left, halfway back. She always said she didn’t want to look snooty by sitting up front, but she didn’t want to be a back-row Baptist either. Whatever that was. To me, it meant she sat in the middle of the auditorium.

The kids weren’t interested in attending class, so we let them stay with us for the adult lesson. The teacher spoke from the Book of James about how the tongue can easily get away from us. He compared it to a small spark that can start a forest fire or a tiny rudder steering a huge ship. I suppose he made some interesting points.

There was a fifteen-minute break between class and “big church,” during which I said hello to some old faces and met a few new ones. Poor El and the kids looked uncomfortable. I wasn’t feeling much better, but I kept reminding myself this was all for Grams. We all endured. In time, we would all feel more comfortable in this setting.

“Big church” time. I remember being bored when I was younger, and I couldn’t imagine it being much different now. We sang a few songs from the hymnal with those odd-shaped notes, prayed a few prayers, took communion—the juice was sour—and, of course, took up the offering. Then, we all settled in for the long haul of a sermon.

The sermon was about the fruit of the Spirit. I remember them from that old silly song we sang in vacation Bible school: Love, Joy, Peace, Patience, Kindness, Goodness, Faithfulness, Gentleness, and . . . Rats. I always forget the last one. Oh yeah, “Self-Control.” Figures.

When the closing prayer came, I was relieved we were at the end—until my stomach reminded me of the aroma flowing into the auditorium. Hunger hit me hard.

We headed off to the fellowship hall, where lunch was already underway. We dropped our stuff at a table and hopped in line. I got a spoonful of everything. My plate was running over. Everything looked too good to pass up. Besides, I didn’t want to insult anyone by not trying their dish. I’m kindhearted like that.

After lunch, we dropped Grams off at the June Bug Ranch and assured her we’d be back next week to do it again.

The following week, we showed up at eight like clockwork. Over the next few months, we took Grams to church. It became routine. She had done so much for each of us over the years, so it seemed like the right thing to do, even if it wasn’t my thing. 

Fourth Sunday Fellowship Lunch rolled around again. The most holy of the Sundays. I couldn’t wait to find out what was for lunch today. 

We drove my truck into the June Bug. Dusty sang his familiar refrain, welcoming us home. We disembarked and marched the bricks, whistling the same tune we’d been whistling for weeks. Miles rang the bell behind me after I did, as was now our tradition. I chuckled, the familiar rhythm of the morning settling in. I knocked twice and barged in, like always.

Grams was not sitting at the table. 

“Grams? Are you ready to head out?” I asked, my voice a little louder than usual.

No response. My stomach dropped. I looked at Elara. She threw back an expression that implied, “This is weird.”

“I’ll go check on her and see if she’s ready,” she said.

I nodded and began looking for the Cruiser keys. She strolled toward the other end of the house, past the dining room and living room. The kids hung out on the patio, waiting. 

“Colton!” 

“Yeah?” I asked. The stress in her voice worried me. I can count the times she’s called me “Colton” instead of “Cole” on one hand if I’m not holding up most of my fingers. 

“Call 911!”
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Forced Adventure

August 1969, 5 years before

David locked the front door of the house and slammed it shut. He trudged to the car, threw his duffel bag in, and slammed the trunk shut. In case his mother was not paying attention, he slammed the passenger door shut, too. He would have slammed more things given the opportunity. David Travers was usually a pretty level-headed fourteen-year-old, but today, he was simmering. Two weeks ago, his mother had blindsided him with the news: he was attending church camp. There was no discussion, no consideration—just a blunt declaration. David suspected she was trying to get him out of the house for a while. When he protested, she’d shut him down, saying it was already paid for and non-negotiable. The sting of that conversation lingered, fueling his urge to snap.

They were on their way down Bent Oak Road to the Sunny Side Cafe to meet the Langfords for breakfast before church. David couldn’t shake the feeling of impending doom, thinking of it as his last meal before the prison sentence. He stared out the window, arms crossed, counting the miles. He wasn’t even sure what kids did at church camp. Whatever it was, he wasn’t interested.

His mother attended church at the Broad Street Church of Christ once or twice a month, and he had never been. Now, all of a sudden, he wasn’t even given a choice. He thought complaining was useless as he did not want to start another argument with his mother.

Mr. Langford would drive the church youth group the 145 miles, some three and a half hours, to the camp after Sunday School. David was already bored, and they weren’t even at the cafe yet.

At the cafe, David slid out of the car and lurched toward the entrance. He opened the door for his mother; the metal handle felt cold in his hand. His jaw clenched to hide his frustration. The smell of coffee and pancakes invaded his nose. His mother grinned, oblivious of his feelings, and requested a table for five. The waitress led them to a booth at the back of the cafe. The faux leather cushion sighed in relief as they sat facing the door. The waitress grabbed a chair from another table. It screeched on the floor as she moved it to the end of the table. They looked over the menu while they waited for the Langfords, but David already knew what he wanted. He always got the same thing.

About the time David started reading the menu for the third time, he noticed an old Studebaker Wagonaire inch into the parking lot and watched the Langfords get out. Until now, he had not realized Bailey Langford was the Langfords’ daughter. He had been in a few classes with her in junior high, but they would be at different schools in the fall. David had decided to go to North Fort Worth Tech to study engineering, inspired by all the long afternoons in his dad’s garage building AM radios and dreaming of building world-changing devices in the future. He loved to figure out how things worked.

The Langfords filed in, Bailey trailing behind her parents. His mother waved to June Langford as they headed toward the booth. She appeared to be in her mid-forties but still quite attractive. She wore thick-rimmed glasses. Her hair was dark brown, with streaks of gray throughout.

“Howdy, Travers!” said June.

“Good morning!” said David’s mother.

Bailey wore glasses like her mother, but hers seemed to fit her face perfectly, even when she kept pushing them up her nose absentmindedly. She wore a white dress with a floral print and shoes that looked a little scuffed, but to David, she was radiant. Perfect. David was beside himself.

David forced a smile, feeling his cheeks burn red. He tended to get tongue-tied around girls, especially pretty ones. Her shy smile sent a jolt through him. He looked away, hoping she hadn’t noticed the heat rising in his face.

"Morning, folks," said Edward, wearing a black suit and a wide paisley-print tie.

The excitement of all this interaction was too much for David. He concentrated hard on not rolling his eyes or smirking at the useless pleasantries, even though his mother seemed overly enthusiastic about it all.

“Have y’all eaten here before?” asked June.

“We’ve been several times. How about you?”

“This is our first. Everything looks delicious. Any suggestions?”

“I always get the Denver omelet. It’s my favorite,” David said, forgetting how awkward things had gotten.

“That sounds good. I’ll do that, too—plus some crispy bacon.”

The waitress came by, and everyone gave her their orders.

Breakfast passed with exciting small talk about the weather and news.

Edward excused himself and went to the bathroom. On the way back, he paid for the meals.

“We better head out, folks,” he said. “We don’t want to be late for class.”

“We’ll need to get the check first,” said David’s mom.

“Don’t worry about the check. It’s my treat.”

“Edward, you didn’t have to do that. Thank you.”

• • •

As David entered the church building, he noticed the interesting wooden columns that went from the floor to the ceiling, like trees in a forest. There were classroom doors along the sides of the auditorium. A sign at the front read “Hymns” with several numbers listed below. What he didn’t notice was other teenagers. So far, it was only him and Bailey.

The Langfords invited David and his mother to sit with them. They were sitting on the right side of the auditorium, about halfway to the front.

When David got comfortable, a man asked everyone to stand and turn to page 728b in the hymnbook. David found the page, but he read the words as everyone else sang. He thought this was all a bit weird.

Another man got up and started the lesson. It was about people losing things and those things getting found. A coin, a sheep, a son. He understood how you could lose a coin or even a sheep, but a son? That's bad parenting.

Finally, class was over. Now, he could wait some more as they traveled to the camp. David couldn’t help but notice there were still no other teens in the building. Maybe they were waiting outside.

The man who had done the lesson came over and asked them to meet in the parking lot for a prayer before leaving for camp. David was starting to wonder if anything would feel normal again.

Pillow and duffel in hand, David followed his mother to the parking lot. After a few minutes, Bailey and her family came out, too. She had changed into blue jean shorts, a gray T-shirt with blue stripes around the neck and sleeves, and white sandals. It hadn’t occurred to David to change. The man who taught the class and the elders prayed for safe travel and a good week at camp, whatever that meant.

It had taken David all morning, but things were starting to click. He was heading to camp with the church youth group. Edward Langford was driving. The only other teen around was Bailey Langford. Conclusion? Bailey Langford WAS the youth group. Should he be thrilled? Terrified? Both? Yeah, probably both.

After the prayer, Bailey showed David where their car was parked, and he tossed his pillow and duffel bag into the back. The car door squeaked as David opened it. He hopped in on the left side, and Bailey jumped in on the other. As they settled in their seats, their pinkies accidentally touched. David’s stomach went all aflutter. He felt his face flush hot and wondered if she had the same reaction. He glanced her way, and she grinned.

Edward and June slid into the front seats, and the car rumbled to life. As they pulled away, people waved to them like they were heading off to war. David spotted his mom standing by her car with a forced smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. For a second, he almost felt bad about being mad at her. Almost. Parents were such a mystery to him. She was making him leave for a week, and was sad about it all at the same time. Then Bailey shifted beside him, her elbow brushing his arm, and his brain promptly forgot everything else.

Edward glanced in the rearview mirror. “Y’all ready for Camp Deer Run?” he asked.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” David muttered, the words heavier with resignation than enthusiasm.

“Let’s get truck’n!” Bailey said.

Let’s get trunk’n? What in the world? David wasn't sure what to think about Bailey.

“I like your hair, Dave,” said Bailey. “It’s a real pretty light brown.”

“Thanks.” His cheeks flushed, his thoughts a jumbled mess. I like your . . . everything, he thought.

“Your hair is pretty cool too.”

After all the excitement was over, David, Bailey, Edward, and June settled down, taking in the scenery as they sped eastward down the back roads of Texas at a whopping seventy miles per hour.

A few hours later, David felt the car slow as Edward pulled off the highway at a rest stop. They evacuated the car and made way to a picnic table. June passed around peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and Tang for lunch. 

“So, David, why did Noah have to discipline the chickens on the Ark?” Edward asked.

David was confused. He had no idea. “I don’t know, why?” he said.

“Because they were using fowl language!” Bailey said.

“Ouch. That’s a groaner, guys!” David said while letting out a bit of a giggle.

After the quick stop for lunch and the so-called humor, David braced himself for another couple of “exciting” hours of driving and promptly nodded off. 

The crunch of gravel jolted him awake. Blinking, he realized the car had stopped along a dusty road. He wiped some drool from his mouth.

Glancing out the window, he saw a sign that read “CAMP DEER RUN” in large, bold green letters with a drawing of a deer next to it.

June asked David and Bailey to hop out for a photo by the camp sign.

“OK, kiddos, smile like you like each other,” she said.

He stood awkwardly beside Bailey in front of the camp sign, careful not to stand too close. He hardly knew her. His smile felt stiff, and he shoved his hands deep into his pockets, hoping to keep them from fidgeting. He risked a glance at Bailey, who was busy swiping her hair back. She caught him looking, her smile growing into a grin that made him quickly look away. The Polaroid camera clicked, the photo sliding out with a whirr. June fanned the picture to make it develop faster. It would be blurry, he thought. Or he’d be in mid-blink. That’s how pictures of him usually went. It clicked again, and another zipped out. A photo for the Langfords and one for Mom.

Once the obligatory photos were taken, they hopped back in the car and drove another few miles. The gravel road twisted like it was leading to the edge of the earth. Each turn felt like his mother twisting the knife a bit deeper into his back, the unknown stretching ahead like a woken nightmare. At last, they arrived at the camp. A young, skinny kid approached the car. David slouched in his seat. He watched as Edward rolled down the window, curious about what the kid would say. The skinny kid gave a few basic instructions on what to do. Then Edward headed to the parking field, nosed the car around, and pointed back toward the lone road that ran through the camp. Across from the field was a pavilion with several benches, already surrounded by a group of kids. This was going to be a long week.

They all slid out of the car. David’s shoes sank into the mushy field, each step squelching as if it had rained earlier in the day. David grabbed his gear from the back of the car. He stepped back, allowing Edward to grab Bailey’s things. As the skinny kid had instructed, they went to the mess hall doors where assignments were posted. At first, David couldn’t find his name, and a knot tightened in his stomach. Then, at last, there it was: Cabin M6. Relief washed over him as he heard Bailey say, “W6.”

With assignments sussed out, David glanced at Edward for guidance, and Edward obliged.

“I’ll help David settle in,” Edward said to June. She nodded in agreement.

David adjusted his gear as he and Edward began the long haul to the cabins. They passed several cabins before finding M6. As they neared the cabin, a college-age boy approached with a big smile and asked if they were looking for M6. David fought the urge to say something sarcastic.

“Yessir, this is David,” Edward said. David forced a smile.

“Outta sight!” he said. His enthusiasm was over the top. “I’m Carson. I’ll be your cabin counselor.”

David managed a “Hullo.”

“Alright,” Edward said, turning to David. “I think you can manage from here. We’ll be back to pick you up on Friday. I’m going to go see if the girls need any help.”

Edward held out his hand, and David shook it, feeling a strange mix of emotions as he watched Edward walk off to check on Bailey and June.

David turned back to Carson, whose grin stretched too wide, and his upbeat tone grated on David’s nerves. It was going to be a long week.

David felt out of place. There were people all around him, but they were people he didn’t know. Voices buzzed around him, conversations he wasn’t part of, leaving him feeling adrift despite the crowd. Even as more campers arrived and chose their bunks, he couldn’t shake the lonely feeling.
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Chasing Connections

After a while, Carson gathered everyone in the cabin and led them to the pavilion. David followed, feeling the tension ease slightly. Many campers were already gathered at the pavilion, some chatting in groups while others strolled over, adding to the growing crowd.

He sat down with his group and began to look around, taking in the layout of the benches, which were arranged in a square pattern and faced toward the middle of the pavilion. Relief washed over him like a cool breeze when he noticed Bailey sitting across from him. He genuinely smiled, and she smiled back—finally, someone he knew.

One of the counselors started leading songs from his seat. David felt awkward because he didn’t know any of the songs. From time to time, he stole a glance at Bailey, who seemed to know all the words by heart. She caught him looking a few times and responded with a warm smile that only made him feel more out of place.

After a few songs, each counselor introduced themselves and their cabin. They shared a bit about their backgrounds, trying to connect with the campers. When Carson got up, he mentioned he was twenty-two years old, a student at Abilene Christian College, and a huge fan of baseball and camping.

At last, the sun dipped below the horizon, and they returned to their cabins. The heat of the day lingered, pressing down into the night. David’s cabin had no air conditioning, only the open windows and a large, creaking fan that rotated slowly, drawing in the warm, humid air. The fan’s steady hum filled the room, but did little to ease the stifling heat. After what felt like hours of tossing and turning, David’s anxious mind surrendered, and he drifted into a deep sleep.

• • •

Up struggled the sun from a wounded night, its light casting long westward shadows over the camp. Sleep had evaded David for most of the night, but he had managed to catch a few hours.

David and his cabin mates shuffled off to the mess hall for breakfast: bacon, eggs, and toast. Though he liked breakfast, he couldn’t help but compare it to the Denver omelet he preferred.

As breakfast drew to an end, Carson stood up and addressed the mess hall, his tone striking David as unusually serious. He told everyone to find a quiet spot alone in the camp for thirty minutes of reflection, during which they could read the Bible and pray. A whistle would signal the end of quiet time, prompting everyone to gather at the pavilion for singing, a brief recap, and the day’s remaining instructions.

David set off, heading toward a cool tree he had noticed behind Cabin M6. It was the perfect spot for his quiet time. When he arrived, he leaned against the tree and slid down it to a seated position. He let the silence settle around him. He didn’t have a Bible and wasn’t sure how to pray. He decided to observe the things around him. Despite it being August in Texas, the ground was covered with dry leaves that rustled in the light breeze. A squirrel darted between the branches, and David watched it for a while. He heard a few birds chirping off in the distance. He glanced at a few other campers nearby, curious about what they were doing. But that only occupied him for a few minutes. He glanced at his watch. Twenty-four minutes remained.

His thoughts drifted to his mother and how she had forced him to come on this trip. Maybe he wasn’t as angry as he had thought. After all, Mom had never let him down before. If enduring this week would make her happy, he’d get through it. All this thinking made him feel drowsy, and before he knew it, he had dozed off. He was jolted awake by the sound of a melodic locomotive whistle, followed by a roar of clapping, laughing, and talking. It amazed him how quiet the camp had been just moments ago, considering the noise it was now filled with.

After the singing, David and the other boys waited in the cabin for instructions on their next activity. Carson burst through the door and exploded into the room. 

“Saddle up, boys!” he said. “It’s time for Olympic day. Make sure you’ve got your shorts on and meet me down at the exercise field in ten minutes. It’s time to go silly!”

Apparently, Carson was already in silly mode.

David was already dressed in shorts, a T-shirt, and sneakers, so he headed to the field alone. He hadn’t made any friends yet—one of the perks, he figured, of being an introvert.

He approached the field, already spotted with many campers. His heart skipped a beat when he saw Bailey across the field. She waved at him. He waved back. He wondered if his heart was healthy, given how often it had been skipping beats as of late. He couldn’t help but admire how easily she moved through the crowd. In comparison, he just felt awkward—all the time.

The rest of the time at the field was spent on silly races, such as hopping on one foot, bear-crawling, or skipping.

To his astonishment, he won the “running backward one-hundred-yard dash.” On further reflection, it was fitting that he excelled at a race that involved backwardness.

After the Olympics, it was time for lunch. The afternoon was filled with free time for various activities, like horseback riding and zip-lining. David wasn’t particularly interested in those things, but he tried a few anyway.

After supper, everyone headed to the pavilion for singing and a lesson, like the night before.

Finally, it was time for bed. David’s mind was filled with the events of the day. As he reached into his duffel bag to pull out his pajamas, his hand brushed against a book he had not packed. Curious, he pulled out a small, leather-bound book. It was a Bible. As he opened the cover, a folded note slipped out and landed softly in his lap.

David unfolded the note with surprise and curiosity, recognizing his mother’s neat cursive writing:

David,
I know this week might be tough for you, but I want you to know I’m always thinking of you. This Bible was my father’s, and it brought me comfort in times when I needed it most. I hope it can do the same for you. Remember, you’re never truly alone.
Love, Mom.

Below her signature, she had written, “Proverbs 3:5-7”. I’ll have something to read during quiet time tomorrow, he thought.

David stared at the note for a stretch. He traced the edges of the worn leather cover with his thumb, feeling a deeper connection to the warmth of his mother’s love, the steadfast faith of a grandfather he’d never known, and a quiet sense of comfort that surprised him. He placed the note back inside the Bible and tucked it under his pillow before lying down. Unlike the previous night, he was tired from the day’s activities, and sleep came easily. 

• • •

David woke up refreshed, though sore from the previous day’s racing. Based on yesterday, he was sure he knew what this day would bring. Before leaving the cabin for breakfast, he reached under his pillow for the Bible his mother had gifted him and placed it in his backpack. He felt a swell of pride, knowing it had belonged to her and her father. The sense of history intrigued him.

After winning the “running backward one—hundred-yard dash” yesterday, he had made friends with some other guys in his cabin. They tromped down to the mess hall for breakfast. Still no Denver omelet, but not bad.

After breakfast, he was ready to give this quiet time thing a chance, especially now that he had his grandfather’s Bible.

A creature of habit, David returned to the same spot he had chosen yesterday. He pulled the Bible out of his backpack and examined it more closely. His first observation was that it hadn’t been well cared for. The black leather was nice, but worn around the edges and falling apart. The top and bottom of the spine were worn off, leaving the leather torn and exposed.

He opened it and thumbed through the pages. Sheets of paper with notes were tucked in between them. A few pages had been torn and repaired with clear tape. It smelled like dust and time, an odd, comforting scent that reminded him of forgotten places. On a second pass-through, he noticed many passages had been underlined and highlighted. “Bless the LORD, O my soul. O LORD my God, thou art very great; thou art clothed with honor and majesty,” read one passage. Heavy, he thought.

He opened the cover again to find the note his mom had given him, intending to look up the verse she had referenced. There, he found an inscription from his grandfather’s parents:

TO JOHN ON YOUR BAPTISM
SEPT. 30, 1939
“THIS BOOK WILL KEEP YOU FROM SIN, AND SIN WILL KEEP YOU FROM THIS BOOK.”

I wonder what baptism means, he thought.

He turned a few pages and found one titled “Family Register.” His great-grandparents, grandparents, and parents were listed in black ink. In blue ink, his name was written in his mother’s familiar script. Marriages, deaths, and other important dates were also listed. This is pretty amazing, he thought. Regardless of all this church stuff, I’m connecting with my grandparents and great-grandparents—people I’ve never even met.

He grabbed the note his mother had written him. Unlike yesterday, he was running out of time quickly today. Proverbs 3:5-7. How do I even find that? He looked in the front of the Bible and eventually found the table of contents. He scanned the book names three times before locating Proverbs. Page 685 with thirty-one chapters. He turned to page 685 and then a few more pages to chapter three. It was clear what his mother was referring to. The verses were underlined and highlighted. Beside verse five was a thick arrow pointing to the number.

5			 Trust in the Lord with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine own understanding.
6 In all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct thy paths.
7 Be not wise in thine own eyes: fear the Lord, and depart from evil.

Just as he started to think about what the verses were trying to say, the whistle blew. That was fast, he thought. Yesterday I had too much time.

The whole camp came alive with noise. He missed the quiet. Now, people were yapping and carrying on with their day. On the way to the pavilion for the camp-wide singing, he met up with a few of his new friends. The verse lingered in the back of his mind.

After the singing, they had free time for various activities. David decided to join the guys for a swim at the pool—anything to beat the oppressive Texas heat. David and his new buddies took turns climbing up the diving board and doing various dives off the end. He thought about doing a nice, beautiful swan dive, but he opted for a cannonball at the last second. Water went everywhere, successfully splashing his friends. As he surfaced, he had the biggest grin on his face. He shoved his wet hair out of his eyes while his friends splashed water in his face in retaliation.

David reached out to the side of the pool and felt a sharp sting in the palm of his right hand. Thinking he had been stung by something, he jerked his hand away quickly to find it bleeding. Blood blurred in the water. Apparently, he had cut his hand on a rogue chipped tile. It didn’t really hurt; it just shocked him initially. But it bled. It looked bad. Carson, the makeshift lifeguard, hustled David to the nurses’ station, where a bored college volunteer dabbed it with antiseptic.

“You’ll have yourself a nice little souvenir,” she said, tracing the curved inch-long slice. She placed a large bandage over the cut to stop the bleeding. David was annoyed at missing the last ten minutes of swim time. He didn’t realize the wound would heal into a permanent, C-shaped scar—one that would follow him long after camp was a memory.

Once he was done at the nurses’ station, he headed to lunch to meet up with the guys.

After lunch, everything changed.

• • •

David and his new friends made their way to the exercise field. Several other cabins, including some girls' cabins, were already gathered.

Carson stood up on a chair he had dragged from the mess hall to give everyone the lowdown. The chair left two ruts leading back to the mess hall.

“How many of you have heard of Sadie Hawkins?” Carson asked.

Silence. David had no idea what Carson was talking about.

“Who’s that?” a brave kid asked.

“I’m glad you asked!” Carson said enthusiastically. “Way back in 1937, there was a comic strip called ‘Li’l Abner.’ In the comic strip, Sadie was the daughter of Hekzebiah Hawkins. Hekzebiah was worried about his yet-to-be-married thirty-five-year-old daughter. To help her find a husband, Hekzebiah declared a foot race in which all the unmarried men of the town would run away, and Sadie would chase them. The man she caught would be required to marry her. Anyone want to guess what today is?”

“Tuesday,” said one of David’s new friends.

“Sadie Hawkins Day?” asked one of the girls, who was about the same age as David.

“That’s right! Today is Sadie Hawkins Day. Boys, you better get ready. On my mark, you’ll have a one-minute head start before the girls start chasing after you. When one of the gals tags you, both of you will come back here and sit down next to each other. Once everyone has been tagged, it’ll be time to get ‘camp married’ for the day.”

David groaned. He heard many of the other boys groan, too, but the girls giggled.

“Alright, boys! On your mark, get set, and go already! May God have mercy on your collective souls,” Carson said with a grin.

David and all the other boys took off in every direction. It was madness. There was no organization, just boys running willy-nilly everywhere.

David heard Carson say from behind, “Go, girls!” It had only been thirty seconds.

David couldn’t help but laugh at the chaos—it must have looked like a swarm of bumbling bees from above.

He looked behind him and saw he had a bogey. He ran faster. Then he realized it was Bailey who was chasing him. He slowed his pace. His legs seemed confused, and he was running slower and slower. All of a sudden, he felt a hand on his shoulder. David feared the worst. What if he had seen wrong? What if Bailey had tripped and fallen, and some other girl had been chasing him? What if . . .

He stopped and turned around. There stood Bailey with a big-o grin, dimples, and striking blue eyes. “I gotcha, Dave!” she said, panting for air.

“You sure do,” he mumbled.

“What?”

“Uh, nothing. I’m tired from running in all those races yesterday. If it weren’t for that, I’d still be running,” he said. He didn’t think she bought it, but it was worth trying. He had a male ego to protect, after all. He was relieved it was her. 
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