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If you’re lucky enough to be at the lake,
you’re lucky enough.
– Welcome sign, Moses Lake 

Chapter 1 

Andrea Henderson 

If you’re lucky enough to be at the lake, you’re lucky enough. 

That motto is boldly emblazoned on signs at either end of the sleepy little shoreside burg of Moses Lake, Texas. The letters, carefully tinted with gold paint, shine in the sunlight like a heavenly promise.

Or a divine farce, depending on who you are.

If you’re on your way to an appointment you can’t afford to miss, and you find yourself lost on some back road, listening to the hiss of a tire going undeniably flat . . . well, then . . . proximity to water does not in any way alter your sense of misfortune. The only overriding feeling at a time like that, other than sheer terror, is an unhappy kinship with the road. A sense of being just like it – rutted, pitted, cracked, and scarred, wandering through the wilderness, headed in completely the wrong direction.

I’d always imagined, as I counted down the latter half of my thirties, that I’d be rolling through life like a family sedan on a superhighway – not in Moses Lake, certainly, but somewhere. It was a comfortable expectation. The problem is, however, that building a life is a little like planning a road trip. You travel mile by mile, each depending on the last. It’s hard to end up where you planned to be when there are flaws in the map, and the more you look, the more you realize there have been gaps all along, and at this point you’re hopelessly off course.

Now what? would be a logical question at such a time, but the problem with asking such questions – of God, or the universe, or whoever you believe might be listening – is that you already know the logical reply, and you’re just voicing the query because you don’t like your own answer. You want someone to tell you differently.

I pictured how I must have looked standing there on that middle-of-nowhere dirt road – an average brown-haired, brown-eyed woman in a new pantsuit and sensible shoes, shouting into the air, “Could this day possibly get any worse! Could this week, this year, this . . . anything possibly get any worse?”

Of course there were worse things than being stuck in the woods, thereby flubbing my first afternoon of field appointments. But considering my woeful lack of experience, I was fortunate to have gotten a counseling position at all, even if my duties did include driving the back roads to work with families who lived out in the sticks. It was a starting point, at least, and I couldn’t afford to lose this job. One way or another, I had to get myself back on the road.

My cell phone let out a wobbly, in-and-out ring, and somehow I knew it wasn’t one of the tow-truck drivers for whom I’d left messages with directions that included things like, Turn by the forked tree, and go past the stinky hog farm with the fence made of contraband road signs, and keep going, keep going, keep going until you ford what looks like a bottomless mudhole, and at the top of the next hill, you’ll see a blue car in the ditch on the right. . . .

No telling whether those directions would lead anyone to me, but I had no choice but to leave them and to leave a message at my office, where no one had answered either. My cell phone was slowly losing battery strength atop a pile of CPS case files and maps,  while tow-truck drivers everywhere took coffee breaks away from their phones. Thanks to my son, who at fourteen should have had no use for a cell phone car charger, I had no means of recharging my phone at the moment.

I could see the plan for the day rapidly disintegrating from Attack first day of field work with passion, vigor, and determination, to the old tried-and-true motto of the past year, Get by somehow, along with Figure out how to change tire (I’d seen this done on TV a time or two) or possibly Hike to safety.

Taking a hopeful breath, I tried to sound calm as I answered the phone, so as not to scare away whoever was on the other end.

My mother’s static-laced voice sent a strange mixture of relief and queasy dread through me. Mom and Dad hadn’t wanted me to take the counseling position, and this snafu in the woods would only help to prove their point. On the other hand, I was as good as rescued, and even having a parent lecture you at thirty-eight is better than being stranded in the middle of nowhere. “Mom? Mom, can you hear me? I need help.”

She didn’t answer. For a moment, I had the disheartening vision of my voice being lost between cell phone towers somewhere. Maybe I could hear my mother, but she couldn’t hear me. Which also meant that all those calls to tow-truck drivers were a waste of what was left of the cell phone batteries. “Mom? I need help.”

Mother was probably tired of those words, after a year in which so many of our interactions centered on my need for help. I couldn’t blame her. I was tired of it. I was tired of myself, tired of not being self-sufficient, tired of this weird dynamic in which, after sixteen years of marriage, I was suddenly on my own again – destitute and back under my parents’ thumb, living in their lake house. Hence, the job with Tazinski and Associates, which was at the low-paying end of the counseling spectrum but still a realistic means of rebuilding my life and supporting myself and my son. It was time to stop hanging on everyone else’s apron strings, use the counseling degree I’d earned while my ex-husband was the vice-chancellor of a lovely Christian college in Houston, and make a life of my own.

“Andrea. Andrea?” Mother’s voice crackled amid the static of a choppy connection. “Where . . . you? I . . . barely hear.”

“Mom, you’re not going to believe this, but I’ve got a flat. I need a wrecker. I’m out in the middle of no . . .”

“Andrea? I can’t . . . ake out one thing you’re saying. Pull to the top of a . . . and stop driving. . . . told you you’d have terrible reception out on the other side of the lake. What if your car breaks down, or you get . . . tuck in the mud? What then? It isn’t safe . . . all kinds of riffraff live up there in the timber, and who knows . . . sort of people might be hanging around the public beaches. Honestly . . . drea! Most of those roads are so deserted, you could sit . . .”

“Wrrr-eck-er. I. Need. A . Wrrr-eck-er. Mom? Hello?” The line went dead, and when I tried to dial back, the phone just clicked, and clicked, and clicked, pinging towers in vain.

Thus, I had the answer to the hasty question I’d spit into the air moments before. What could be worse than having a flat tire in the middle of nowhere when you’re supposed to be at an appointment?

Finding out that your cell calls aren’t going through, and no wrecker is coming, and you really are all alone . . . and perhaps hearing the rumble of thunder somewhere in the distance on what had seemed to be a perfectly clear July afternoon.

“No, no, no,” I whispered, or perhaps by then I was begging. If a storm hit, the dirt road I was standing on would rapidly become a quagmire of chalky limestone-colored goo.

Shading my eyes, I looked up, but the narrow strip of sky visible above the thick canopy of live oaks seemed harmless enough. Just the gentle blue of central Texas summer. Not a cloud in sight.

The rumble grew, then waned, then grew again. A puff of breeze blew through, whipping a silty, white dust devil along the road. I turned my shoulder and squeezed my eyes shut, the force of the wind pushing dust through my clothing and into the pores of my skin. When the breeze died, the scent of dirt road and imminent storm remained, along with a faint noise I couldn’t quite identify. Grit fell from my lashes as I blinked, straining toward the sound. A rumbling, but not the rise and fall of thunder.

A car. I heard a car.

Rescue! Oh, thank you! I moved closer to the road, but a hallelujah yell died on my lips as an old pickup, gray with spots of rust and a missing front fender, rattled into view amid the dust cloud. Squinting, I tried to make out the driver, but reflections on the dirty glass obscured the inside. The shadow of a pine tree, thick and murky, finally passed over the vehicle, yielding a fractional glimpse into the cab. The driver was tall, thin-shouldered, wearing a ball cap of some kind. He wasn’t alone in the truck. Someone was in the passenger seat, the head rising just slightly above the dash. A child, perhaps. The idea was comforting, as if somehow the presence of a child indicated that I, too, would be safe.

On the other hand, my new career was all about the knowledge that children weren’t always safe. I’d headed up here for a home visit with a woman who’d been reported to CPS by a summer-school bus driver who couldn’t drop off the kids because a domestic dispute was ongoing in their front yard. Growing up, I’d heard the plethora of warnings about the riffraff living on the other side of the lake. There was no telling what kind of people resided in these hills, where patches of private land remained remote, surrounded by sprawling state park holdings and massive blocks of territory that had been timber tracts in days gone by.

Stepping back against my car, I held out an uncertain, one-handed stop sign, mentally weighing my options. I needed help, but I knew I was in a very vulnerable position. . . .

The truck drifted to the left, as if to go around me and pass by. Surely no one would simply drive on and leave a woman stranded alone on this remote road.

I moved forward a step, stuck my hand out farther.

Surely he’d stop.

“Hey!” I hollered. The truck was only a few feet away now, close enough that I could see a hand gripping the partially opened passenger window. A small hand. A child’s hand, the fingers brown with dirt. “I need help!” I hollered above the engine’s wheeze and chug. Something was squealing at an ear-piercing pitch, the sound bouncing off trees and cliffs. “I need help!”

As if in answer, a sudden gust of wind swirled up, caught the dust cloud rising behind the truck, whipped it in my direction. I threw my arm over my eyes, felt grains of sand and tiny bits of gravel pepper my cheeks.

Thunder rumbled somewhere nearby.

A dog barked and growled, the sound so close that I felt for the edge of my car, grabbed it and pulled myself back, prepared to climb in, if necessary. Squeezing my eyes open a pinch, I saw the dog, a pit bull with its ears flattened and teeth bared, poised to jump as the truck slowly circumvented my car. I watched in frozen fascination, the way voyeurs look into the eye of a tornado or ogle a traffic accident.

The truck cleared my vehicle, and behind the dog’s frenetic barking, a tiny slice of movement snagged my attention. A little girl was watching me through the back window. She’d turned in her seat, climbed onto her knees, pressed a palm to the glass, her head tilted slightly to the side, as if she were curious about me, or confused by my presence on the road. Her dark hair floated in wispy, tangled curls around her face, her pale blue eyes regarding me with a concern that seemed out of place in the round orb of a child’s face. She couldn’t have been more than five, maybe six. Leaves were tangled in her hair, and her skin was brown from the sun, her cheeks a combination of pink sunburn and smudges of dirt.

She wasn’t wearing a seatbelt. The mother in me protested, and the newly certified counselor made a mental note. It wasn’t uncommon for people to skip the seatbelt while tooling around the lake on these back roads, but it wasn’t legal, either.

The truck drifted to the shoulder ahead, the brakes squealing as it slowed. I caught a breath, relieved, and in the back of my mind, I turned over the seatbelt issue – looked at it from a few different angles. Was there a polite way to tell your rescuer that he needed to buckle up his little passenger? Judging by the stooped shoulders and shaggy strings of gray hair dripping from the edges of the ball cap, he was probably a grandfather who didn’t know any better. Perhaps still living back-in-the-day when kids cavorted around car interiors unburdened by seatbelts, and the only safety restraint was a grownup’s hand shooting out at a sudden stop.

The truck rattled to a halt thirty feet past my car. I waited for it to shift into reverse and come back, but it only sat idling. The driver moved just enough to look in his rearview mirror as the dog ran to the tailgate to bark. The little girl continued eyeing me through the back window.

Walking to the center of the road, I motioned to my car. “Hey . . . hello? I have a flat tire. I . . .” In my head, a caution flag went up. This was not normal behavior. He was just watching me in the mirror. Something was wrong.

Overhead, a cloud blotted out the sun, and the wind caught the flat of my back, shoving like an invisible hand. Somewhere in the hills, thunder rumbled again, raising goose bumps on my arms and making me acutely aware of my desperate circumstances.

The dog clawed the tailgate, snarling and baring its teeth, its small, slanted eyes narrowing as if it were priming for attack. Inside the truck, the little girl turned her attention to the animal.

A child wasn’t safe around a dog like that. That was the kind of dog that ended up on the news for mauling someone to death. What sort of a person kept a dog like that around a child?

I took a step backward, looking again at the driver. What was he doing? Why was he just watching me? Why would he stop but not get out?

Was he studying me, trying to decide if I would put up much of a fight?



If you take your boat to the shallow waters, 
you’d better know where the stumps are.

– Anonymous


(Written on the wall of wisdom,
Waterbird Bait and Grocery) 

Chapter 2 

Mart McClendon 

There was a summer storm popping up in the hills across the water – just a little thing, but if it kept coming this way, it’d drive the tourists off the water and put a damper on the day. One thing I’d learned in my short time here was that you couldn’t predict the weather, or pretty much anything else. On Moses Lake, it was just about as likely the unexpected would show up as the expected. For folks who liked to plan, make schedules, and keep some form of electronic device strapped to the hip, Moses Lake was just a spot to pass by on a Sunday drive, maybe pull off at the scenic overlook above Eagle Eye Bridge and watch the weekenders tear up the water with their ski boats and pontoon rigs.

Those up for some adventure might cut off the highway near the dam, pick up a sandwich at the Waterbird Bait and Grocery, or rattle down through the trees and rent a cabin or book a canoe trip. Could be that half-day canoe trip or lakeside vacation wouldn’t end up to be any more than a quiet, relaxing time-out from whatever they left behind. If they were lucky.

Moses Lake had a way of taking on a life of its own. You could  ask twenty full-timers why that was, and you’d get twenty different answers – everything from Native American legends to ghost stories about the strange voice of the Wailing Woman coming off the cliffs at Eagle Eye. Some would say the lake was haunted by restless spirits from the farms and towns that were buried under twenty-five thousand acres of water when the Corps of Engineers seized the land in the fifties and built the dam. Others claimed it was the name – Moses Lake. Moses wandered in the wilderness for forty years before he found a resting-place, and even then he couldn’t go in.

If I had to give an opinion, I’d say it’s the water. There’s something about water that attracts all sorts of folks and brings out impulses they didn’t know they had.

There was never any telling, on any given day, who’d show up in Moses Lake and what would happen. After just under six months as game warden in the southern part of the county, I’d figured out that life in Moses Lake was as random as the weather. That must’ve been why, twenty-odd years ago, my folks didn’t stay in the area any longer than they had to. Soon as my dad finished working construction on the hydroelectric plant, they’d loaded us four boys and beat it out of town. We’d ended up in southwest Texas, where you could figure on the weather, and the folks, and the rhythm of things. It was quiet down there in the Big Bend country – friendly, peaceful, and scenic, if you liked a long view and a big sky.

But for years all I could hear was the place that was special to me when I was a boy – Moses Lake – lapping at the shores of my mind and calling me home. When it came time for me to get out of the Big Bend country for good, I packed up my gear and headed for Moses Lake.

The place was just like I remembered it, which was exactly what I needed it to be. There wasn’t a trace of what’d happened back in the Bend country. Here, there was just the water, the breeze shifting through live oaks, and the boats passing up and down the lake, leaving white-tipped trails that’d close up and go back to perfect inside of a minute. No sign that anything had passed by and disturbed the normal way of things. Moses Lake was a constant place, on the surface. But when I took the job as game warden, I should’ve known better than anybody that sometimes the surface is a pretty illusion.You can’t always tell by looking, what might be brewing underneath.

If the undercurrents were a mystery in Moses Lake, one constant was that old fishermen would be out in their johnboats before sunup and back at the Waterbird by the time the day turned too hot to fish. Today their favorite table was occupied by two of the regulars, Nester Grimland, who was all bones and skin and looked the part of a retired school-bus mechanic, and Burt Lacey, who’d been Nester’s principal at tiny Moses Lake High until he quit education and took up full-time fishing.

“You think that’s a doe or a loose calf?” Nester looked at me and pointed off the edge of the dock, a cup of Sheila’s Waterbird coffee sloshing over his hand, soaking into his shirt cuff and the picnic table. Didn’t matter, because the coffee was cold by then, the sleeve had fish guts on it, like usual, and the table was the same as everything else at the Waterbird Bait and Grocery – old and used to the weather.

Burt squinted through bottle-bottom glasses as thick and cloudy as something that’d been dredged up out of the lake. “Tough to tell from all the way across. It could be one of those emu birds again. Mart, you think that’s a calf or emu over by the Big Boulders?” His leathery, sun-freckled mouth worked the end of that question like it had a nice aftertaste and he was ready for another bite.

“Or a doe,” Nester added in, stroking the thick, gray moustache that gave him the look of an old cowboy, fresh off the range. There wasn’t really any need for me to answer the question. Nester and Burt could keep up their own conversation, like usual. They’d only brought me in because I’d happened to pull up to the dock to run into the Waterbird and get a refill on coffee.

“Reckon why a doe’d be wanderin’ around in the open in broad daylight?”

“An emu would do it. They’re not the most intelligent creatures, for the most part.”

“How many emus you been around, Burt?” Nester winked out the side of his eye, while I finished tying up my boat. You know a place is home when you can be away twenty-five years, and it’s like you never left. Nester and Burt didn’t remember me from the old days – to them, I would’ve been just some scrawny dark-haired kid who came and went during a power plant refitting – but I remembered them like a photograph in my mind. They used to buy us kids cokes, if we could catch them in the store. Other than a few more wrinkles and a little less hair, not much had changed. Same old Nester, with the same old sweat-ringed straw cowboy hat; same old Burt, with the glasses a little thicker and fewer worry lines now that he wasn’t running a school. Same old conversation, except for the bit about the emu. No telling what they were looking at. Most likely neither one of them could see all the way across to the undeveloped side of the lake.

Burt stroked a chin that’d probably get a shave sometime in the next day or two – for sure before Sunday at Lakeshore Community Church. “I had an emu show up in my yard last winter. Trying to get him out my gate was like dealing with the board of education.” Burt leaned back and rubbed his stomach, the buttons over his gut gaping and pulling tight, like fish on a stringer, gasping for air.

Nester pointed toward the lake. “’S comin’ closer. Gonna get down to the water here in a minute’r two. Mart, what do you think that is? You’re the fish-and-game expert.The one with the fan-nancy uniform and the badge. Ain’t emus in the game warden handbook someplace?”

“Not unless you’re in Australia.” I looked out over the water. Fairly quiet in terms of traffic today, being Monday. Just the sun rippling on the currents, the little thundercloud rumbling in the distance, and a flock of cattle egrets flying by, like seagulls looking for a sea.

There was something moving over on the other shore, coming up one of the park roads, kind of weaving back and forth in the shadows, unsteady. It didn’t walk like a deer, and it wasn’t a calf, either. . . .

I watched it for a minute. Too big for a coyote, too clumsy to be a horse some camper had lost in the state park. Hard to tell, but it looked like it was walking on two legs, kind of stooped forward. Could be an emu, maybe injured or old. After the bottom fell out of the emu and ostrich breeders’ market, ranchers had started turning their leftover birds loose. The economic climate being what it was, feral animals wandering the state park were a growing problem.

“Can’t tell from here,” I said finally and headed up the dock toward the store, where I could get a better view.

Sheila, the old hippie chick who ran the Waterbird now, had walked partway down the stairs that led up to the store. “You boys hush up and leave Mart alone,” she hollered from halfway down. “Y’all are gonna drive him so crazy, he’ll pack up and go back where he came from. Morning, Martin.” She added a little smirk with Martin. The badge on my shirt had the real, full name, that’d only been used by schoolteachers or when I was in trouble with my mama. I’d been Mart ever since I graduated from high school. “C’mon up to the store. There’s fresh coffee on – looks like you could use your thermos refilled.” She motioned to the container under my arm. “Melicha just fixed some of her homemade gorditas. I had her make some with turkey burger and tofu instead of all that fatty stuff. They’re good. Better get one before they all sell out.”

“Yeah, that’s all right. The coffee’s enough.” The way folks told it, the food at the Waterbird had always been good – man-food that was down-home, buttermilk battered, dripping in grease, sprinkled with salt, and doused in gravy. Back in the day, the old fella everyone called Pop Dorsey had a couple Mennonite ladies working in the kitchen, and they could cook up a double-meat cheeseburger basket that’d make a lumberjack blush.

Now Dorsey was in a wheelchair after a stroke, and his daughter, Sheila, had moved home to take over the store and poor old Dorsey’s life. She’d just about ruined the eating at the Waterbird. Gorditas were supposed to be made with lard and filled with pan-fried potatoes and big chunks of meat with the fat still on. Stuff you could sink your teeth into, guaranteed to go right to your arteries and stay there. Now only the out-of-towners could buy the good chow, and Sheila pushed tofu on all the regulars.

“Don’t do it, Mart,” Burt called after me. “You’ll have an aftertaste from now until midnight.”

Sheila rammed her hands onto her hips. “For heaven’s sake, Burt. You can’t even tell it’s soy. It’s flavored up just like meat.”

Burt tipped his head back and gave her a google-eyed squint through his glasses. “They had fishing flies like mine in A River Runs Through It. Doesn’t make me Robert Redford.”

Nester grunted. “This coffee’s decaf, too, ain’t it?”

Sheila tossed her salt-and-pepper ponytail with a look I remembered from our few months here when I was a kid. She hadn’t changed all that much. I had, of course, which was why nobody in Moses Lake connected me with the band of dark-haired barefoot boys who’d hung around the Waterbird looking for free cokes. All four of us boys got my daddy’s gift for blarney right along with his Irish green eyes, so we were pretty good at talking our way into things. Even back in the day, we couldn’t pull the wool over Sheila’s eyes, though. If she caught us hanging around hoping to talk her daddy into giving us penny candy, she chased us off. “Well, FYI, Nester, Maudie called and said not to give you any coffee. Said you just about sent the blood pressure monitor through the roof yesterday.”

“Ffff!” Spit flew out in a cloud that glittered in the afternoon light. “I’m gonna take my business someplace else, and . . .”

The bell rang upstairs, cutting off the coffee war before I had to  bring out the handcuffs to keep the peace. “Looks like you’ve got a customer, Sheila,” Burt grabbed his cup and scooted to the end of the bench, craning to see up the hill.

Sheila started toward the store again.“C’mon upstairs, Mart. I’ll fix your thermos with the real stuff.”

“She ain’t worried about his blood pressure,” Nester grumbled, then surveyed the lake. “That emu still over there? Hey, look’a there. Ain’t that old Len Barnes workin’ trotlines over by the Big Boulders? Whatever that critter was, it probably got a whiff of Len and ran off. . . .”

We headed upstairs while the conversation turned to Len Barnes and trotlines. Sheila rubbed her eyebrows, the wind catching the sleeves of her shirt; a strange scarf-like thing that looked like a leftover from Woodstock. “Man, if I ever get to where I can’t find anything better to do than sit around critiquing the coffee and talking about trotlines, just shoot me, all right?”

“This is what they do.” Old fishermen were pretty much the same everywhere – they talked, they fished, and they talked about fish. It’s one of those universal rules.

At the store, the door on the back porch was flapping in the breeze, in need of a few screws and a latch. I grabbed it, thinking that if I got a little time after work one day, I’d come fix the thing. In the little cabin I’d rented on Holly Hill, evenings set in too quiet and too soon. Staying busy helped. “Go on, look after your customer. I can take care of my own coffee.”

“I’ve got it.” Sheila grabbed the thermos, which was typical of her. She complained about having to take care of everybody, but then she took care of everybody.

By the time we crossed the screen porch and went into the store, Pop Dorsey was halfway out of his wheelchair, trying to get chicken tenders from the hot case for a customer. Sheila set down my coffee thermos and took the tongs. “I got it, Pop.”

The customer, a woman trailing two little kids in swimsuits, gave the warmer an embarrassed look and turned away, taking in the patchwork of stuffed wildlife, wood-burned plaques, and graffiti on the back wall, where anyone with words of wisdom and a Sharpie pen was welcome to leave behind a thought for future customers. Some people signed their quotes and told a little about themselves, and some didn’t. Pop Dorsey kept an eye on the wall from his cash register, and for most of those sayings, he could tell you who wrote the words, and when, and why.

“Sorry for the bother,” the woman said, turning back to the hot case as her kids headed over to check out the wall of wisdom.

Pop Dorsey snorted. “Ain’t any bother.” He started down the counter to the cash register. “Here, I’ll ring you up.”

“Don’t worry, Pop. I’ll do it as soon as I get the chicken boxed.” Sheila rushed through closing the container, then wiped her fingers on a towel and skittered off to the cash register.

Dorsey threw his hands up and sank into his wheelchair. “Guess I’ll just go count the minnows in the bait tank. Mart, you need somethin’?”

“Coffee,” I said, and pointed at the thermos. I could’ve gotten the coffee myself, but that wasn’t the point.

Dorsey gave the thermos a mouth-down look. “S’pose you can handle it yerself?” There was a cloud in his eye that put me in his chair for a minute. It wasn’t right that a man who’d always helped the lakeside kids patch leaky inner tubes and untangle backlashed fishing reels should end up like this. But then, you could go crazy waiting for right to show up in the world. If there was logic in the way things worked, I hadn’t found it. Lightning could strike anytime, and in the space of a heartbeat, your plans were gone in smoke. All you could do was try to make sense of the ashes, and sometimes you couldn’t even do that.

I leaned over the counter, like I didn’t want Sheila to hear. “Don’t know which pot’s the real stuff and which one’s decaf, Pop.You better help me out. I want the real thing.”

Dorsey brightened and reached for the thermos. “I’ll get it. You don’t want that stuff out there by the soda fountain. I know where the real coffee’s hid.”

“Sounds good.” I followed him over to the warmers behind the café counter. Melicha was singing back in the kitchen, which probably meant that whatever she was cooking right now didn’t have soy in it. “How come you’re not down at the lake with the boys?” I glanced out the picture window along the store’s back wall. The docksiders had moved off to one of the boathouses, where they were checking out someone’s catch and pointing at the storm across the hills.

Dorsey’s mouth made a round line that matched his shoulders. “Too hard to get the chair down the hill, and Sheila’s worried I’ll roll off the edge of the dock into the water. I tried to tell her I’m not some helpless ol’ cripple. Even if I did fall in, I can stand up in the water just fine – it floats me. But she’s too hardheaded to hear anything.”

“Water’s good therapy.” I took in the hill down to the lake, the stairs, the dock. With a little work and some ramps, the place could be fitted up to get a wheelchair down there. . . .

“Yeah, well, tell Sheila that. She won’t let me anyplace near the shore. Fella can’t fish, he might as well pull up the sod blanket, if you ask me.” Pop balanced the thermos on the counter, worked to take off the lid, and lifted the coffeepot in a shaky arc. Good thing Sheila was busy at the cash register or she would’ve done that for him, too.

“Hey, Mart,” she said when she finished with the customers. Dorsey jumped like he’d been caught at something. Coffee sloshed over the rim of the thermos and ran in streams onto the counter. “There isn’t some new campground down below Eagle Eye Bridge . . . over by the Big Boulders, is there?”

Dorsey capped the thermos, slid it over the counter, and pulled out a hankie to sop up the mess.“There you go, son. Hot coffee. On the house.” Cutting a glance over his shoulder, he frowned at Sheila, who was training binoculars out the window – the cheap kind of pocket glasses you’d pick up at the Moses Lake variety store in a blister pack. With so many bird watchers around the area, I would’ve thought she’d have a decent set.

I walked closer to the windows, and Dorsey scooted his wheelchair along behind me. “Over there by the Big Boulders? Nah, there’s no way to get there, other than from the water – unless you know those old logging roads or you climb down the cliffs. Why?”

Sheila lowered the binoculars, shaking her head. “I just had the strangest feeling. Something caught the corner of my eye when I was counting out the change, so I grabbed the binoculars. For just a sec, I swear I saw a little girl over there. A little girl in a brown dress, running along the shore, but when I tried to focus in, she was gone. There’s nobody in the area but old Len, checking his trotlines.” She looked at me and rubbed her hands up and down her arms, like the room had a chill in it all of a sudden.

Dorsey lifted his baseball cap, scratching his forehead with the knob of his wrist. “Not much chance Len’d have a little girl with him. Not much chance he’d have anybody, for that matter. Anybody within fifteen feet of Len wouldn’t stay there long, I’ll guar-own-tee. The smell would drive ’em off, for sure. Maybe it was the Wailing Woman you saw. Maybe she’s out walkin’ around in the daytime.”

“Oh, Daddy, for heaven’s sake, no ghost stories.” Sheila scanned the southeast end of the lake, where the water circled a little island, narrowed under Eagle Eye Bridge and wound up the river channel. “Mart, I know I saw someone, though . . .”

Hooking his hands over the window ledge, Dorsey pulled himself to his feet. “I don’t see anythin’.”

“Len’s already gone upriver. Careful, Daddy. You’ll fall.” She moved around the counter to slip a hand under Dorsey’s elbow, and he shrugged it off, turning toward the deep water by the dam.

“Oh, hang, Mart. You better grab that thermos and go. Looks like you got a boatful of joyriders headin’ for the Scissortail.”

Snagging my thermos, I started out the back door. There was something about the Scissortail that brought in idiots like June bugs to a porch light. Hard to say what it was, but if there was a yay-hoo anywhere on the lake who was either too young or too sauced up to think his way out of a paper bag, he’d eventually get the idea to ignore the shallow-water signs, go around the warning buoys, and try to thread the needle between the two spikes of rock that rose out of the water like the feathers of a scissortail flycatcher. Couple that with the bird watchers looking for bald eagle nests, daredevils climbing the Scissortail to jump off into the water, and kids on party barges – and those two spikes of limestone amounted to a constant headache. I was out there at least six times a day, trying to keep some loser from ending up in a wheelchair or dead from pure stupidity. 



I know every bird in the mountains, 
and the creatures of the field are mine.

– Psalm 50:11\ 


(Left on the wall of wisdom
by a missionary on a bicycle) 

Chapter 3 

Andrea Henderson 

No determination exists under heaven like that of a woman afraid she’ll be stranded in the woods when darkness comes. I was alone again, having successfully frightened away the creepy man in the pickup by pulling out my cell phone and pretending to talk to someone. After a few seconds of nodding and talking, I’d waved and yelled, “Never mind! A sheriff ’s car is coming. They’ll be here any minute. Thanks, anyway!” But as more time passed, my sense of doom grew. I’d even tried walking to the top of the nearest hill to look for any hint of civilization. There was none.

I was having no luck with outgoing cell calls, and no more vehicles had passed. No one would come looking for me until this evening, when my son finally determined that something was wrong. If Dustin called my office at that point, the place would be closed, and no one would listen to phone messages until morning. Dustin wouldn’t have a clue where my schedule had taken me today, or where to send the cavalry, in the form of my parents or my sister, Megan, and brother-in-law, Oswaldo. So, one way or another, I had to rescue myself.

A wave of willpower rose up in me, fanned by rumbles of thunder bouncing off the hills and bluffs of Chinquapin Peaks. If I had to pick the car up by hand and loosen those bolt-looking things with my teeth, I was changing the tire and getting out of there. By the time I managed to accomplish it, assuming I could, the workday would be pretty well shot, but at least I’d still be alive to tell about it. If I was lucky, I could call into the office before closing and explain what had happened or, best-case scenario, make it to my final client appointment before going home. I pictured myself – after delivering some stern parental admonitions about not taking the cell phone cord out of my car anymore – telling Dustin the story of my wild and harrowing afternoon, and I felt an odd prick of anticipation. Since our move to Moses Lake, all Dustin wanted was to be left alone, and all I wanted was to rebuild the bonds that had been twisted and crushed during a painful family disintegration.

Flooded with newfound resolve, I threw a packet of wrenches, a long, S-shaped piece of metal I couldn’t identify, and what looked like a jack onto the gravel, then called up a valuable piece of information from some long-past e-mail forward for women – if you’re ever stranded with a flat tire, remember that the owner’s manual in the glove box has instructions for using your jack. That tidbit had been somewhere in the middle of a list of Twenty-five Things That Might Save Your Life. I couldn’t remember any of the remaining twenty-five, but I did find my owner’s manual in the glove box, and it did have instructions for using the jack, including the long S-shaped piece of metal, otherwise known as a jack handle. After spending some time reading the instructions, gathering materials, and wrestling the spare tire from the hidden compartment in the trunk, I began the process.

Unfortunately, someone with much more strength than I possessed had attached the enormous bolts, properly referred to as lug nuts. Try as I might, even after hooking the wrench onto the bolts and standing on the handle while clinging to the trunk lid, I couldn’t loosen anything. Since step one was to Slightly loosen the lug nuts, the next step, Placement of the jack, seemed impossibly out of reach. So far, not one more vehicle had passed the entire time I’d been marooned. Somehow, I had to find another way out of my predicament.

I was gazing hopelessly up and down the road and trying to come up with a next course of action when the cell phone warbled. Scrambling to the driver’s seat, I grabbed the phone and answered.

Megan was on the other end, her voice like angel song at the moment. If anyone could handle whatever arrangements were necessary to bring in the cavalry, it was my sweet sister, Megan, the queen-of-all-things-in-the-right-place.

I couldn’t tell whether Megan heard me answer or not.“. . . ello? Andrea? . . . ere are you? Are you anywhere near home?”

“Megan? I’m here! I’m here! Can you hear me?”

Megan continued talking on the other end. “. . . isten, Andrea, hopefully you’re getting this. You need to leave work, okay? Dustin just called. He’s in some kind . . . trouble. Something about the lake patrol catching them climbing the Scissortail. They’re taking the kids to the store there below the dam. The Waterbird. Dustin says they can’t leave without an adult . . . pick them up. I’m headed in that direction, but I was all the way in Dallas, delivering some mortgage papers . . . be a while . . . fore I can get there. I’ll call Mom and Dad, and see if . . . back from Round Rock yet. Dustin said he . . . get you on your cell. He . . .”

The phone beeped and went dead, and I stood by the car with my heart pounding and a lump swelling in my throat, the pressure growing and growing until I was breathless, the world turning impossibly fast. Bits of Megan’s message swirled through my head like scraps of tissue paper caught in a tornado.

Dustin’s in trouble . . .

They’re at the store . . .

They can’t leave without an adult . . .

I’ll call Mom and Dad . . .

Mom and Dad . . .

Mom . . .

Dad . . .

Anxiety tightened my chest, gripping like a fist. Run, just run, a voice whispered in my ear. Leave the car here and run.

It was crazy. I was miles from the nearest house, and even farther from a main road. I could be walking for hours, and in the meantime, my son, my fourteen-year-old child, was in the hands of some stranger, in a place that, even though it was familiar to me from childhood days on the lake, was largely foreign to Dustin. Everything in Moses Lake was foreign to him. The lake house had been rented out for years. We hadn’t vacationed at the lake since he was young.

Dustin didn’t know anything about the lake patrol, or the rules of the water, or the fact that there was no telling what sort of people you could run into on the lake. Dustin only knew the life in our comfortable Houston neighborhood, his private school and our church just around the corner. All of that was a world away now. Houston, that neighborhood, the church, that life, the family we used to be, might as well have been the other side of the moon.

He wasn’t prepared for this life any more than I was.

Mom and Dad. Megan called Mom and Dad. . . .

I felt sick. No matter how this played out, my parents would show up at the lake house, and Dustin’s mishap, whatever it was, would become the springboard into a Pandora’s box of all things left unsaid in the wake of the divorce. My parents didn’t want Dustin and me living in their lake house any more than we wanted to be there. We were an embarrassment, an inconvenience, a burden, a mixed-up mess they couldn’t sort out by putting the proper notations in their appointment books.

Whatever had happened today – nothing involving lake patrol and being detained at the local convenience store could be all that serious – my parents would make certain we talked it to death until we’d dipped our feet into all the ugly undertows. They’d mark this as a harbinger of things to come, proof that, in addition to letting my own life go down the tubes, I’d dragged my son along with me. Dustin was a hapless victim of a father with morals no deeper than topsoil and a mother who wasn’t strong enough to keep a home together. What hope was there for him now?

I pictured him sitting in the little store by the bridge, apparently under supervision of the lake patrol, and another thought crossed my mind, sobering the whirl of family conflict.

What was Dustin doing out on the lake, and who was he with? With the lake house rented out for so many years, we no longer had friends in the neighborhood, and Dustin had a pile of summer reading and a workbook to do for the advanced-placement English class he’d be starting in school this fall. Moving to town less than six weeks before the beginning of the school year, he was behind the eight ball. He was supposed to be home reading, not running around with . . . I didn’t even know who he was with . . . out on the lake.

Emotion swelled in my throat again – thick, painful – making the July afternoon even hotter and muggier than it already was. What if this was a harbinger of things to come? Only the beginning of a complete teenage meltdown? I couldn’t be home policing Dustin, and at the same time out working to support the two of us, so that we could eventually afford a house. Our own house. Again.

What good was a job, or a house, or anything else if Dustin didn’t come through this change in our lives intact?

The inside of my nose prickled and my eyes blurred as I hurried to the back of the car to search for something I could use to try to hammer the nuts loose. My head was far enough into the trunk that I didn’t hear the rattle of an approaching vehicle until brakes squealed out a loud complaint. I jerked upright, my heart bounding into my throat as an advancing cloud of dust rose over the hill. Leaning down, I grabbed the lug wrench, thinking of my brief encounter with the creepy man in the gray Ford. The hood of a truck nosed into view, and I squinted to see who was inside. My hopes inched upward as I glimpsed a work vehicle with toolboxes built into the bed. A moment later, the big tow bar on the back end swung into view. A wrecker! I ran into the road and began waving wildly.

Thank you. The words in my mind, the feeling that a prayer had just been answered was a knee-jerk reflex, an old habit formed by repeat motion and muscle memory. Those words weren’t aimed at anyone anymore. By luck, good fortune, a simple twist of cell phone signals, I’d been saved from what could have been a bad situation.

Letting out a gigantic sigh of relief, I slipped the tire iron behind my back as the Rowdy Ray’s Tow and Tire Service vehicle squealed to a stop beside my car. “You call for Rowdy Ray?” Rowdy asked, spitting a plug out his window before leaning across to talk to me from the passenger side. “You sure wasn’t easy to find, I’ll tell ya. What’re you doin’ way out here, anyway? You lost or somethin’?”



Even a fish wouldn’t get into trouble 
if he kept his mouth shut.

– Anonymous


(Left by Burt Lacey, docksider
and retired school principal) 

Chapter 4 

Mart McClendon 

It wasn’t any surprise that the bunch I’d rounded up at the Scissortail and towed back across the lake were teenage boys, mostly. Six boys and one girl who looked like she was sorry she’d gone along for the boat ride. I knew the girl, Cassandra. Her mom cleaned rooms in the lodge at the Eagle’s Nest Resort, and her daddy did handyman work at the cabins and canoe rental just down from Lakeshore Community Church.

Cassandra’s dad, Larry, was the last parent I called, but he was there quicker than a sneeze through a screen door when he heard his little girl was in trouble. Larry stood there turning fireplug red, listening to the story of how I’d rounded the bend to the Scissortail and found two boneheads in swim trunks climbing the rocks, while the group in the speedboat, including Cassandra, cheered from underneath.

“Everyone was having a real big time,” I told Larry. “And they would’ve, right up until someone landed in the hospital. When they saw me coming, they beat it out of there in a hurry. They made a run for it across the lake, but they skimmed a little nest of trotlines by the Big Boulders and sucked the rope into the engine. By the time I got over there, the kids were on shore. They tried to tell me the boat wasn’t theirs – that two guys had just pulled up in it, jumped out, and made a run for the woods.”

Larry’s eyes went wide and shot fire at his daughter. At that point, I almost hated to tell him the rest of it, but I did. “There were a couple twelve-packs of Budweiser involved, and at first they didn’t want to admit that was theirs, either.” You had to laugh sometimes at what people came up with – especially kids. It was the kind of story my brothers and I would’ve tried back in the day. We probably would’ve done the same thing those kids did, and tried to look innocent while grocery sacks full of brewski sank slowly under the water.

My mama would’ve looked about like Larry did right now, and I probably would’ve been as dumbstruck as poor Cassandra. That face said she wanted to be anywhere but here.

In a booth by the wall, the ringleader – a tall, stringy kid – shook bleached blond hair out of his eyes and dropped his mouth open like he couldn’t believe I’d told the parents there was alcohol at the scene. The other four boys ducked their heads, and Cassandra darted a wide-eyed look toward her father and me.

Cassandra’s daddy didn’t want to hear any more of the story. He let his little girl know she was grounded for the rest of her life, and then he followed her out the door, telling me he had to go pick up some canoers before the storm hit. He’d be back to talk to me later.

I helped myself to a cup of Sheila’s coffee and watched puffy white thunderheads tower up in the east while we waited for the rest of the parents. The ringleader’s dad showed up next. The man actually went down to look at the boat before coming into the store. By the time he made it up to the Waterbird, his kid was ready with some whipped-up tears and a string of excuses. Mostly, the boy wanted to make sure this wouldn’t keep him from getting his driver’s license the month after next. Seemed there was a new Beemer waiting for  him. Dad was a lawyer, and right then, he seemed more interested in the legal end of things.

“Was there any property damage? Any injuries?” He asked, darting a quick glance around the room and checking the other kids lined up in the booths. No doubt he smelled a potential lawsuit.

“Nothing damaged but the boat,” I told him. “Your son doesn’t have his boater’s education certificate, so he’s not legal to operate the boat on his own. That thing isn’t a kid’s toy, and the Scissortail’s not a playpen. We’ve had seven diving injuries, five wrecked watercraft, and two drowning deaths there this year alone.”

I looked at the two who’d been climbing the rocks – a kid with some kind of symbol shaved into a buzz haircut, and a dark-headed boy who said he was fourteen but looked about twelve. Tyler and Dustin, in the order they were sitting. Tyler lounged back in his chair and shot me a glare like, What’re you lookin’ at, dude?

Back in the day, if I’d looked at a grown-up like that, my mama would’ve smacked that smirk off my face and used it to pepper my backside. When we got caught misbehaving, we at least knew enough to be scared of the consequences.

Mostly, the lawyer-dad couldn’t believe his kid had the nerve to muck up his workday. He was more interested in telling the kid how much his time was worth per hour than in figuring out why his kid took the boat for a joyride, or where the two twelve-packs of Bud came from. The man nodded along to everything I said, like he was trying to wheel me forward and get this thing over with. “Well, I don’t understand what those ropes . . . those – what did you call them . . . trot lines? – were doing out in the lake, where boats can run over them.”

“Jug lines and trotlines aren’t illegal on the lake. They have to be tagged by the owner, and there’s a limit on the number of hooks per line and total hooks per person, but the placement of the lines was legal enough. Part of the responsibly of operating a boat is being aware of potential obstacles.”

I didn’t bother telling him that the lines tangled in his motor weren’t tagged. Later today I’d try to catch up with old Len Barnes and tell him one more time to properly tag his lines. The trouble was that, even when you tried to talk slow, Len only understood about half of what you said.

“So, nobody hurt?” Any minute now, the lawyer would whip out an affidavit and want me to sign it. “No injuries?”

“They’re lucky,” I said, and then I let him know that I was willing to cut a deal, of a sort. In general, my policy on juvenile offenders was that I’d rather work with the parents than ticket the kid. Once I wrote a citation for something like Minor In Possession of Alcohol, the whole thing moved into juvenile court.

“I’ve got Max, here, for unlawfully operating the boat, evading arrest, and minor in possession of alcohol. There’s a Corps of Engineers water safety course starting two weeks from today. You sign him up, and I won’t ticket him.”

The kid’s mouth dropped open like he couldn’t believe what was happening to him. “Football camp starts next week.” He gave me a look that said, Whatever, dude. My daddy’s here now. You can’t do anything to me.

I just handed Dad my card and a brochure for the course and said, “Think it over and let me know by five p.m. tomorrow.”

“We didn’t do anything,” the kid whined. “I know how to drive the stupid boat. I’m less than two flippin’ months away from getting my driver’s license. Big flippin’ deal that I didn’t take the boater course yet.”

Dad shot him a down-the-nose bewildered look that said he couldn’t figure how this kid he’d bought all the nice toys for could go sour. “Get in the car.”

While his dad was busy tucking away my card and the brochure, Max flashed a grin at his friends and headed for the door.

Pop Dorsey slapped a hand on the counter.“Son, you better show your daddy some more respect before you land in a heap of trouble.” Until then, Pop had kept quiet and stayed out of things.

“Daddy . . .” Sheila gasped under her breath. She gave me an apologetic look.

I just shook my head and watched Max go. Kids like him made me glad I didn’t have kids.

The rest of the parents showed up one by one, and we repeated the excuse-making and the begging and the smart-aleck looks and the thing about the water safety class. By the time I finally got down to the last kid – Dustin, the scrawny one in the corner – I’d pretty much run dry on diplomacy. Dealing with the public was the worst part of my job. Out in the Big Bend country, you could drive all day and never see another human soul. If it was deer season, we had some hunters, and in the winter a few snowbirds or families on vacation, and some hikers in the mountains, but mostly the job was you, the wildlife, the ranchers, and a lot of wide-open space.

But there were worse things than having to deal with the public all day – like having to deal with your own demons. It’s pretty much a given that it’s easier to sort out other people’s issues than your own.

In the far booth, Dustin looked like he didn’t want anyone in his business. Pressed into the corner so tight there wasn’t an inch between him and the wall, he sagged over the table like a potted plant left out in the sun too long. Pop Dorsey wheeled by and asked him if he wanted something to drink, and the kid just shook his head and drooped lower, picking at a crack in the Formica. Considering that he’d been sitting there for nearly two hours, waiting for a responsible adult to show up for him, he was probably thirsty.

“You sure someone’s coming for you?” I asked. I’d stood over their shoulders while each of the kids called Mom or Dad for a ride. Dustin took two or three tries at it before he got hold of anybody. Then he had to beg the person to come after him. Looked like his mom and dad were too busy for him, too.

The kid nodded, mumbling,“My aunt Megan’s coming.” Looping his arms on the table, he slid lower and let his forehead rest on his fists. “I guess.” The last words wallowed between his face and the Formica. Pop Dorsey gave a sympathetic look and shook his head, frowning.

“I’m not letting you go until somebody shows up for you.” It crossed my mind to wonder whether Dustin had faked the phone call. Maybe he thought if he held out long enough, I’d just give up and let him walk out of here. He could waltz on home and act like it had been a normal day at the lake. Hey, Mom, what’s for dinner?

“I know,” he muttered.

I watched him a minute longer. Didn’t look like he cared whether anyone came for him or not. “I’ve got your name and address.” I took a step closer, figuring the easiest thing would be to take him on home and talk to the mom or dad. “Let’s just head on over there and be done with it, son.” The address he’d given me was in a gated community on Larkspur Cove that had been there since not long after the lake was opened to the public. Back in the day, Larkspur Estates was the place to be. The lots were old and large, and the houses sat up high, with a view of the whole county and long walkways down to private boathouses. When we were kids, we used to row over to the cove in our johnboat and drift along the shore looking at the rich girls and wishing they’d look back.

“Nobody’s home.” The kid lifted his head, then let it bounce off his fists like a tetherball, over, and over, and over. That had to hurt. 

“We’ll just wait here, then.”

His shoulders inflated, then sank, and he shook his head, his face still buried in his arms. “I cannn-tell my mom-mat-hurfm-sahhh-bout-mrrff-class’n stuff ’m.” The tabletop probably heard him just fine, but all I could make out was a word or two. On my worst day as a potential juvenile delinquent, I wouldn’t have sat there talking to an adult with my face in the table like a kindergartner at nap-time. My mama taught me better than that. The problem was that these days too many kids hadn’t been taught a thing – not even the simple stuff, like how to sit up, look somebody in the eye, and take your trouble like a man. You’re big enough to climb the rope; you’re big enough to take the fall, my daddy always said. Experimentation and hard knocks were the only two schools he had any faith in.You hit the dirt a few times, you’ll learn.

Dustin looked like he didn’t have a clue about hard knocks. He had arms about as big around as number-two pencils, and his skin had been sunburned raw-meat red where it stuck out of his T-shirt. He had about as much business climbing the Scissortail as I did dancing the Nutcracker ballet. Playing Nintendo probably didn’t teach you how far down a body goes when it hits the water with the kind of velocity you get from jumping off a tower like the Scissortail.

“Kid, you want to tell me something, you look me in the eye like a man. Otherwise, just sit there and be quiet.” I flipped the page over in my notebook and started working on the day’s log. No sense taking all the paperwork home. Then again, I probably wouldn’t go home until I had to – too quiet there. I’d hang around the lake, see if I could catch Len running unmarked lines or popping some dove out of season.

It was always a game – finding the guys who thought that if you didn’t get caught for something, it wasn’t wrong. Up until now, I just hadn’t had the heart to go after old Len too much. He’d be easy to catch. You didn’t have to cross paths with Len more than once to know he was a brick or two short of a load. If he had a hunting license, he probably couldn’t read the book that came with it. You had to feel a little sorry for the guys who were poaching so they could eat, though. Catching Len wouldn’t really be any fun. . . .

Maybe I’d settle for sliding Pop Dorsey’s screen door off the hinges, then hauling it home, putting some braces on the corners, and fixing a new latch.The thing was out there flapping in the breeze again, bouncing back and forth between the doorframe and the wall, making a steady rhythm that’d drive me buggy after a while. Sheila and Dorsey didn’t even seem to notice.

The kid kept lifting his head up and letting it bounce against his hand, making the table rattle between two legs that were missing the metal caps, and about a half inch shorter than the other two. Noisy half inch.

Sheila glanced up from cleaning the warmer in the café area and noticed me checking the lake. “Mart, you see anything unusual over there by the Big Boulders – any strange tracks or anything? Burt and Nester will want to know when they show up to play dominoes. They’re still arguing about what was over there earlier.”

“Didn’t get a chance to look. Busy bringing in this bunch of man-eaters.” I thumbed toward the kid. His leg was jitterbugging against the seat now, making the vinyl squeak along with the table rattling. If somebody didn’t come pick up Dustin soon, I’d have to go after some duct tape.

A sheriff ’s department call came in before the kid drove me all the way crazy. During a traffic stop, a deputy had nailed two guys transporting live alligators in a stock trailer. All four guys had different stories about where the gators came from, and the whole thing sounded like one of those redneck-brilliant ideas that seem good after a few days in the woods and one too many six-packs.

I asked how big the gators were, and the deputy said, “Heck if I know. Big. I’m not getting in there and measuring ’em. Big enough. These fellas are lucky they’ve still got all their hands and feet. They sober up a little, they’ll probably realize that.” As usual, the deputy only wanted to turn the whole thing over, which was typical of the sheriff ’s deputies in this particular county. Looked like my day was about to get a lot more interesting.

I hung up and thought, Now what am I gonna do with this kid? He’d sat himself up and perked an ear my way, listening in on the call about the gators. For about a half a second, he seemed interested, then as soon as I turned toward him, he slouched in his seat, remembering the two of us weren’t friends.

“Son, I’m leaving you here with Pop Dorsey and Sheila until your aunt shows up for you.You don’t move out of this bench until then. You understand?”

“Yes, sir,” he muttered, looking down at the table again. Now that his friends were gone, he’d lost some of the teenage attitude. Most of them do. You take their buddies away, they’re just scared little kids in bodies they still need to grow into.

“Look at me when I’m talking to you, son.”

He fluttered bloodshot brown eyes my way and fidgeted his hands around.

“I’m telling you the same thing I told the rest of your buddies. I don’t know what the bunch of you had in mind for later, but you’re lucky I caught you before y’all dipped into the beer and did something real stupid.”

He nodded but didn’t answer. Hard to say if he was scared or not. Really, the kid looked like he didn’t care if I threw him under the truck and ran over him on my way out.

“You can go on home when your aunt gets here.” No choice about that. By the time I made it to the other end of the county, went through the paperwork to press charges, and figured out what to do with the contraband gators, it’d be the middle of the night. “Your mom or dad home in the mornings?”

“My mom. They’re divorced.”

“You let her know I’ll be by at seven fifteen a.m. to talk to her. You make sure she’s there.” I couldn’t wait to see what kind of mom went with this kid.

“Okay.” He slumped over the table, folding his arms and sliding slowly forward again. I felt a pinch of pity for the kid, but pity wouldn’t do him any good. What he needed was a lesson – the kind that keeps you from doing something stupid, twice.



The rainbows of life come after the storms.

– Anonymous


(via Pop Dorsey, proprietor,
Waterbird Bait and Grocery) 

Chapter 5 

Andrea Henderson 

By the time I made it home to Larkspur Estates, limping along on the spare tire that Rowdy Ray had installed in a torrential downpour, I was damp, dirty, and emotionally numb. Rowdy Ray had been kind enough to send a text to Megan, letting her know I was all right, but as I entered the neighborhood, my mind spun ahead. My thoughts raced beyond the park and the tennis courts, past the private boat ramp, to the back of Sunrise Loop, where Highline Way jutted over the water on a finger of land surrounded by lake homes aging gracefully beneath cedars, live oaks, and crepe myrtles established long enough to have thick, knobby trunks.

In my childhood, a trip to the lake house had always meant freedom from an overly demanding private school in Dallas, a packed schedule of church activities, social engagements, piano lessons, ballet recitals, mother-daughter luncheons at the Lady’s Club, book reviews, and other activities Megan and I dreaded. The lake house had always been a place to get away from those things, to shuck off the straitjacket.

When Dustin was little, we’d enjoyed family vacations here, but after Karl and I moved to Houston, the lake house was relinquished to the capable hands of a rental agency until Megan’s twins came along and my parents regained their vacation home. Dustin and I were fortunate that it was there when we needed it. The lake house was a quiet place, a good place to heal, except for the pressure of being constantly under my parents’ scrutiny.

As I neared the driveway, anticipating their comments on today’s fiasco, I felt the air going out of me. Next door, two little blond-haired girls – the neighbor’s grandchildren, I presumed – had set up a lemonade stand, the way Megan and I might have in the past.Their sign read, Ansley and Sydney’s Lemonade Copany, sans M. They waved hopefully at me as I approached, then frowned and backed off when they saw where I was turning in. Shortly after Mr. and Mrs. Blue had bought the place last year, my mother had started a dispute regarding property lines and hedges. The Blues now steered clear of us, like all the rest of the neighbors. Sydney and Ansley watched like voyeurs at an alien landing as I parked behind my father’s vehicle, gathered my things, and made my way into the house.

Inside, my parents and Megan were lined up on one side of the kitchen table. They registered surprise at my muddy, waterlogged state and dirty clothes. After apologizing, then trying to make the flat tire sound like a minor hiccup in the day – no sense giving them more ammunition than they already had – I ducked into the utility room to tug on some sweats and pull myself together before returning to the dining area.

The discussion there followed our usual family dynamic – Dad stoic, Mom fretful (dressed for some sort of ladies’ event, judging by the carefully pressed aqua blazer and pants that nicely offset her blue eyes and auburn hair), and Megan, a younger, kinder, gentler image of Mom, trying to mollify, determined that no one should remain unhappy for long. Meanwhile, Dustin sat on a barstool in the corner, his head and shoulders resting against the wall, a glazed-over sheen giving his brown eyes the glassy coolness of denial.

As the discussion of the day’s events oozed forth like meat through a sausage grinder, Dustin focused mostly on the window, then finally mumbled an apology for screwing up everyone’s evening. “It was just, like, a mistake. They came by and asked if I wanted to go out on the boat. I didn’t know they weren’t supposed to have it – the boat, I mean.” His eyes flicked toward me, then held fast, as if he’d remembered that an averted gaze made a story less credible. He’d probably learned that from listening to his father and me.

I can tell you’re lying, Karl. You aren’t even looking at me. Why don’t you look me in the eye and try to tell me this only happened one time – that you haven’t been seeing her for months, maybe even years? Tell me you had nothing at all to do with her divorce. Why don’t you tell me that? See if you can make me believe it?

For heaven’s sake, Karl.You knew she and Charles were having trouble. How could you do this? Have you been letting her buy things for her apartment on the college’s dime? Is that how she’s affording that place . . . all the nice furniture?

Dustin should never have overheard that conversation. He shouldn’t have witnessed his father trying to lie his way out, begging me not to go public with the truth, warning me that life as we knew it would be over. There was already an ongoing financial inquiry at the college. . . .

Lately, Dustin seemed to be trying to perfect his father’s art of false honesty. The change was heartbreaking, coming from a fourteen-year-old  who’d always been the perfect kid, his days filled with places he was supposed to be – soccer practice, guitar lessons, youth group on Wednesdays, worship band rehearsals, a few volunteer projects through the school or the church. “I tried to call you on your cell before I left, but it wouldn’t go through,” he said.

Mother rolled her chin my way, frowning at me from beneath lowered brows, an expression that laid the blame for Dustin’s mishap squarely on me. “I told you this . . . this traveling sort of job wasn’t the right thing. For heaven’s sake, Andrea, what is Dustin supposed to do when issues arise, and you’re who knows where, going to some . . . some appointment? Half of these lake houses are empty during the week. Dustin doesn’t even have anyone to call if there is an emergency.” Mother failed to mention that the lack of neighborly support was her fault. Filing homeowner’s association complaints about trash cans by the curb, bushes not trimmed at least six inches below windows, noisy lake parties, and boats coming up the cove too fast does not a good neighbor make.

I wanted to counter Mother’s question with, Tell me what else I should do, then? I have to work. I have to make a living. Instead, I stuck to the subject at hand. Dustin. “Dustin knew he wasn’t supposed to go anywhere, and certainly not out in a boat with kids I’ve never even met.” I turned my attention back to Dustin, wishing everyone would leave, so I could get to the bottom of this.

“It’s no big deal,” Dustin offered. “I thought it’d be okay.” He glazed over again, as if he knew how the conversation was going to proceed. Next, we would move to a discussion of my reasons for taking the counseling job instead of going to work at my brother-in-law’s bank. Somehow in our family, we couldn’t seem to do anything but repeat familiar patterns, go over the same talking points until they were like overused chewing gum – tasteless and bland.

As usual, the family meeting ended after we’d rehashed all the normal issues.

From the foyer, Dad surveyed the cars in the drive and pointed out that he’d have to take my vehicle and leave his for me.“You can’t be driving around the hills with no spare. I’ll have all the tires looked at while I’ve got it.” He offered his keys, and I gave him mine. No point being stubbornly independent. I had to be at work tomorrow, and I didn’t have a clue where to get a tire fixed.

As Mom and Dad disappeared down the drive, Megan stood with me in the entryway. She apologized for having brought the folks in on Dustin’s mishap. “It just scared me to death when Dustin called. I knew it’d take me forever to get here from Dallas.” She leaned close to me, keeping the conversation between us. In the kitchen, Dustin was sliding wearily off his barstool, investigating the sunburn on his shoulder, sucking air through his teeth when he touched it. “I thought Mom and Dad could get here sooner than I could. If I’d known they were still on the way back from Round Rock, I never would have called them. I tried to head them off after I made it here, but, of course, they came on. I didn’t mean to cause another big, hairy family meeting.”

“I know,” I said, but Meg looked worried, as if she was afraid I didn’t believe her. A past history of intense sibling competitiveness never goes away completely. “Thanks for picking him up, Meg. I’m sorry for the hassle. I really don’t understand what Dustin was thinking.” After nearly an hour of family conversation, I was still confused. “Did you find out what, exactly, he was in trouble for?”

Meg’s slim shoulders lifted, then dropped. “Well, from what Dustin said, one of the kids took the family boat for a spin without permission, and they got nabbed for climbing the Scissortail. When I made it to the Waterbird, the clerk was busy with a tour bus and Dustin was sitting over in one of the booths. He just told them he was leaving and walked out with me. He said the whole thing had been blown out of proportion by some game warden guy on a power trip.”

She punctuated the sentence with a helpless look. Meg had no experience with teenagers. Her twins, still too little to converse, were no doubt safely home in Cleburne with Meg’s mother-in-law, who not only adored Meg but also provided grandkid daycare two days a week while Meg worked at Oswaldo’s bank. Just like everything else about my little sister, her in-law relationships were perfect.

I gave her a hug and thanked her, trying to absolve the guilt I felt for harboring secret resentments. Misery loves company, and my little sister wasn’t very good company. She never had been. She was too good at everything. She was the blue-eyed, petite golden child, and I, by contrast, was the one with my father’s kinky brown hair, brown eyes, and square chin. Growing up, Meg turned heads with her bright smile and auburn locks. She led cheers at the football games, wore the cute little pleated-skirt uniform, and turned all the boys’ heads. Boys aren’t too interested in gangly, flat-chested, clarinet players, no matter how good the band sounds in the stands.

I walked her out and then stood on the path among Mother’s collection of bird-friendly plants and seed feeders. One of the best things about our summers at the lake had always been the birds. Mother adored them. She knew all about them, and being something of an amateur photographer, she loved to photograph them. The interior of the lake house was decorated in bird-related paraphernalia – Mother’s photographs; empty bird’s nests she’d spirited from trees; delicate, colorful feathers carefully pressed into shadowbox frames; tiny eggs no bigger than the tip of a finger, rescued from the grass, painstakingly dried and shellacked for preservation.

The birds were proof in some way that Mother did have a tender side. Beyond that, her study of them gave us something to talk about. Mother could identify each and every type of the enormous variety of fowl that migrated through Moses Lake. Most of our good moments together were spent taking long walks through the woods with binoculars and field manuals. Mother preferred me to Megan for this endeavor. I was quieter, she said.

As Megan climbed into her Lexus and drove away, her Junior League decal glinting in the sun, a lonely, miserable, helpless sensation swelled inside me. I knew better than to stay out there on the sidewalk alone with it. Now was no time for an emotional crash. I still needed to talk with Dustin, find out what really happened, and try to get a handle on what was going through his mind when he decided to leave without permission, in the company of a bunch of kids he’d apparently just met.

But in truth, I didn’t want to be counselor, or Mom, or single parent right now. I felt bone-tired and weary, exhausted in body and spirit. I wanted to turn the problem over to someone else – say, I handled it last time. It’s your turn, the way I could have in the past.

But now there was only half. Half a parental team. Half a family, trying to re-form into a new whole.

In the house, the living room was empty, and I could hear the shower running in the hallway bathroom. I knocked, but Dustin either couldn’t hear or wasn’t answering. The door was locked, of course. Short of breaking it down, I didn’t have much choice but to keep an eye on the hallway and wait. I passed the time by e-mailing the office to let the secretary, Bonnie, know that I’d need to reschedule my missed afternoon appointments. Sending the e-mail off into cyberspace, I dreaded its arrival at the office. I’d look completely incompetent.

My stomach tightened and started churning, and I laid my head back against the chair, watching the birds enjoy bits of bread Mother had scattered on the deck. A misty rain started falling, and the weight of the day overtook me. I let my eyes close.

Just for a minute, I thought. Just for a minute. . . .

When I awoke, the birds were gone, and the house was dark. In the room with the bunk beds – the room that was still decorated in the soft rose and pale green hues of my childhood – Dustin was curled up, softly snoring with his face mashed sideways against the pillow. One long, sinewy leg hung off the mattress, a foot twitching just slightly, as if he were a napping hound dreaming about chasing squirrels.

He knew I wouldn’t have the heart to wake him from a sound sleep. He knew I’d stand over his bed, think about how peaceful he looked, how young, so much like my baby boy. So smart. So handsome. So perfect. An incredible kid who’d always been honest, and tenderhearted, and smart, and faithful, and bold . . .

And now . . . damaged?

Broken? Fearful? Angry? Bitter? Closed off?

Tears welled in my eyes, and before I sensed it coming, a gush  of emotion wrenched from my stomach and pressed out a sob. The sound split the silence, causing Dustin to jerk in his sleep, blink and rise in a clumsy push-up.

“Mom?” he whispered, his eyes narrow slits in the stream of light from the hallway.

“Shhh . . .” The sound shuddered, my lips trembling as it passed. I swallowed hard, trying to force the emotion down my throat, tuck it away where it wouldn’t hurt anyone. “Everything’s all right.” I wished that were true. More than anything else about our old life, I missed the feeling of security, the confidence that everything was fine, that tomorrow would be the same as today. The same routine, the same people. Nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing to worry about.

Dustin collapsed onto the pillow again, exhaling a long sigh. I pulled the sheet over his shoulders, touched his hair, remembered the days when I’d fretted over homework he didn’t do exactly right, or a friend who’d turned against him in school, or soccer games in which he didn’t make the starting lineup. How many times had I knelt by his bed and prayed that the world would be easy on him, that everything would go his way?

How could I not have seen that the biggest danger wasn’t outside our house – it was inside?

I went to bed and lay awake, my mind doing what it usually did – sifting through the past, rehashing history, trying to understand it, until finally I fell asleep. In my dreams I was sailing on the lake, the boat, a catamaran, skimming over the water on a clear day, the sails popping, stretching in a stiff wind. The freedom was golden. Closing my eyes, I let a cool breeze stroke my hair. I felt larger than life. Indestructible. Unbroken.

In the shelter of the Big Boulders, the wind died, and the boat floated along on the current, traveling under Eagle Eye Bridge, into the river channel. I felt no need to adjust the sails. The current knew where it was going. It was taking me someplace I was meant to be.

Overhead on the bridge, a rust-spotted pickup rattled by. In the passenger-side window, a little girl turned my way, her blue eyes curious, her dark hair swirling in the breeze. When the truck stopped, the little girl slipped out the passenger door and skipped across the deck of the bridge. She was too young to be up there alone. It wasn’t safe.

Laughing, she climbed onto the railing, moved along it with her arms outstretched like a tightrope walker’s.

I screamed for her to stop, but she couldn’t hear me. The truck was backing up now, rattling toward her. If it shook the railing, she might fall. . . .

I adjusted the sails, tried to move the boat underneath her, but the current was pulling me the other way.

The truck rolled closer and closer to the girl, the railing vibrating, humming like a tuning fork.

“Stop!” I screamed. “Be careful!”

I jerked awake, looked around the room, struggled for a minute to sort out dreams and reality, to remember where I was.Thoughts raced through my mind in rapid-fire bits, ricocheting and repeating. Work. Dustin. Divorce. Lake house. Family meeting. Scissortail.

The little girl in the truck.

A glance at the clock whisked the dream into the dustpan of things to be considered later. It was after six thirty. If I didn’t get moving, I’d be late checking in at the office. Dale Tazinski had been, so far, an extremely understanding boss, but one more slipup like yesterday’s, and he’d wonder if his newly hired Licensed Professional Counselor was in need of counseling herself.

Whipping around the room, I grabbed one of the summer dress suits I’d purchased three weeks ago before starting my new job.Then I showered, toweled my hair, and slipped a ponytail holder over my wrist for later. By seven fifteen, I was dressed, had everything in a pile by the door, and was ready to head for the Tazinski and Associates office, forty minutes down the road in Cleburne. I hurried to the kitchen to pop some waffles into the toaster so that Dustin and I could sit down to breakfast together, talk about what had happened yesterday, and discuss the fact that he was grounded as a result. His parameters for today in no way included leaving the property. In fact, I’d be preparing a chore list, which I would text to him when I arrived at work.

Something caught my eye as I crossed the living room – a movement down the hill where the backyard sloped steeply toward the lake. There was a boat by our boathouse. A man was on our dock. . . .

I moved toward the bay window to get a better look. In the hallway, Dustin’s bedroom door opened.

“Dustin,” I called, a note of disquiet raising prickles on the back of my neck. All the docks in Larkspur Cove were private. No one should have been there. “Dustin . . . there’s someone down by the boathouse.” Maybe one of Dustin’s newfound friends was paying an early visit.

But the stranger on the dock didn’t look like a teenager. He was tall and broad-shouldered . . . and coming up the hill.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/LarkspurCove_cover.jpg
al Bestselling Autho

LISA WINGATE






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/9781441214188_0001_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441214188_0001_003.jpg
B BETHANYHOUSE
ek





OEBPS/images/9781441214188_0001_001.jpg





