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Dedication
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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED to my “wild-child”, southern grandies. I prayed to have daughters, but got three sons instead. Those prayers were answered in spades in the next generation. I now have seven granddaughters and only one grandson to carry on the family name.

Shopping for my sons was choosing between solid or stiped shirts. Girl shopping in Texas is a whole other thing; a thing of poufs, lace edges, fluff and astounding colors. But these grandies aren’t the lady-like southern belles of my childhood. They are wild and brilliant and beautiful. 

So, here’s to you, Aubrey, Emily, Lily, Laurel, Maddie, Charli Mae, and Andi Lee (and to River, the name bearer). 

Thank you all for loving Grammie as much as I love you. 
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Prologue
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Soda, Texas

1959

TEXAS IS FULL OF TALL tales and legends. But the thing you need to understand is that sometimes those legends are true. Growing up in The Big Thicket of deep East Texas, I was no stranger to tall tales and legends, but my favorite was always the Saratoga Ghost Lights and the idea of headless ghosts meandering among pine thickets not far from my own home town of Soda. Between Beaumont and Livingston, there’s a dirt road where rail-road tracks used to run. The Gulf, Colorado and Santa Fe Railway put the tracks down in 1902 and ran trains until 1934. When the oil boom and the timber market failed, the trains stopped their runs, and the tracks were pulled up and replaced by the Old Bragg Road where strange lights began to aggressively appear. Even before that, the lights had been appearing, but mainly high in the pine tops, seldom free falling to the earth.

The predominant legend was that a railroad man, carrying a lantern, was decapitated in a train accident. Even now this man is drifting through the tree lines, carrying his lantern and searching for his head that seems to elude him as much as the Saratoga Ghost Lights elude those who journey down the Old Bragg Road late at night, hoping to solve the mystery for themselves. No one ever has, and I suspect no one ever will.

But I can tell you there is truth in the legend. I know, because I went in search of them one dark night when I was eighteen. How could I have known then that I was destined to not only encounter the Saratoga Ghost Lights on a warm Texas night, but that one day I would discover similar lights just as mysterious? Or that those haunted lights would become a new Big Thicket legend that would change my life as they drew me into a mystery that would never have been solved had I not found myself living at the secluded Whitfield Estate, hidden in the Big Thicket of deep East Texas.
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One
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MY FASCINATION WITH mysterious lights in the sky began on the night before I left home for college. My best friend, Katie, and our college bound cohorts, Elaine and Sherry, gave false excuses to our families, borrowed my Great Aunt Ella’s aged Buick and headed to Kountze to have a go at solving the mystery of the Saratoga Ghost Lights for ourselves.

It wasn’t hard to find. Someone had posted a sign pointing to the dirt road that disappeared into the dense Thickets. The clouds mostly covered the moon that night, leaving us in breathless darkness, our windows down, our hair flying about, our skin prickling. We weren’t far into the Thicket when we noticed a flickering of lights above the pine tops, and I hit the brakes. 

No one spoke. No one seemed to even breathe as we watched them, a group of four lights, bouncing around in the tops of the tallest pines. We were more fascinated than frightened, and proud of our bravery and the tale we would have to tell.

In the briefest moment of time, I saw them fall from the sky and begin to bob over the road ahead of us, their greater brilliance spotlighted by our weaker headlights. They must have each been at least ten feet in diameter, and they undulated, their colors changing from bright white, to sky blue, to Mars red and back again. 

Of greater alarm was the old man in the pines off the road beside them, like he was attached to them in some eerie way and had called them down on us. Yet I sensed he was there, just as we were, looking to solve their mystery. Our screams sent peace fleeing from the car as Katie pleaded, “Back out, back out. Hurry!”

I tried to drive backward as best I could, only to weave awkwardly from side to side in the dirt ruts. 

“They’re following us! Hurry! Hurry!” 

When I reached the highway, I had to brake as car lights raced toward us.

Georgia screamed, “The old man! He’s still there, at the edge of the woods!”

How could he have gotten there so quickly, I wondered.

Yet, there he was, standing beside a pitifully gnarled oak, whose mossy mane tried to imprison him. We saw him clearly; old, shriveled looking, wearing a tattered shirt and dirty khakis. The face seemed to have no features as if the dark of the night was sparing us the horror of his face. 

He walked toward us, and as he approached, his face began to take shape and form. You couldn’t say it was the face of anything normal, but was twisted and disturbing, as if he’d been in a bad wreck and his face had to be pieced back together by someone who didn’t know what they were doing. He reached out for Katie’s door, but it was locked and barred him entry. Of greater concern was that her window was down, and she flung herself away from the window in fear.

“Go, go, go!” she yelled, just as a flash of light told me I would have pulled into the path of an oncoming car. My hands tightened on the steering wheel until I could feel my heart beat in my palms. 

The passing car illuminated the old man, whose hand now rested on Katie’s window ledge. She quickly began to roll the window up, trapping his hand inside. I hit the gas and jettisoned us backward, across the highway. The hand was jerked violently out of the car and the cuff’s button flew off. I turned the wheel toward home and stomped the gas pedal again. As we turned onto the highway, the ghost lights moved in the same direction, but within seconds they disappeared back to wherever they had been spawned. Yet, the old man stood solidly in the middle of the Old Bragg Road, cursing that he had not taken our heads, we fancied.

The car had filled with screams that turned to horrified, nervous laughter, born of goose flesh that broke out all over us. For a time, none of us could speak. Katie pumped up the radio when Bobbie Darin’s Dream Lover came on, and we began to sing along as loudly as we had screamed, trying to dispel the tension and fear that still traumatized us. It was better than trying to discuss what had happened while we were still in the grip of its terror. Our voices drifted off into haunted forests and fed the spirits of whatever peoples had settled there since men first came to subjugate the Thicket.

“Did that really happen?” Sherry asked, as Katie turned the radio off. We were panting like dogs, and as our emotions began to tumble back to earth, the wheezing slowed. The adrenalin was spiking downward, but the intoxication it brought was still a welcomed emotion that none of us had ever experienced.

“It did happen,” Katie said, holding up the button that had popped off the old man’s cuff. “Here’s the proof.”

None of the rest of us wanted to touch it. But there it was. The object that would be the major part of our tale when we repeated our story of bravery and adventure. We were a car filled with daughters of the Texas Republic, richer for having grown up in the Thicket.

I sped toward home, to Soda, where there was safety from things that glowed with intelligence in the dark. We had our tall tale, and we would tell it. But the adrenalin rush would not be there in the retelling of it, so sharing it would never be as fulfilling as actually being on that particular dirt road on that dark night, in the heart of the Thicket. We’d made our own history that night. But our whole history hadn’t been written yet. There would be other nights, more terrifying, as long as we were a part of The Big Thicket of deep East Texas.

***
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FOUR YEARS HAD PASSED since the night we had our sighting of the Saratoga Ghost Lights, and I had returned to Soda, Texas, college degree in hand. On my first day home, I was on my way to the legendary Whitfield Estate, outside of Soda. I’d never seen the Whitfield Estate up close, only the ornate, iron gates attached to the high brick wall that separated the ordinary people from those lofty highborns, whose lives seldom intersected with the common, homespun stock that made up the little town of Soda. 

You couldn’t call Soda a town really. It started out as such, but its rival, Livingston, quickly outgrew it and gobbled it up without much notice. Soda now was home to only a handful of restaurants and shops, Soda Baptist Church, and most unique of all, the Alabama Coushatta Indian Reservation.

I’d driven by these lofty iron gates all my life, but they’d always been closed and locked. So how was it now that they stood open as I turned off one of the outer county roads circling Soda and slowly drove my red and white Ford Fairlane past those gates and up the winding drive that would end at the Whitfield Estate? 

My curiosity flared with each hot breath I breathed. At some point I was aware that I could see the top spires of the house over the tall pines, but the house itself remained hidden until I circled an ancient, spreading oak tree, and the forest gently receded, watching me carefully to see my reaction. Those ancient pines seemed to step back to give me a perfect first view. 

I stopped and had to lean forward to see the top of the house, aware that it must be three stories tall. Immense was the word I came up with as I scaled it from side to side. A breeze picked up and rustled the tree branches, flinging them against their trunks, as if they were putting their hands over their mouths to hide laughter. Then it passed and the branches moved back into place. That motion seemed to be encouraging me to move forward, and I did.

I felt unworthy as I stood in front of the huge arched entry where I pulled a chain and heard the loud gong I activated deep inside the recesses of the house. I began to count slowly; one ... two ... three ... four .... The door swung open and its motion pulled me forward.

“Katie!” I shouted. 

I hadn’t expected this.

“Tessa!” She cried as we hugged.

“I’m so glad to see you.” 

She smiled her beautiful Katie-O smile, and it released the tension in my shoulders.

I shouldn’t have been surprised. I was here because of her. She worked at Whitfield and encouraged me to apply for a position here too. I’d gotten a coveted interview and was now wondering if I’d made the right decision after seeing the enormity of the estate.

Katie put her arm through mine and led me inside. I was surprised as I stepped into blessedly cooled air. Few homes in the Big Thicket had air-conditioning, yet this monstrosity was like stepping into an icebox. 

She reached up and tidied a curl that the wind had played with and said, “You look great. I promise this will be painless. Mr. Whitfield is waiting to talk to you. I assured him you would be a huge asset to Whitfield. Don’t let me down.”

“You like it here then?” I asked, taking her arm, and walking inside.

“It’s very isolated in these dark woods, but the pay can’t be matched. I get to leave by mid-afternoon. You’ll be out here longer, but we can still get together as much as we want.” 

“That sounds nice.”

“Come on. Let’s get this done.”

She led me into an enormous entry that was split by a wide staircase directly in front of us. As I moved toward it, I couldn’t help but be fascinated by the massive lion heads carved into the matching newel posts. They were frozen as if waiting for me to look away so they could pounce. It was hard, but I did look away and up to the second-floor ceiling. Its height made me dizzy. It seemed too dark, especially in the corner recesses where I fancied small animals were hiding in fear of the lion heads below. Even so, I set about to alert the lions of the little beasts on the darkened ceiling. Better they go after them than me.

The staircase flowed to an upper landing, only to separate and go in opposite directions to the second-floor mezzanine that circled above us. I reached out and cautiously patted one of the lions as I followed Katie to the second set of pocket doors on the right that she tapped and then parted wide enough for the two of us to enter. I glanced back to make sure the lion wasn’t following me as I stepped inside an office that had to have once been an enormous library, being filled with tall bookcases and old, weary books. Unlike the entry, it was bright and sunny due to the approximately ten-foot-tall window that overlooked the lawn and the dark thickets beyond.

“Mr. Whitfield ...”

The man was seated behind an enormous desk and as we entered, he didn’t look up for a long moment and I felt him rude. He finally stood, too little, too late, and laid his papers and pen aside.

“This is Tessa Nettles, the friend I told you about. Tessa, this is Mr. Grayson Whitfield.”

He motioned for me to have a seat and I did. He was much younger than I thought he’d be. At first glance, his face was alluring, the sort of strong masculine features you’d expect in a man of his influence, a face that many a southern belle might have swooned over. Yet as I looked into his icy stare, I saw an intensity that made me feel unwelcomed. 

He spoke, his voice as smooth as butter, and deeply masculine, “Thank you, Miss Bradshaw, that will be all.” 

She smiled at me before taking her leave of us, the sound of her shoes clicking on the marble floor growing fainter and fainter until I was alone in the belly of the largest private home I had ever been inside, with this man who was arguably one of the wealthiest men in the Thicket. His money had also made him one of the most influential, and he certainly looked the part in his charcoal gray suit and silk tie. I fancied he never let himself be seen in anything but a suit. 

I didn’t speak until I was spoken to, as we were taught in the Thicket.

“I understand you’ve just graduated from Sam Houston University,” he said, picking up a folder that I assumed had my application inside.

“Yes, sir.”

“What was your major?”

“I majored in English Literature and Art.”

“And what on earth did you plan to do with that?” he said, and I felt like he was mocking my choices. It sounded insulting and I grew defensive. 

“I planned to teach English, a noble profession in this day and age of slang and slandering of our language. I also earned my teaching certificate.”

“I see.”

“I also write a little. I’ve written a children’s book and I’m in the process of illustrating it.”

He didn’t comment or even look up from the folder.

“Have you worked with young people before?”

His voice showed no emotion, as if he could care less who he was interviewing. I felt that I had already lost the position.

“I did my student teaching this last semester to get my teaching certificate, a rowdy group of ninth graders. I also taught a junior high Sunday school class while in college, thirteen-year-old girls.”

“Do you have any experience running a household?”

That question sounded strange. I still wasn’t sure why I had been asked here.

“Do you know Aunt Ella’s Boarding House?”

“I do. I’ve met Ella Nettles. Are you related?”

“She’s my great-aunt. I was twelve when my parents died in a car wreck.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, unconvincingly.

“Thank you. At that point Aunt Ella gave me a home. I helped her with the boarding house. I did some of the cooking. I kept the communal rooms and the bathrooms cleaned. I washed all the linens and stocked them in the butler’s pantry so the boarders could get them whenever they needed them. I tended to anything that needed tending to.”

“All while attending high school?”

He crossed his arms as if he didn’t believe what I was telling him, and I felt anger flare inside me.

“Yes, sir, and junior high,” I spoke, a little too harshly.

“It’s admirable that you helped your great-aunt like that. I bet she missed you when you left for college,” he said, looking at the folder instead of me, and giving no indication that he was aware of my discomfort.

“We missed each other. But she had some hired help after I left and she’s done well.”

“Good,” he said as if I wasn’t even in the room.

I needed a change in the conversation to calm down, so I said, “My friend, Katie ... Miss Bradshaw, didn’t tell me much about this position. Can you elaborate?”

“It’s a live-in position. Is that a problem?”

For a moment I stumbled. I hadn’t considered that.

“I guess not.”

“Miss Bradshaw tutors my sister, Caroline. She tends to all of her school work. But she leaves between two and three in the afternoon. Caroline is only fourteen, an impressionable age as you must know. I’d like someone who would be here for her permanently around the clock.”

“Do you mean I wouldn’t be allowed to leave the grounds?”

“Not at all. Just be available as much as possible. I need someone who will run the estate for me, be a good friend to Caroline, see that the staff does their jobs, that sort of thing. You would be the manager of the estate, so that I could give my full attention to my family’s business holdings.”

“I must admit, Whitfield seems a little overwhelming to someone like me.”

He smiled for the first time and it helped me relax. 

“I think you can handle it, Miss Nettles. But if you’re not sure, we could try a trial run and you can see if it’s a fit. If not, I won’t ask any questions if you chose to leave. But I hope that won’t happen. I’ve checked your references, and I think you are just who we need here; someone competent and yet not too old so that you can’t relate to Caroline. She is my main concern.”

“How many people live at Whitfield?”

“Myself and my mother, Margaret Whitfield.”

Here I thought I saw his teeth clench.

“My brother, Travis, is here from time to time. He has an apartment in Houston. He is of no consequence. Caroline is our sister. She’s fourteen and she’s a lonely girl. I had hopes that you and Miss Bradshaw could bring her out of her shell and teach her more than school work. Miss Bradshaw said you painted. I would like to see Caroline doing something like that, something she loved. As a writer yourself, perhaps you could encourage her to write poetry. I understand young girls like that sort of thing.”

“I could help with that. I also play the piano. Perhaps she would like to learn that.”

“That would be outstanding,”  he said, taking a pleased breath before going on. 

“And then there is the staff. Miss Bradshaw, is Caroline’s tutor. Anna Mae Barfield is Whitfield’s cook. She prepares all the meals and that includes for the staff as well as the family. She doesn’t live on the estate. Leviticus Walker and his granddaughter, Willa, take care of the household and Jonah Walker, Leviticus’ nephew, tends to our grounds and the out buildings, as well as the horses. Jonah, Willa and Leviticus have their own private home past the barn.” 

“I’m still not clear on what my duties would be.”

“If you find any of their jobs lacking, that would be for you to deal with. I’d rather you handle it without coming to me. I’d like you to be Caroline’s friend. I hope you and Miss Bradshaw can give her some sense of normalcy here at Whitfield. I hope you will be a comfort to her at night after Miss Bradshaw leaves. I want her to feel like she has some sort of family here. I believe you and Miss Bradshaw already have that kind of relationship.”

“We’ve always been close, ever since grade school.”

I sat quietly for a moment, pondering what he was asking of me. It was a big responsibility, tending to such a large estate and being asked to mold and shape the life of a young girl. When I looked up, I realized he was studying my face.

He continued, “Caroline loves Leviticus. You’ll meet him shortly. He’s been here all her life. My father brought him here when they were both young men. And she’s close to Willa, Leviticus’ granddaughter, who is two years older than Caroline. Still, she needs to be with more people her own age. Perhaps you would have the time to take her out of the house, say on field trips or shopping. She could use someone with an eye for the current fashion. Perhaps help her meet others her age. You would have all your room and board taken care of. You would have the room next to Caroline in case she needed you in the night.”

Before I could question why she might need me in the night, he quickly stopped and wrote something down and slid it across to me.

“That would be your monthly salary.”

“That’s generous. Much more than I would have made teaching.”

“I want to make it hard for you to say no. So, do you accept?”

“I’ll accept a trial period, so we can see if you’re happy with me as your manager, and if I’m happy as part of Whitfield. Would you agree to that?”

He smiled slightly, stood and offered me his hand. I stood, took it and felt his strength as he shook it hard one time.

“Can you move in right away?”

“I can come first thing in the morning.”

“Do you need help moving?”

“No, Sir. I haven’t unpacked since I returned home from college. I’ll begin bringing a little at a time, my important things in the morning. The rest later.”

“By the way, you aren’t the squeamish type, are you?”

He didn’t look at me when he said it.

“Squeamish?” What a strange question, I thought.

“You aren’t easily frightened by strange sounds in the night?”

When I didn’t answer right away, he continued, “I mean, these old houses are not only drafty, but they’re rather noisy as well, especially at night when they’re cooling off. They can make all sorts of sounds that can easily be misinterpreted as other things, like, say voices.”

“No, I wouldn’t say I’m bothered by that. Aunt Ella’s house was old, and it creaked a lot. I’m used to it.”

Perhaps I should have considered his choice of words when he said “voices.”

“Good. I’m looking forward to your being here, Miss Nettles.”

“Thank you, Mr. Whitfield.”

It was a thing done and there was no turning back. I had committed myself to the Whitfield Estate, even if temporarily.

He walked me to the entrance hall and called out, “Leviticus?”

“I’m here.”

Leviticus was a tall and lanky black man, graying at the temples, whose eyes were a soft, hazel brown. I noticed a slight glint there. I felt at ease with him immediately and almost said aloud, Here is an ally at Whitfield.

“Leviticus, this is Miss Tessa Nettles. She will be moving in tomorrow as the new Estate Manager. Tomorrow you’ll be showing her around Whitfield. Would you please see her to the door?”

“Certainly.”

“Thank you for coming, Miss Nettles. Let us know if we can help you in any way as you get settled in at Whitfield.”

“Thank you again, Sir.”

He disappeared back into his office, sliding the double doors closed as Leviticus moved toward the entry. I followed.

“Good to have you at Whitfield, Miss. In the morning, I’ll show you to your room. It’s a pleasurable room, lots of light comin’ in those old windows. I’m sure you’ll be happy there. You’ll be a welcomed breath of freshness to these tired, old walls.”

I touched his arm ever so lightly and said, “Thank you, Mr. Walker. I’ve never been called ‘a breath of freshness’ before.”

He seemed surprised by the touch, and I grimaced, thinking I had already broken the rules at Whitfield.

“You don’t need to call me Mr. Walker. I’m plain ol’ Leviticus.”

“I’ll do that when you feel like you can call me Miss Tessa instead of Miss Nettles.”

Oh no! Not another faux pas. I didn’t feel like I was off to a good start with Leviticus, and I did so want to be.

“I appreciate that, Miss. And I will look forward to a time when that will be proper for the both of us. Now you have a nice day, ya’ hear, Miss Nettles.”

I felt mortified until I saw his huge smile, and I smiled back. I was right. He was an ally.

“Have a nice day,” I said before hurrying to my car.

“Will do, will do,” he said. 

As I sat in my car, I watched him struggle with the closing of the huge arched door as the morning breeze seemed opposed to it. It had to be at least ten feet tall and of double thick oak, and the weight of it grieved his age. 

When the door fell into its place, my eyes caught the flight of a bird as it soared to the roofline of Whitfield. It alighted on the peak of a high dormer window on the third floor. Someone was there, framed in the window, watching me. A woman, old and gray, whose frown drifted down to me and seemed to use me as its pincushion, causing painful tingles along my arms. She wore a much too dark shade of blood red lipstick. Her gray hair was in ringlets that were too childish for a woman of her age, and the ringlets seemed mussed and oddly placed as if a child had created them. Her eyes held mine in their hollow squint and refused to let me go until she reached her arms out and jerked her curtains closed. 

“Oooh,” the breeze seemed to whisper as I turned the key and my engine came to life, its grinding making me jump. I glanced back up at the window one more time, but the curtains remained steadfast, so I pushed down on the gas pedal and my car lurched forward.

As I sped away, the tree tops were bouncing around as if laughing at me, their pine needles drifting down to the drive, where I sped over them and flung them back up into the air behind me. It seemed like life was in them and as I passed through those huge front gates, I looked back to see if they were chasing after me. They were not.
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Two
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I STOPPED AT THE FOOT of Aunt Ella’s porch steps, and staring up, I came to the conclusion that the house, like the Big Thicket pines, was alive. I could feel the souls of those whose lives had passed through it for a brief, or a long time, and those who ended their lives in this cozy boarding house on the edge of the deep piney woods. It was a large, Victorian house that Aunt Ella converted into a boarding house after her husband had died. The sign that read, Aunt Ella’s Boarding House, was hit by a breath of woodsy air and moved slightly, causing the chains it hung from to screech at me. 

“Good day to you too, old sign,” I mumbled.

Memories pummeled me as I watched myself as a young girl playing Slap Jack on this porch with Katie-O. Yes, Katie was there. Katie had always been there. We’d met in kindergarten and formed our daring duo all the way back to when television was a new thing. We had little time for it though. We were too busy hanging from tall tree branches and racing our bikes down forbidden dirt roads. We were never the overrated miniature southern bells. We were the girls in dingy cutoff jeans with skinned knees and runny noses.

I tilted back to look up at the second floor that served as a focal point for the cottony clouds that drifted over it. I already knew how much this house and the people in it meant to me. It would be hard to walk away from it in the morning. But walk away, I surely would. I felt that my life was on the precipice of something new and wonderful, and I didn’t want to miss one minute of where it was taking me.

It was late afternoon when I returned, just as the boarders were sitting down to supper. I had come in late the night before and gone out for breakfast early this morning. After my time with Mr. Whitfield, I drove to Livingston to buy some formal lady’s suits for my new position at Whitfield. Now I would have a chance to get reacquainted with some of those I’d shared my life with before college.

I found Aunt Ella at the stove, stirring a large pot of chili, enough for all the boarders. Two big pans of cornbread were resting atop the oven.

“How did it go?” she asked, excitedly.

“I’m going to be the new Estate Manager at Whitfield,” I said as formally as possible, resisting the urge to bow regally.

“You don’t mean it, child! I can’t say I won’t miss you, but I’m awfully proud of you. How amazing that my great niece will be working at Whitfield. And in a management position, to boot! Your folks would have been so proud of you, honey girl.”

“You won’t believe how elegant that place is. If Soda was a principality, it would be called the Realm of Whitfield and Grayson Whitfield would be the ruling prince. For right now though, what can I do to help you?” 

“You could set the table. I made your favorite; chili. 

“Wonderful. I’ve missed your chili. You can’t spit in Texas without hitting a café that serves it. But none of them ever held a candle to yours.”

“I put the clean tablecloth on before I came in here. Get the dishes from the buffet like you used to. You always set such a nice table.”

“I was a little girl, playing house. But my house was my kingdom and I loved to pretend I was setting it for the royal family. I believed all our boarders were royals, though some seemed more like jesters,” I winked. “I’ll be glad to make it special again tonight.”

When Aunt Ella carried a platter of cornbread in, she sighed at how nicely the table was set. I had even gotten the old ruby goblets out that matched the antique tablecloth.

“It looks beautiful, dear. Reminds me of the old days when I still had Gordie with me.”

“Thank you. I’ll bring the chili in for you.”

“Chili doesn’t do right by your beautiful table. We should have had steak.”

“Here in Texas, we think of chili as amped up steak.”

I sat the chili on the buffet beside a stack of china bowls. Aunt Ella began to fill the bowls, and I placed them on the plates around the table.

“Done. My boarders will be surprised at the table tonight. I’ll ring the dinner bell.”

As soon as she rang the bell, people came from their rooms and seated themselves around the table. 

I came in with a large jar of pickles and walked around the table placing a pickle on the edge of each boarder’s plate.

“And who do we have here?” an older gentleman asked.

The faces around the table had changed significantly since I’d been gone the last four years, and that brought a heartbreaking sadness. There were faces I expected to see, people I had learned to love who were no longer alive. I would wait until later, when I was alone in my room, to mourn.

“This is my great niece, Tessa, back from college. Didn’t she set a beautiful table for us to enjoy?” 

They all agreed.

“Here,” Aunt Ella said, pulling a chair back in the middle of the table. “You sit here, Tessa.”

“Miss Jamison,” I said, wrapping my arms around a boarder’s neck from behind, “How good to see you again.”

The elderly lady turned and her eyes lit up. Her smile pulled the wrinkles from her face as she said, “Tessa Nettles, bless your precious little heart. How are you, darlin’?” 

Miss Jamison had been my nineth-grade English teacher and lifelong friend. Now she waited for death to take her to a better place. But I could tell my hug had brightened her and she thought of herself in terms of death no more this evening.

“Please sit here beside me, dear. You bring back memories that make me feel young again.”

I did as she asked.

I knew Doc Heston from before I left. He had been a boarder since he retired at sixty-three when his wife left this world. His children were estranged from him and he had no desire to share a house with them anyway. He showed up one day on my great aunt’s porch and asked if she could take him in. Of course, she did. She had loved him for years.

“Good to see you, Doctor Heston,” I said.

I didn’t know the elderly gentleman who sat opposite me, staring with an amused smile. 

“I’m Philip Duggan, my dear. I’m a retired railroad operator.”

“I’m pleased to meet you, Mr. Duggan.”

Another boarder I’d not met said abruptly, “Old Duggie here, could live anywhere he likes, you know. He’s got the loot. But he likes the company around here. Beats goin’ home to an empty house, don’t it, Duggie?”

Mr. Duggan frowned and said, “I do enjoy the company here, especially some of these sweet ladies, of which, I might add, we have too few. Thank you, Miss Tessa, for joining our soiree. I hope to see more of you while you’re visiting your great aunt.”

“I hope that’ll be often,” I said.

“And I’m Mick Mahoney, also railroad like old Duggie. Not many old railroaders around anymore. Not since they closed the depot. They only stop now if they have to, for some purpose or t’other.” 

Mr. Mahoney seemed forward and a bit rude. He spoke too loudly and not as elegantly as the others. I wondered if he had been trouble for my Aunt Ella. I always felt comfortable for her; as long as Doc Heston was there.

The boarders continued to sit and talk a while once they had eaten. Others drifted in, had a seat and quietly began their meal. Eventually, some took their coffee into the parlor, while others drifted back to their rooms. It didn’t take me any time to clear the table for Aunt Ella.

I brought a pot of coffee and replenished the cups of those in the parlor. A middle-aged lady introduced herself as Miss Mary while I poured her a cup of coffee. She sat next to Mr. Duggan and stared at the coffee cup in her lap. She was sweetly shy, sitting next to a gentleman whom she seemed to find interesting. I wondered if he was even aware she was there. 

I sat the pot down, and began to softly play the piano as the conversation flowed. Mr. Duggan lay his head back and closed his eyes, as he tapped on his cup to the slow rhythm of the music. They seemed a contented bunch and once I left them, I didn’t bother them again.

I found Aunt Ella and insisted that she join her guests and let me finish the cleaning and later lock up. She was tired and gratefully opted to head off to bed instead. Her guests had already begun returning to their rooms as the hour grew late.

I had finished washing the dishes and was drying them when I felt like I wasn’t alone. I turned to see a young man standing in the doorway. He seemed surprised, expecting to find Aunt Ella there, I was sure. 

“Hello,” he said, “I’m a little late. Any chance of some supper.”

“Of course,” I said, “Have a seat at the table here.”

He pulled a kitchen chair out and its feet scraped against the old wooden floor and sent a slight shiver up my spine. Or was it the young man who made me tingle? I spooned him up a bowl of chili and some cornbread, and offered him a glass of milk.

“Thanks.”

He seemed to have trouble keeping his eyes off of me and I began to feel self-conscious. What exactly was he staring at? I felt my hair to see if it was sticking out anywhere. But no, it seemed to be in place. I stepped back against the sink as he ate, feeling self-conscious to the point of blushing. He must have noticed the pink in my cheeks because he began to grin a very handsome grin. It was then that I realized I was also staring back at him, and I looked away immediately.

“I’m Cameron Mitchell.”

“I’m Tessa. Aunt Ella’s my Great Aunt.”

“Tessa Nettles. She speaks of you often. Will you be staying here at the boarding house?”

“No. I begin a new job in the morning. It’s a live-in position. But I’ll drop by as often as I can to check on her.”

That seemed to please him as a wickedly handsome smile meandered across his face. I continued. “I owe her a lot. She’s been like a mother to me and I want to be there for her as much as possible now that I’m back. She’s much more frail than when I left for college.” 

He nodded. 

There was silence as he ate more of his chili and I rearranged some glasses in the cupboard to look busy.

“And what is it you do?” I asked, turning to look at his sandy colored, disheveled hair. I thought him perfect for that. I’d always detested men who greased their hair with Butch Wax to make it stay in place.

“I’m the youth pastor at Soda Baptist. And I’m working on my master’s degree. I drive into Houston once a week to take Southwestern Seminary distance classes at Houston Baptist University. 

“Youth pastor? A noble profession. I remember how much fun I had in the youth group when I was growing up. We were a rowdy group of kids though. If you’d been our youth pastor, you might have traded it in for driving a truck or something just as elegant.”

He laughed at that.

“Oh, I have a few of those. They’re hard to deal with, but they make the best disciples once they’re all in.”

There was a brief moment in time when the atmosphere in the kitchen seemed to shift. I may have blushed again as I returned to straightening the cupboards.

“You’re a beautiful woman. I can’t picture you as a rowdy, little, high school girl.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that. He seemed to be embarrassed that he’d said it. Now it was his turn to blush. I pretended not to notice.

“Thank you. But I can assure you, if you had been the youth pastor for my girlfriends and myself, we would have driven you slap bat crazy.”

“Slap bat, huh? Can’t imagine that. You seem to be a kind young lady. You’re doing right by your Aunt Ella.”

He was finished with his chili and went to the sink and began to wash his dishes.

“Please, let me do that,” I said, taking the bowl from him.

I touched his hands and they felt warm. There was a scent about him that I couldn’t recognize. Still, I let myself enjoy it.

“I can manage a few dishes.”

“But I can’t manage Aunt Ella if she came in here and found you washing dishes. She’d be furious with me. Would you like a cup of coffee?”

He paused a moment and watched as I finished washing and drying his bowl and glass. I saw him peering at my hair and felt again that it was because it must need combing. Driving with the windows down due to the Texas heat, played havoc with everyone’s hair. 

“I’d better not. It might keep me awake.”

As we stood there, closed in by the kitchen walls, he finally held his hand out to shake mine. I found it pleased me to take hold of it.

“It’s been nice to meet you, Miss Nettles.”

“Tessa, please,” I said, aware that he was holding my hand much too long. I pulled it back.

“And call me Cameron. I’m heading to my room now,” he said as he moved toward the doorway. I could tell he wanted to prolong his departure when he said, “Can I help you lock up?” 

“Thanks, but I’ll do that myself. I think there may be a few boarders still in the parlor.”

“I didn’t see anyone in there when I came in.”

I felt an unprecedented flutter, thinking we were alone in this part of the house. 

“Thank you, Mr. Mitchell ... Cameron. I can take care it for my aunt.”

He seemed disappointed.

“Good night then. See you in the morning.”

“Yes, in the morning.”

I watched him disappear into the entry, filled with a foolish, school-girl wonder as I let my mind engage with my feelings. He was handsome, true enough. But he seemed such a nice young man, and that held more sway over this girl’s heart than his good looks. 

The parlor lights were off, the house wrapped in quietness. I started to lock the front door, but instead, I chose to step onto the old, familiar porch. Aunt Ella’s azaleas were being pummeled by heated air and bugs buzzed about the porch light. How often had I sat on this porch at night and dreamed of being grown and on my own? Now here I was, the place I’d dreamed of so often. I smelled the scent of damp earth and wondered if it would be as wonderful as I imagined. I seemed to have made a good start. Only time would tell for sure. But my life felt good at that moment. The moon knew it too, shining down on me with its approval.

I took a last deep breath of the Thicket, went inside and turned off all the downstairs lights, all except for the lamp on the newel post that was left to burn all night. I locked the front and back doors and tip-toed up the stairs to what could possibly be my last night in my childhood home. I felt sad for that. 

I changed into silk pajamas and slithered into bed. My curtains were slightly opened and I stared at the many points of moonlight that pierced themselves into my room. Specks of dust danced and floated in the butter-colored rays and their escapades made my mind make up stories about them, believing each floating speck to be a tiny fairy descending into new worlds and adventures. I waved my hand in the air and they scattered in all directions, trying to escape me. The next thing I knew, it was morning.
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I WASN’T SURE WHERE I was to park, so I pulled to the back of Whitfield, and there I found a row of cars and on the end was The Blue Beast. That’s the name Aunt Ella gave it, Katie’s grandfather’s pickup, an old 1950s Ford that she proudly restored and painted a bird’s egg blue. None of the rest of us had cars in high school and so everywhere we went, it was usually in that old pickup. We fit three inside, and there were usually two or three others bouncing around in the bed of the truck. The Blue Beast welcomed me in a way that nothing else could have. The Blue Beast was Katie. Katie was here.

It wasn’t Katie though, but Leviticus, who met me at the back entrance and welcomed me to Whitfield. Leviticus reached for my suitcases, but I allowed him to take only one and held onto the second. My suitcases were heavy, and for some reason, I felt protective of him as I was toward Aunt Ella, though he was slightly younger. I’m sure it had to do with respecting their similar ages.

We entered through the kitchen where an older woman was preparing something on the stove. She gave me no notice, nor did Leviticus introduce me as we walked through her kitchen and down a long hall that ended in the grand entry. We ascended the magnificent staircase without coming to any harm from the carved lions, and as it split half way up, he led me to the right. At the top, he told me the two rooms to the right were guest rooms that overlooked the entrance hall. We turned left and walked down a wide hall toward the back of the house. 

“This here room is Miss Caroline’s. She’s studying downstairs with Miss Bradshaw right now.”

Moving on to the next room at the back of the house, he stopped, opened a door and motioned me inside.

“This here is your room. I hope you like it.”

The room was enormous and had palatial furniture as I had suspected. There were two overstuffed chairs facing a fireplace, and I was thrilled that the room had a private bath. He put the suitcase on the bed and took the other from me, placing it beside the first. Why did I feel strange that the suitcases didn’t match and looked worn? They looked out of place lying on the canopy bed, atop a velvet bedspread.

“Do you have more cases?” he asked.

“One more, but I’ll get that later. Please don’t bother yourself.”

“No Ma’am, I’ll fetch that for you now.”

He left before I could argue.

Once alone, I examined all the finer points of the room, from the crystal chandelier to the lush Persian carpets; from the beautiful paintings on the walls to the elegant Tiffany lamps that fractured the light into colored prisms on the wall. I had never been in such an elegant room. 

I’d opened one suitcase and had begun to hang my dresses in the closet when Leviticus returned with the last one, the largest.

“Thank you so much, Leviticus.”

“Yes’um. When you get your things put away, come downstairs and I’ll give you a tour of Whitfield. Mr. Grayson says I’m to show you every inch of the place. Since you will be in charge, he says I need to tell you all about how Whitfield works. I ’spect you already know. Same as other houses, just bigger.”

“It shouldn’t take me long to get settled in and then I’ll be right down.”

“You take all the time you need.”

When I’d tucked all my things into the dressers with their marble tops, I found Leviticus sitting in an entry chair opposite the stairs. He rose as I came down the steps.

“Well, Sir, where shall we start?”

“No need to call me ‘Sir.”

“No need to call me ‘Nettles.’”

He smiled at that, “So, it’s to be a siege, is it?”

“No, Leviticus,” I smiled. “We’re going to be the best of friends. I’m sure of it.”

That made his smile larger.

We walked from one opulent room to the next. A large parlor to the right met guests as they entered the house. Past it was the office where I had met with Grayson Whitfield the day before. We did not disturb him. 

We followed the wide hallway under the stairs and came to another room with sliding double doors and Leviticus slid these back.

The first thing I saw was Katie.

I paused. How was I to act as the Estate Manager? But that didn’t matter to Katie. She gave me one of her huge Katie-O hugs and I hugged her back, unapologetically.

“It’s so good to have you here, Tessa, uh, Miss Nettles.”

“Thank you, Miss Bradshaw,” I said formally enough to make us want to laugh. We did not.

“Miss Nettles, I’d like to introduce you to Caroline Whitfield, Mr. Grayson’s sister.”

She called him by his given name, Mr. Grayson. Was I supposed to do that?

“Hello, Caroline,” I said.

The girl blushed and did what almost looked like a curtsy. She was such a pretty thing, looking just like a fourteen-year-old should, instead of what I was used to; girls trying to look older than they were with too much make-up and teased hair. Caroline had long blonde hair that she wore straight as if she’d ironed it. She wore no make-up, but had the sweetest blue eyes that didn’t need any eyeliner or mascara. She was a natural beauty. Her voice was soft as she said, “I’m so glad to meet you, Miss Nettles. Miss Bradshaw has been extremely excited to have you join us at Whitfield. So, I’ve been excited too.” 

I looked at Katie, “You haven’t been telling her tales of our nefarious years growing up, have you?” 

Caroline shook her head wildly, “Yes, Ma’am, she has. And your adventures have been so exciting to hear. I hope that, now that you’re here, you can have more of those adventures and I can be a part of them.”

Leviticus chuckled behind his hand.

“Adventures are for brave girls who get their school work done first. Isn’t that right, Miss Nettles?”

“That’s right, Miss Bradshaw, it surely is.” 

How formal we sounded. I realized then, that at Whitfield we were no longer the rowdy girls of Soda we had been. We lived in a different world now, or at least I did. Katie would still get to be a Soda girl by the middle of the afternoon, when she left for the outside world. I needed Soda, so I hoped to talk Katie into many field trips into town and on to Livingston and beyond, maybe even to Houston, where I could be plain, old Tessa again.

My tour resumed on the other side of the entrance and I was led into a long dining room with a table that could easily seat twenty. A massive buffet held court over the entire room. It displayed three sections and each was carved with fruit, roses and leaves. The carvings matched the three ornate pedestals that held the large table in place. Three crystal chandeliers hung along the breadth of the table and flooded the room with light. To the back of that dining room was a smaller dining room for casual family meals. Past that was an enormous butler’s pantry, and to the back of that, the huge kitchen I’d passed through earlier. It was there that I met Ada Mae Barfield, the cook who’d ignored me earlier.

Ada Mae was a middle-aged woman who seemed to be of Italian descent, judging from her accent. But Leviticus was later to tell me that she was born right here in Soda, and she purposely picked up her mother’s accent, rather than the southern accent of her father and the Big Thicket. She felt it made her better than the rest of the staff. 

She was quite professional as she introduced herself to me and advised me that we were having grilled shrimp with baby potatoes and green peas for lunch, and that dessert would only be provided with the evening meal. She let me know that by two o’clock each day, I should pick up the menus for the next day’s meals for my approval. I should make any changes and leave the menus on her kitchen desk by four o’clock. All I could do was blink as she staccatoed out her demands as to what our relationship would be. I only nodded and said yes from time to time as I noticed the slight frown lines on Leviticus’ forehead. She was being too overbearing. He felt it too.

At the end, I took back control, by reaching my hand out to her. She was surprised, but took it. I gripped it with a strong, firm handshake, and thanked her for her rundown. She didn’t know quite what to say then.

“I’ll be looking forward to seeing your menu today. Please leave it on the table in the hallway outside my bedroom door at your convenience. If I see no need for changes, you will not find it returned by morning. Those menus that may need revisions, I will be sure to get back to you as my time and responsibilities dictate.”

I had obliterated her rules and while she only registered surprise, Leviticus was fighting a smile. But his eyes got that handsome glint again. 

Ada Mae glanced at him as if she expected him to reprimand me for taking charge. She saw his slight smile, the twinkle in his eyes, and turned back to the stove without another word. We had been dismissed, which was okay with us. 

We returned to the entrance and up the stairs again, this time, turning left as the staircase split in two. 

“The bedrooms on this side of the house are for the family,” Leviticus said as he labored to mount the stairs I hadn’t yet been invited to ascend until now. I could hear him huffing and puffing, and it made me wonder how old he was. I watched the wrinkled hands grasp the handrail, aware of how hard a fall would be for a man of his size. I wondered if I could block his fall, were it to happen.

Thinking about what he had just said confused me. 

“But Caroline is across from them, on the other side of the house? Do you mean Caroline is separated from the rest of her family?”

“Yes, Ma’am, she is. There’s reasoning for it.”

“Which is?”

“Mr. Grayson will have to discuss that with you.”

That seemed cryptic.

He paused a moment at the top of the stairs and picked up a telephone on a tiny table at the head of the corridor. I watched as he dialed and heard someone on the other end pick up.

“The new Estate Manager is here to meet you, Ma’am. Is this a good time for you?”

There was a pause.

“Yes, Ma’am,” he said.

I wondered who he was alerting, as if I was a danger to the household.

“This way, Miss Nettles,” he said without explanation.

As I followed him, I looked past at the narrow set of stairs at the far end of the hallway. They were barely visible since the last couple of wall sconces didn’t seem to be working and submerged the end of the hall into a bitter darkness. I wondered if it was intentional, or had the bulbs extinguished themselves? I decided it was intentional. Leviticus would have changed an expired bulb immediately. But why would they want such darkness at the end of the family’s hallway? And where exactly did those stairs lead to anyway? Leviticus had failed to mention them to me. I felt it was none of my business, and I didn’t ask him.
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