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Chapter 1

Anson felt no pain, and the view was
spectacular. What more could a guy ask for? Through the forest
canopy splotches of brilliant blue sky winked on and off as early
spring leaves danced in a mercurial breeze. Towering beeches guided
his eyes heavenward, lifting his spirits and the moist earth
cradled his body. The forest smells enticed him to breathe deeply,
but he was unable to take in a full draught of its vital freshness.
His lungs seemed incapable of complete expansion. Still, he smiled,
though the corners of his mouth did not move, he smiled inwardly,
as the clean odors of humus and jasmine mingled with pine and
drifted across his nostrils. He did not feel chilly, but the air
was cold, and the ground sucked the heat of life from his body. He
pondered on it, and thought it remarkable that
his vision was perfectly clear; the magnificent Big Thicket rose
about him in splotchy shades of green and gray and yellow. The
faintest of noises were discernible, a black carpenter ant or dung
beetle scaling a leaf. The taste of blood fought for supremacy over
his early morning coffee. Perhaps he had bitten his tongue or his
lip. The odors were lovely and intoxicating, and yet he was sure
that he could not move and perhaps would never move again. The only
sense he could not verify was that of touch. He felt
nothing.

Fortunately, he still had full
control of his mind. He did not know how long he had been flat of
his back, but the sun stood at mid morning, so he guessed maybe
less than an hour. He didn’t remember falling, or even climbing,
but he lay motionless as a stone, his eyes searching the familiar
woods around him.

He glanced downward beyond his feet
where the yupon’s dark green leaves filled his sight. Carolina
jasmine's showy yellow blooms tangled through the scrub like a
bridal weave. The bushy yupon served as browse for deer, home to
birds, and hide-outs for little critters. As far down and to the
left as his scope allowed him, dark green palmettos fanned out and
stood starkly in offset ranks, their four foot long bayonet pointed
leaves overlapped, warning against access. Beyond the palmettos
stood the dying sweet gum where Anson believed an ivory-billed
woodpecker pair might return this spring.

The tree was diseased. It began dying
at the top and on the northeast side as a quadrant of its roots
starved for water. A June flood a few years previous washed away a
quarter of the slope it stood upon leaving some of the roots dry.
Boring insects feasted on the dying section, and in time,
woodpeckers feasted on the borers. Bark was stripped from the
smaller limbs, and in a few places on the larger ones, pieces as
big as the palm of Anson's hand were missing. The ivory-bills, like
their slightly more diminutive cousins the pileateds, used their
powerful beaks in a side swipe motion to lever the loose bark from
the dying tree. The meal they sought consisted of finger-sized
cerambycid beetle larvae resembling pieces of white corrugated
tubing. The larvae were sandwiched between the outer and inner bark
and burrowing towards the heart wood. Anson hoped beyond reason
that it was the work of ivory-bills. Pileated woodpeckers abounded
in The Big Thicket, but he was sure that the brief glance last fall
was not a mistake. Perhaps the large ivory colored bill could have
been a trick of the light, but the white trailing wing patches were
distinctive. And the bark scaling looked too extensive to belong to
the southern pileated woodpeckers. Maybe, the ivory-bill had hung
on. Some men searched for it in hopes of glory and fame. Some
wanted to find it so that they could guard it. Anson, like the bird
if it still existed, was uninterested in the politics. He simply
thrilled at the prospect of its survival.

As a boy, Anson virtually lived
outdoors. He was particularly fascinated with birds, and when he
was seven, he broke his collar bone while peeking into the nest of
a pair of red-cockaded woodpeckers fifteen feet off the ground. The
red-cockadeds nest in live pine trees high above brush that might
allow rat snakes, and other predators easy access. Anson found the
nest sites by searching for the sap plate that formed above and
below the cavity. The adult pair bored and kept open small holes
which oozed a sticky protective barrier around the opening. Each
year he returned to the trees and climbed them again and again. The
red-cockadeds tended to use the same nest and might use one for
fifteen or twenty years when left undisturbed. They are monogamous
and recruit the previous year's siblings to help care for the new
young and to guard their territory. Early on, Anson came to respect
the wisdom of the natural world, and to incorporate it into his own
being.

A curious chickadee landed on a thin
branch in the bramble and began its chickadee dee dee call. The
tiny bird bobbed and swayed and twisted its head for a better look,
its white face, black cap, and black bib stark against the
greenery. The friendly fellow coaxed Anson back to the problem at
hand. He tried to remember how he came to be prostrate upon the
forest floor. Many times he had chosen to lie on a soft hammock and
take in the absolute beauty of this temperate jungle, a place where
ecologically speaking East met West and North met South, but this
time it was not by choice. He was paralyzed, at least in his body.
But it did not matter. His mind and his spirit were free. Anson was
a son of the Big Thicket. He knew it well and was thankful that he
could not feel, for already he knew his warmth and body odors were
attracting the residents of the living earth that would hasten his
melding into the web of life. With that disconcerting yet oddly
comforting thought, a great horned owl flew low across his body
from head to toe and lighted not ten feet off the ground in a
hornbeam. For all its closeness he did not hear a sound as it
passed. Anson figured it to be the same owl that he and the group
had seen on the field trip earlier in the morning. The owl gazed
over Anson's head into the woods behind him, its liquid brown
pupils floating on a sea of yellow, knowing all but telling
nothing.

Anson had left the house just before
7:00 a.m. He looked in on his sleeping father, tiptoed across the
creaky wooden floor and slipped out the door. He didn’t take the
lane but cut straight across the front pasture to the woods and
after a brisk ten minute walk arrived at the Big Thicket
Interpretive Center. He was early as always, but still there were a
few birders, necks craned and eyes searching the tree tops. One of
them he recognized.

“Hey Deek, how’s it going?” he said,
not stopping to chat but moving on toward the building’s unlocked
side door.

Deek Martin lived near Cut and Shoot,
a quiet little community with a funny name. The story is that a
young boy watching a group of adults about to come to blows in an
argument over a church steeple said, “I'm going to cut around the
corner and shoot through the bushes before this gets out of hand!”
No one knows which church or what steeple the congregation was at
odds over, but someone tagged it Cut and Shoot and the name stuck.
Perhaps that scrappy start influenced a later Cut and Shoot hero,
Roy Harris, who fought Floyd Patterson for the heavyweight title in
1958. He lost, but he got so much mail that the U. S. Postal
Service had to put a post office in the town. Deek was a relatively
recent resident, but he fit right in with the opportunistic nature
of the locals.

He was a contractor–houses, small
businesses, subdivisions, or dirt work when times were slack. He
lived near the western edge of The Thicket in a house he built
himself on five partially wooded acres. He had a good pond which he
seldom fished but had dug himself, a wife he got along with which
seemed a miracle to him based on his buddies stories, and a mess of
construction equipment and tools kept mostly behind the barn. Deek
was forty-two years old, lean as a pine sapling and hard as
hickory. He smiled easily, his dark eyes and tanned hide adding to
his handsome figure. What folks did not like about Deek was that he
hired illegals. Some had worked for him a good while and were
almost part of the community, though they “knew their place” as
Deek’s neighbors were apt to say. Deek could find jobs, but he had
a hell of a time finding anyone but illegals to do the work. True
enough, he didn't pay union scale, but then no one in East Texas
made scale. That game had been busted up all across the South long
ago. Now folks bitched about the low wages and screamed about how
unions were ruining America in the same breath. Deek didn't care
whether his workers were black, white, brown or yellow, and he
didn't care if their papers were green, white or non-existent. He
just wanted them to drive backhoes and sink nails.

Deek had recently become a birder. He
had lived in a Dallas suburb until about ten years ago and thought
birds were ducks, sparrows or pigeons. In the country, he began to
notice all kinds of wildlife, especially birds, as he bulldozed The
Thicket to make way for four bedroom ranchos. After several of the
interpretive trips, mostly led by Anson, he was well on his way to
becoming a birdwatcher.

“Hey Margie, how’s your morning,”
asked Anson? Margie was a forest service volunteer.

“Better when the
coffee brews,” she smiled and yawned and excused herself all at the
same time. “Got another group today?” she asked but kept talking as
Anson looked over the paper work. “I saw old Deek out there. I need
to ask him to send one of his Mexicans over to suck out my septic
tank. I swear I thought it would have lasted longer than three
years, but them young’ns of mine never seem to quit flushing.” She
rambled to a stop as she began to examine the clutter on her
desk.

Anson perused the bulletin board over
the coffee stand. The day-glo orange Parks and Wildlife bear safety
pamphlet caught his attention; There was a yellow sticky attached
to it which read, “Tracks near Tatar Patch Lake. 2/6/09 5:00 pm.
Ranger Madison.”

Anson was glad to hear of bear
tracks. He had only seen a couple in the last three years but more
were filtering in across the Sabine. The Louisiana stocking program
benefited Texas as well, but mostly it was the bears, who didn’t
recognize state lines that were the beneficiaries. He’d have to
talk with Sam Madison when he got a chance and see if they could
spot the magnificent critter.

“He’s your man,” he said to Margie
after he’d finished reading the board. “You want me to send him in?
I’m going to grab some coffee and start getting these releases
signed. You’d think we were going to invade a foreign country
instead of going birdwatching.” He laughed and shook his head as he
poured a cup of strong black coffee into one of the mugs on the
counter. It meant one less piece of Styrofoam in a land fill. He
knew he couldn’t save the world by drinking out of a mug that was
thankfully already brown, but then you couldn’t cross the room but
one step at a time either. Besides, what could grow in coffee that
strong?

“That’s okay. I’ll catch him later.
Ya’ll have fun,” said Margie as Anson struggled to open the door
with a sheaf of papers in one hand and hot coffee dribbling across
the other.

In the parking lot, several other
cars had arrived. The air was crisp and the sky was clear. A murder
of crows called out making their plans for the day from the tops of
tall pines. A small group began to form. Birders are naturally
optimistic and anticipation was high. An older couple in a late
model Toyota SUV with a loaded luggage rack stepped briskly out and
on to the asphalt parking lot.

“I say, Constance, I do believe we’ve
found the blasted place!” said a cheery Brit of at least seventy
years as he spryly rounded the bumper and reached for the cargo
handle. He was dressed for safari. He stood proud and beaming at
five feet five inches, his rosy cheeks resting on his mutton chops.
Barrel-chested and bow-legged, his khaki shirt wouldn’t hold a
pencil and his khaki colored web belt holding up his pressed khaki
shorts was partially hidden by a Saint Nicholas sized belly.

“Yes yes, Hartford, this must be the
place. Jolly good,” said the woman as she slid her pinched slender
fingers along the pleat in her pants–khaki as well. She came round
to the back of the car, stood stock straight and placed her hands
on her hips watching proudly as Hartford removed a very nice
birding scope on an equally nice tripod from the boot.

The rest of the crowd, including
Anson, grinned at the spectacle, but not for long.

“I say, ole chap, are we indeed at
the Big Thicket…”, he glanced at a piece of paper in his hand…
“National Preserve?” he asked as he walked towards Deek who was
standing nearest the couple.

“You are indeed,” replied Deek
glancing towards Anson with some deference.

“Ah, well then,”
said the Englishman as he strode towards Anson, his chubby hand
out, his wife right at his side. “Hartford Higgenbottom here, clear
from England to see your lovely forest. And, yes, this is my dear
wife Constance,” he added with a perfunctory nod.

“How do you do?” She blinked her eyes
and snapped her head down and up, extending her hand as well. Being
a polite country boy, Anson was not sure which hand to take first,
the old man’s which was nearer or the old lady’s which was just
within reach. He opted for the missus and received a lovely smile
and firm hand shake as his reward.

“I’m Anson Turl,” he said to Mrs.
Higgenbottom. And then turning to Mr. Higgenbottom, “Nice to meet
you, Mr. Higgenbottom. If you are here for the birding field trip,
I’ll be your guide.” These words came out somewhat staccato due to
the vigorous handshake he was receiving.

“And you, my good man. Anson it is.
But please call me Hart. There now, we are indeed here for the
birding. We’ll just finish unloading our kit and then do any forms
and such you might have. Been over half of America and can’t take a
blasted...”

“Hart!” Constance admonished.

“Oh well, yes. Bloody lot of forms
we’ve filled in,” he trailed off turning back to the open boot.

Anson walked over to the curb and
stepped up on the sidewalk.

“Okay, any of you folks that are
going on the field trip gather round,” he said raising his voice.
Then he added, cutting his eyes towards the British couple as they
moved towards him, “We’ve got a little paper work to fill out.”

Six birders loaded with a variety of
gear followed Anson to the trail head just east of the parking lot.
Anson talked as he walked, turning a quarter way around
occasionally to make sure everyone could hear him.

“Alright guys, don’t be afraid to ask
questions. Move forward when we spot something so you can get a
look, and sing out if you see a bird,” he said. The curly headed
blond kid, Billy, was already flirting with two young women in the
group. The boy looked familiar to him, but he couldn't figure why.
Probably he had been on a field trip in junior high or even
elementary school. Anson had been volunteering a long time and a
lot of the kids came back over the years. Most were to shy to say
they had met before. He made the boy to be eighteen or so, a little
younger than the two girls, but boys always seem to look younger
than the girls they are with.

“Beth and Pari,” Anson called out to
break up the chit-chat after glancing at his roster. “What do you
ladies hope to see today?”

Beth answered. “Uh, like maybe a
pileated woodpecker,” she said drawing out each syllable;
pil-e-ate-ed, in an East Texas drawl with a Valley Girl twist.

“Okay, great. We
should see those,” he said. And as if on queue, the high pitched
loud KEY KEY KEY KEY
of the Pileated woodpecker filled the
woodland.

“I say Constance, the man calls them
up. We’ve hit the jackpot! That is the pileated is it not Anson?”
he asked craning his neck towards the sound.

“It is. He’s further away than he
sounds, but I bet we’ll get a look. Let’s get going,” he said. And
they moved off into the woods with Anson narrating.

“The Big Thicket
once covered more than three and a half million acres stretching
from the Sabine River in the East to the Brazos River on the West
and from Nacogdoches down to Beaumont. It is now reduced to three
hundred thousand acres with only one hundred thousand in the
national preserve. And those are not contiguous acres but made up
of a dozen or so irregularly sized pieces of land called units.
Many of them are narrow and run long distances down stream
corridors.” Anson could just make out a mumbled aside in the
back.

“Big Thicket my ass. This looks like
a park,” said Billy.

“Good question,” said Anson, ignoring
the fact that Billy had not in fact asked a question. He loved to
talk about this wonderful place, and he continued his narration.
“The Big Thicket is actually made up of several different land
types. We’re in a wetland pine savannah, but in just a few minutes
we will move into much denser woods. In the savannah the trees are
pretty far apart with mostly grasses in between. This one is
actually managed by fire. Naturally occurring fires once kept the
underbrush at bay. But, as a society we have become quite fire
averse and choose to apply it in a controlled manner. So unless a
savannah is specifically managed in this way, the undergrowth
begins to fill in the open spaces and they are lost to mixed and
often very dense pine and hardwood forest. The different ecotones
that meet in the Big Thicket are what make it so spectacularly
diverse in plant and animal life. In fact, the United Nations named
it an International Biosphere Reserve some time ago. Those are
specially designated areas that act as gauges to measure human
impact on the environment. Some call it America's Ark. Okay, that's
the science. Let's just enjoy the woods now,” said Anson.

Anson pointed out the ubiquitous
yellow-rumped warblers. “Those are, butter-butts. See that bright
yellow patch right at the base of their tails,” he said. Deek had
seen them many times but to the rest they were as new as
blue-footed boobies.

As the trail rose slightly, the
terrain changed from the grassy open savannah scattered with pines
to a much denser forest filled with beeches, magnolias, and
loblolly pine. The undergrowth provided superb cover for avian and
other wildlife. The pileated called again, this time much closer.
Anson slowed and the group piled up behind him.

He pointed out the male woodpecker
hopping up the side of a great beech tree, using its tail for
support and holding tight with its zygodactyl–two toes forward two
toes back–arrangement. A few gasps and mumbled expletives noted the
shocking size. It was a good bird, close to twenty inches long with
a magnificent red crest. It looked like Woody Woodpecker in the
flesh.

“Okay guys, look closely right at the
base of the bill. There’s a red whisker stripe. That, along with
the fact that it has a red forehead, tells us this is a male. The
female is probably near by,” Anson said. He considered mentioning
its larger cousin the ivory-bill but did not want to reveal his
thoughts about its possible presence.

After everyone had a good look, they
walked on leaving the pileated digging holes and prying bark loose
in search of booty. They saw chickadees and several ruby crowned
kinglets as the trail wound down toward the creek bottom, and
palmettos became prevalent. Hickories and oaks created a dense
upper canopy that reduced the day's brightness. Deek and Billy were
talking quietly. Deek pointed out the plants he knew by name.
Bethny and Pari followed closely on Anson's heels while the British
couple trailed behind. Hart had little use for his scope in the
dense thicket, but he carried it happily across his shoulder
anyway.

“Shit,” yelled Billy.

Anson turned, along with the rest, to
see what was up. Billy hunkered down on the ground holding his
hands on top of his head. Deek stood a step away laughing and
pointing towards a red oak where a great horned owl had perched
after knocking Billy's hat to the ground. The owl peered down at
them, his horn-like feathers breaking the perfect disk of his face.
His head swiveled in a Peter Blatty kind of way.

“Jeezus, that damn bird nearly killed
me,” said Billy.

“Well it was definitely unusual, but
I think there was something about your hat, not you, that attracted
him,” said Anson. “Great horned owls will take large prey, but not
quite as hefty as you. Wow guys, that was quite a treat! You didn't
hear a thing did you? Owls have a very soft leading edge on their
wings and fuzzy surfaces on their primary feathers that make them
deadly silent in flight. Even mice and rabbits can't hear them
coming, but the owl's own hearing is so good it can detect the
slightest movement of prey and nab it. I guess Billy's cap must
have looked appetizing.” And then, as an afterthought, “Are you
okay there Billy? They have been known to attack people, but that's
rarer than hens teeth,” he said.

Billy shrugged and grunted. He
retrieved his ball cap and examined it carefully. The girls
snickered.

“Lucky bloke,” said Hart to no one in
particular. “Do wish it'd been my topper he took a crack at. Made a
good story – what?”

By the time they reached the parking
lot, the girls were flirting with Billy again, each taking turns
wearing his owl christened cap, and Deek had agreed to show the
English couple some of the other units in the Big Thicket. Deek
aspired to be an interpretive guide. A couple of Brits couldn't
hurt his resume. Anson shook hands all around, said his good byes
and went into the office for another cup of coffee before he headed
out to his tree stand to scout for the ivory-billed
woodpeckers.

 



Chapter 2

Charlene finished putting away the
breakfast dishes. She wiped her hands on her apron and went to
check on her father.

“How are you doing, Pop? Did you get
enough to eat? I sure wish you would eat more. I tried not to make
those scrambled eggs too runny,” she said, wishing she could stop
the nervous chatter.

Pop lay in the bed in the same room
where his parents had slept. The house was drafty as old houses are
apt to be. It had been built by his father and his uncles in the
twenties from timber cut and milled on land he still owned, at
least for the time being. It had been modernized with central air
and heat, internet, cable TV, and double pane windows, but cold in
the winter is what it was and what it would always be. The covers
were pulled up under his whiskered chin leaving a gaunt grin,
shining eyes, and sock cap. He looked like a gnome. But this was no
fairy tale. He had cancer, but it did not have him.

“It was all good, Sweetie. I’m just
not as hungry as I used to be,” he said. “Besides, you know what
makes those eggs runny?” he asked, wrinkling his blue-gray eyes at
the corners.

“What, pop? You think it was too much
milk?” she worried, washing and wiping her hands again.

“No, it’s fast chickens,” he cackled.
It was rare to find him in a grumpy mood, even though pain was his
most frequent companion.

“Oh, Pop,” she said,as ever,
appreciating his silly sense of humor.

“Where was Anson headed this morning?
I reckon he took off today?”

“He did Pop. He's leading a short
field trip this morning and then scouting for those two guys from
Beaumont. He's taking them out soon. You know, the ones that got in
a big argument at supper the other night. I'm surprised they rode
home together!” she laughed.

Her father liked to hear her laugh.
“Well, it is true,” he mused. “Sometimes it’s best to just leave
things alone. But if Anson thinks they ought to know, then I reckon
he knows best,” he fretted, uneasy with the decision but not
doubting Anson's judgment.

The three of them had this
conversation often. She wondered, was it best to leave the
ivory-bills alone, assuming there was a nesting pair as Anson
hoped, or was it news the birding world ought to hear about? Dr.
Poole had gotten extremely angry when his buddy Mike had said what
a coup the picture would be.

“Do you have any idea what that shot
is worth, Poole?” Mike had said. “Hell, I could retire with that
one!” An exaggeration no doubt, but the professor had jumped up
from the supper table, shaking the glasses and plates and stormed
out on the porch. Anson tried to talk to him but soon came back
shrugging his shoulders.

Mike said Poole would be okay, that
he had a short fuse and was a moody SOB. Charlene said she thought
it was a bit of an over-reaction, especially to a friend, but she
had come to recognize that people who wanted to save things could
be just as extreme as those who wanted to destroy them. Species
protection was complicated with the best solutions lost to failed
past action.

She doubted it was
going to be an issue. After all, the last sighting in the Big
Thicket was said to be 1904. How could a bird that had not been
seen in so many years, suddenly return? Anson believed that it had
survived, but not in the Big Thicket–at least not continuously. He
said it was possible that the birds had been driven into the
uncuttable areas of northeastern Louisiana in the late 1930's.
Though the chance was small, it was conceivable. As lumber needs
increased and logging technology improved in the early 20th
century, the previously uncuttable became dining
tables and shipping crates, and with the advent of WWII the land
was turned into farms and fields, useless to the ivory-bills. In
Anson's mind, they had river hopped: from the Tensas, to the
Ouachita, to the Red, then the Sabine, and finally to the Neches,
always looking for newly dead or dying old growth trees. They are
large birds and require a significant expanse of territory that is
not frequented by humans. These southern drainages have even yet
proved resilient to penetration and offer relatively large expanses
of medium to old growth hardwood bottom land. The problem is that
most of the tracts are narrow and long, leaving wildlife to succeed
or fail in ribbons of more or less appropriate habitat bordered by
civilization. Explaining their move back to East Texas was fraught
with maybes, but Anson thought it was possible. As recently as 2004
a controversial video taken in Arkansas revealed grainy but
inconclusive images of what some believed to be a male Ivory-bill.
While relative homebodies within a range, they were also powerful
fliers and traveled to new territories that offered greater feeding
and therefore young rearing opportunities when necessary. The
Sabine and Neches river bottoms offered some of the most remote and
suitable territory for any survivors.

“Pop, Anson should have been back an
hour ago. I’m going to check on him,” hollered Charlene from the
den. Anson was seldom late. He was an extraordinarily dependable
person. Pop agreed with Charlene, but he knew his son was
resourceful and saw no reason for concern.

“Go ahead if you want too, but I
reckon he'll be back in a spell. He likely just decided to cover a
little more woods than he planned on,” said Pop. “I'll be fine. I'm
just going to doze off here for a minute.”

Charlene tugged on her jogging shoes,
a wisp of worry tarrying at the edges of her mind. It had not
rained in more than two weeks, and the woods were dry. She figured
she would run into Anson pretty quickly. She knew the route he
took, and he was probably on his way back. There was a decent trail
for about three hundred yards, but then it turned off into the open
beech woods. Every direction looked the same to the untrained eye,
but she and Anson had tramped these woods for so long, that they
could tell where they were by the feel of the ground and the smells
in the air. She stepped out onto the porch and pulled the door
shut. She leaned side to side a couple of times and then put one
foot on the rail and reached for her toes allowing for a thirty
second stretch. She stretched the other leg in the same way,
followed with a few knee bends, and leaped over the steps hitting
the ground lithe as a cat.

It was chilly, but she warmed quickly
as she trotted along at a good clip. Her body was lean and her
muscles still held the tone of a high school track star, though
that was fifteen years and a lifetime ago, it seemed. She took
irregular strides–avoiding holes, leaping over logs, and dancing
around brush–and began to enjoy the run as her breathing regulated
to the pace.

A cottontail darted behind a bush but
stopped, and without looking back, began nibbling a clump of fresh
green sprigs, hunger outbidding caution. The cut-off came quickly,
and she jumped a little gully to her right, landing softly on the
thick layer of humus. Breathing more deeply now, she moved further
into the woods.

She was forced to slow her pace as
the land sloped almost imperceptibly towards the creek. The
magnificent magnolias were now occasionally mixed in with the
beeches and other hardwoods of the bottom land. The undergrowth
continued to thicken, and soon she began to walk. The hardwood
hammock, a slight rise in the woods where she knew she would find
Anson, was only forty yards ahead, but it would not be visible
until the last fifty feet.

Charlene saw the beech that pointed
the way. Its trunk changed directions abruptly thirty feet above
the ground where once it had divided and now its other half was
gone. Her heart raced, and she turned abruptly at a noise in the
brush. She saw nothing; perhaps she had startled a deer. Whatever
it was, it had startled her.

“Boy, am I jittery! I need to get out
more,” she said aloud.

As the adrenalin dropped, her anxiety
lessened and her spirits rose with the exercise induced endorphin
rush and the prospects of surprising Anson. He was probably on his
perch. He could sit for hours, lost in the tree tops, watching and
waiting.

She stepped around a brier patch and
saw her brother lying motionless on the ground. His arms were
splayed out from his body and his head lolled back towards her
forming a stunning image of the Crucifix. She ran to him and fell
to the ground, noticing immediately that his eyes were open and
that there was life in them. For this, she thanked God.

She was afraid to move him. His neck
was most likely broken. She looked beneath it, shoving her cheek
into the leaf litter, and noticed that there was no blood, only a
large dark bruise where his neck stretched across the downed pine.
The only thing she could hope to do was get help. She looked into
Anson’s eyes, searching for some clue about what to do or what
might have happened, but she only saw love in those darting deep
brown pools.

“I love you, too, Anson,” she said,
kissing him on the forehead. “Can you hear me?” she pleaded.

He blinked his eyes which rested in
an otherwise expressionless face.

“I am going for help. Don't move.”
She half laughed and half cried at the absurdity of her comment.
Crouched like a cat on all fours, she surveyed the surroundings. It
looked as though he had fallen from the silvery smooth-skinned
beech, a tree he had climbed many times. The top rope he used to
hoist himself up dangled from forty feet. His right climbing boot
was untied.

“My God, a shoe lace!” she thought.
His Swarovskis were on the ground beside him. She didn’t bother to
pick up the fifteen hundred dollar binoculars. She ran headlong
through the bramble, reaching the open wood quickly and then
sprinting down the path to her house and help.

“Slade! Get your ass out of that
bathroom. Charlene just called and says Anson is hurt bad.” The
shaky urgency in Clint’s voice caught Slade by surprise. He tossed
the magazine into the pile with the rest and yanked up his pants.
By the time he grabbed his bag, Clint was climbing in the
ambulance.

“What happened?” he asked as he
pulled on his jacket and jumped into the passenger seat.

“She says he fell out of a damn tree
back in the woods–thinks his neck is broken. He can’t move a thing.
Shit, we gotta roll!” Clint said.

Slade grabbed the radio and made
their destination known to Hardin County dispatch. He hit the siren
and lights while Clint gunned the ambulance onto the blacktop. Just
ahead a pickup screamed towards them. Slade nearly wet his pants.
The driver hit the brakes and swerved off the road narrowly missing
the bulky ambulance.

“Hot damn! Clint, you scared the shit
out of that kid in the pickup. Watch where the hell you’re going!”
he hollered.

The late model jet black northbound
Chevy Silverado, chrome smokes and all, tore up the shoulder to
avoid a head-on with Clint who had pulled onto the highway and
crossed to the other side. Slade saw him in the side mirror as he
struggled to regain control of the vehicle.

“Peckerwood was driving too fast
anyway. Piss on him. He’ll get over it,” Clint drawled without a
second thought as he continued to press the ambulance to its
maximum eighty miles per hour.

Slade cussed under his breath. “I
think you uncurled that little son-of-a-bitch’s hair.”

Charlene met them at the end of the
lane. They were both her age and had gone to Jasper High. Clint had
played for the Growling Bulldogs. She and Slade had dated for a
while but decided it was a good way to wreck a long friendship, so
they gave it up. Anson was like an older brother to both of the
guys when they were growing up. But he and Clint had a falling out
during Clint's first year in high school. Clint had always deeply
regretted that.

Clint saw the fear in Charlene's eyes
as he swung open the ambulance door. A knot grew in his stomach. If
ever there was a close sister and brother, it was Charlene and
Anson.

There was no way to take the
ambulance any farther. Slade radioed the dispatcher again and
promised to check back in a few minutes. He grabbed a fold-up
stretcher and an equipment bag, and Clint got the medical kit and
an oxygen pack. Charlene carried a blue blanket in a vacuum sealed
bag.

“Okay, Charlene, let’s go,” said
Slade.

“God, we’ve got to hurry!” she
said.

They trotted up the lane as fast as
they could travel. After five minutes, the guys were breathing hard
and sweating like stuck pigs even though the temperature was only
in the sixties. Charlene jumped the little gully again while Clint
and Slade stopped a moment to avoid heart attacks. They both rested
with their hands on their knees, heads hung down and their chests
heaving. In thirty seconds, they were at it again. The going was
rougher, and it slowed their pace some.

Just as Charlene pointed out the
broken beech that marked the way, something very large crashed
through the brush. Charlene broke into a dead run straight for
Anson.

“Charlene, wait!” yelled Clint.

She ignored him and kept running.
Slade dropped his load, glanced at Clint who nodded quickly, and he
took off after her. It didn't take him long to reach her.

They were not prepared for what they
found. Anson was covered with blood. His nose was missing, exposing
pink cartilage. He lay as before with his neck still across the
log, but his once seeing eyes were gashed and lifeless. Slade
dropped to his knees and put his ear to Anson’s chest while he
placed his hand on Anson's throat in the goop that had once been
the location of his aorta. There was no pulse, no sound.

Charlene had Anson’s hand in her own.
She knew that her brother was dead, from her own observations, and
especially from the look on Slade’s face. Clint arrived huffing and
puffing to find them sobbing in each others arms.

 



Chapter 3

Jack Lerner was a happy guy. He
looked out the picture window framed in knotty pine and gazed at
fourteen buffalo. They were home on the range once again. The
grassland sloped down towards the creek about half a mile away
where it wooded up into scrub and then climbed the other side
painting a soft shaggy straw-colored line across the horizon. In
that field he saw his other herd, but they were mere specks–nine
more seventeen hundred pound specks. American bison once roamed the
Brazos River Valley and all the plains to the north and west by the
millions. Now the largest bison herd in the world belongs to Ted
Turner, and they are destined for burgers. But Jack figured burgers
were better than extinction. That's where his were headed, too.

He cupped his right hand under the
edge of the oak drawer front and slid it open. The feel of the worn
spot next to the brass pull brought on a soft, brief smile. Under
the desk drawer and on the inside panels were the names of his
students and friends, often one and the same. They had scribbled
their names and messages on it at his retirement party. For
twenty-five years he had taught mostly Ag studies and Texas history
to high school kids. He loved it, but he did not miss it. It was
time for a new episode in his life.

He picked up a stack of business
cards from the drawer and dealt them poker style on the smooth
green desk pad until he found the one he was looking for. He loved
the plains but thought the East Texas woods might give him a
different perspective – kind of see the trees in spite of the
forest. Last summer he had visited the Big Thicket Preserve, but it
was so hot and humid that he spent most of his time in the park
headquarters. That’s where he met Anson who gave nature tours and
was apparently an accomplished birder. Jack wanted to see the
pileated woodpecker, but Anson told him his chances would be much
better in the spring before the woods thickened up and when the
birds were more active building nests and tending young.

“Hi. This is Jack Lerner. Could I
speak to Anson Turl, please? I am calling to set up a birding
trip,” he said to the woman answering the phone. He waited–two,
three. “Hello, can you hear me?” he asked.

“Yes, sorry,” another hesitation and
then. “Anson is no longer with us. Uh, I’m sorry. He, he passed
away...two weeks ago,” she said. Then silence again.

“I’m terribly sorry. I met him last
summer and, well, I have his card. I’m sorry. Sorry to have
bothered you. My condolences,” said Jack.

“It’s alright. I mean, Anson loved
birds, and I know he would appreciate your remembering him.” Her
voice broke and a lump formed in Jack’s throat. She plowed on, “He
was a terrific guide and everyone, especially the kids, just loved
him.” Her voice strained and Jack felt her pain through the phone.
“It’s been crazy since he and, well, Pop passed,” she continued,
now thankfully with more control. “I lost them both within a week.
Pop just lost all hope after Anson died.” She was sobbing
again.

Jack wanted to speak, to say
something comforting, but his throat was tight with emotion and he
dared not utter a word. This time Charlene questioned the soundness
of the connection.

“Hello? Are you still there?” she
asked.

Jack managed a grunt and squeaked out
a yes.

“I’m terribly
sorry. If you’ll ask someone at the Thicket Ranger Station, where
you got Anson’s card, they might be able to put you with another
guide. Volunteers come and go pretty regularly,” she said. Her
voice was steady, drained of emotion and very tired.

“Listen. I’m sorry, I don’t know your
name,” Jack stammered.

“Charlene, Charlene Turl, Anson’s
little sister.” She broke down again.

Jack took a deep breath. “Charlene, I
can’t tell you how sorry I am to hear of your loss.” His words
sounded hollow, but he didn't know what else to say. “I hope things
work out for you. Again, my condolences. Goodbye,” he said . His
voice failing him in the end.

“Thank you, and thank you for
calling,” she said softly.

The phone went dead, and Jack
listened to the dial tone. He didn’t want to put the receiver down.
He gazed out the picture window. A thunderhead drifted across the
top of the valley blocking the early morning sun, turning his bison
into shaggy black beasts on a field of gray. He pushed back his
chair and heard the grate of the oak legs against the long-leaf
pine floor. Taking his father's gray Stetson off the rack, he held
it by the crease. The top of the brim and front of the crown were
spattered with oil or rusty water from some farming mishap. He
turned it over and examined the sweat stains running up the inside
of the white silk lining. A sweat band wasn't enough for some work.
But its shape was as the maker had blocked it. He set the hat on
his head and walked down the hill towards the creek.

There was a game he played when
he needed to think. On the other side of the creek an ancient
tractor tire, now only barely visible, lay in the underbrush
securely fastened by a tangle of roots and tough lithe limbs. Jack
picked up baseball sized rocks and threw them at the tire's center.
Sometimes he took a pitchers stance, nobody on, and went for
strikes. Other times he just wailed away rapid fire until his arm
grew tired, and he knew he would pay for it the next day. Today, he
stood far back, like a center fielder against the wall, and watched
the rocks step across the creek as he slowly found his target.

 



Chapter 4

Slade led the way to a rickety table
jammed against the wall which was covered with a vinyl
red-checkered tablecloth. It had been freshly wiped down, so
neither of them dared put their elbows on the slippery damp
surface. Charlene was not hungry, but Slade insisted she order a
burger and fries. Not much had been said, and Slade was halfway
through his burger, his fries soggy with ketchup. Charlene played
absently with the salt and pepper shakers and stacked and
re-stacked the pink and white and blue sweetener packages. She had
not touched her basket. Slade took a long drink of sweet tea and
fixed his gaze on her face until she looked up.

“What?” she asked, slightly
exasperated at not knowing how to broach the subject.

“Charlene, I don't want to push you,”
Slade said, “but this is the third time you've said you wanted to
talk, and it's okay. You know I'm here for you. But what is it you
want to tell me? What is it, Charlene?”

Slade didn't cut much of a figure,
but he was an A1 good guy. He was medium height, medium weight and
had medium brown hair, but when it came to heart, he was an extra
large.

“I know losing your Paw and Anson was
a big blow and that's enough, but I know you. Something else is on
your mind,” he said, reaching across the table and taking
Charlene's hand.

She gathered her nerve, looked Slade
straight in the eye and said, “I think Anson was murdered.” Her
voice was emotionless, but her eyes were on fire.

“Murdered?” puzzled
Slade. “Charlene, he fell out of tree, and a bear mauled him. The
JP said so, and there were tracks all around. How could he have
been murdered?” he asked, completely befuddled.

“I don't know, but I know he was,”
she persisted.

“That's just crazy talk...”

She interrupted him. “Don't patronize
me, Slade!” Her intensity caught him by surprise. “I know I am
grief stricken, but listen to what I have to say. Then tell me I'm
crazy,” she said in a conscious effort to control her volume and
avoid the ears that were tuning in.

She told him her story. It was
obvious that he had been killed by a bear. Not intentionally, but
he couldn't move, and the black bear, probably an old mother, was
exploring, trying to make sense of what she had found. Charlene
believed someone hurt Anson before the bear got to him. She
couldn't quit thinking about the details. Anson hadn't fallen from
the tree. He hadn't ever started to climb it. His pulley line hung
loose, but within reach. A lens cleaning cloth littered a nearby
bush – not like Anson. And his binoculars were on the ground beside
him, not in the case and not around his neck. These images were
engraved upon her mind. She could only conclude that he was
cleaning the lenses before he hoisted himself into the beech tree
stand. That was when he was attacked.

“Why didn't you tell this to the
Justice of the Peace?” Slade asked.

“I hadn't thought it through, and
then Pops got worse and, well, after he died, who would have
believed me. Even you think I'm hysterical,” she said looking
around and glad that most folks had left the little burger
joint.

“Well, I don't know Charlene. That's
a big leap to make. Murder? Who on earth would want to kill Anson?”
he asked.

“That's what I want
to find out,” she said with more confidence than she
felt.

Pop had been buried two days ago and
Anson a little less than two weeks. She knew she was still in
shock. The developer still wanted to buy the property. She was
surprised to see him at the funeral, but it had given her an
opportunity to put the issue on hold until the estate was settled.
Now she wasn't sure she wanted to sell at all. Somehow it felt
right to hold on to the land when there was so little else to hold
on to. She had no notion of how to move forward and, while Slade
was supportive, he didn't have any big ideas.

Jack cruised down Highway 96, top
down, the woodsy dawn air filling his lungs. Matador red, white
vinyl tuck and roll seats, two hundred eighty three cubic inches
under the hood, each delivering one full horsepower, and twin
Smitty's–this was Jack's other car. He purred along at sixty five,
the wheel in his hands as big as a garbage can lid. No power
steering on this baby, just raw leverage. 1957 was a fantastic year
for automobiles in America. Fins soared to the stars in
anticipation of moon launches while chrome reflected the spirit of
post WWII America ready to move on. Nothing was too big, too
powerful, or too fast. America had it all, and Jack still had a
little piece of it. He loved his car. Driving it revved his engine
the same way hearing “Good Golly Miss Molly” did. Only the feeling
lasted for as long as the black ribbon of asphalt spun out before
him.

Jasper was coming up, and all the
cool air and hot coffee had put Jack in a bind. He backed off the
gas as he hit the city limit sign, dropping to forty-five and then
to thirty-five where the strip centers and convenience stores lined
each side of the highway along with the Budweiser bottles, cartons,
and cans. Jack knew there were social theories, socioeconomic
theories, cultural differences and a host of other reasons that
otherwise well intentioned people might act in ways that seemed
obviously detrimental to their personal environment. He came down
on the side of dumb-ass. A man might be forced to live in a hovel,
but he could take the time to sweep it out occasionally.

The pee and flee was dead ahead on
the right. The big golden arches beckoned his bursting bladder.
Jack hit the door at a trot and nearly busted his butt on the wet
floor. He bounced off the counter and skidded down the short
hallway to the head. The girl behind the register looked up wide
eyed but continued to smear around the counter grease with a dirty
damp rag.

Getting old was hell, but the
alternative was deadly. He tried one more time, cursed his enlarged
prostate, and put away his tool kit. Business done, he carefully
opened the restroom door with a paper towel, held it open with his
foot, tossed the towel in the garbage pail for two points, and
walked up to the counter feeling like a new old man. Hell, he
wasn't that old!

The server pushed the rag off to one
side, took a deep breath and looked at Jack disinterestedly. “Can I
help you?” she drawled with so little enthusiasm that he thought he
might cry. He looked around. The coffee pots, black cylinders with
sticky chrome levers, each had artful brown stains running down the
sides. Napkins and lids littered the crowded coffee counter and
little packets of coffee additives lay broken, soaking up the
spills. It looked pretty much like the road into town.

“No, thanks. But it all looks good,”
said Jack. “You have a nice day.” He gave her wink and a smile and
turned carefully towards the door, avoiding any sudden moves. He
heard an ambivalent grunt in reply as he walked out the door.

The shortest route to the Big Thicket
headquarters from Waco is through Woodville on Highway 287, but
crossing Steinhagen Lake with the top down and the sun streaming
over his shoulder had required a detour. So he had taken the longer
drive over to San Augustine, rambling briefly down The Old San
Antonio Road before turning south to Jasper and across the lake
going west. His time was not wasted.

The lake was golden with morning
light. A slight southerly breeze put a ripple on the water that
caught each ray and reflected back a million liquid suns. Dead
trees stood black with only stubs and the fragments of a few limbs
remaining. Cormorants clung to them, wings spread to catch the
first warmth of a new day readying them to fish.

Jack felt, more than saw, the great
bird. The bald eagle, America's ubiquitous symbol of power, came in
like a jet fighter straight out of the sun. It banked not more than
thirty feet above the guard rail and cruised along beside the '57
Chevy, each beast seemingly sizing up the other. The golden
scimitar of its beak set in its gleaming white head breathed
ferocity. Its six foot wing span momentarily cast a shadow across
the hood while the tips of its outer primaries constantly adjusted
position, micro-altering the raptor's flight. Jack was mesmerized.
He fixed his gaze to hold the eagle, the rail, and the road and
went on autopilot. Then, too soon, the eagle pumped its wings and
lifted up and over the car and vanished across the shimmering lake.
He watched it disappear and felt a lump rise in his throat. Somehow
it reassured him that power and grace could reside in harmony.

Jack loved the woods, especially in
the early spring before the trees leafed out completely, and the
bright green shoots only nibbled at winter's open spaces. Soon the
spring migration would start, and the thicket would fill with
birds. Thousands upon thousands of jewel-like warblers weighing
less than an ounce would travel across the Gulf of Mexico leaving
their winter homes in the south on their way to their northern
breeding grounds. The Big Thicket is in a fly way, and while some
of the migrants stay for the summer, many stop to feed on the
insect explosion and tender vegetation that spring brings. After a
short rest, they continue on their long journeys. Jack mentally
worked over the list of what he might see this early in the season
as he approached the the Big Thicket headquarters.

The log cabin style building sprawled
before him. The reddish tinted log slabs blended easily into the
timbered landscape. It reminded him of a miniature Bass Pro Shop.
Shafts of angled morning sun shot through the tree tops muting the
liminal space between light and shadow along the front porch.
Insects glinted briefly, drifting lazily in and out of the golden
beams. A few vehicles dotted the parking lot. There was a Subaru
out for a long weekend break from the city grind, and a worn out
used-to-be-blue Ford pickup with a big yellow dog hanging his head
over the tailgate. Jack scratched his ears as he walked by. The dog
smiled.

Inside, the counter to the right was
unmanned, but Jack heard the low tones of a movie about the Thicket
running in a back room. He'd seen it before.

He browsed the
books and pamphlets for a few minutes, eventually becoming absorbed
in a title, The Race to Save The Lord God Bird. He, like
many others, was fascinated by the possibility that the
ivory-billed woodpecker still existed, even though it was
officially listed as extinct by the American Birding Association.
The Luneau video, taken from a canoe in the Big Woods of Arkansas,
showed grainy images of a large black and white woodpecker, and set
many ornithologists, along with much of the birding world,
quarreling. Jack had seen the video on the Cornell site, and had to
admit that it was pretty convincing, but not conclusive. The main
argument against was the vast range required for an
ivory-bill–something close to thirty-six square miles of remote
timber with just the right mix of dying trees. Most areas of the
South had long since been logged to prairie and then mono-cropped
to form slash pine forest so that we could read the daily news and
still have paper to wipe our butts with after finishing the
funnies. The ranger interrupted his ruminations just before he got
completely pissed off.

“Hi, can I help you?” asked the young
lady swathed in ranger brown.

“Yes, Ma'am. Just planning to do some
birding and wondering what might have been seen lately,” Jack
replied.

Ranger Sue, judging by the name tag,
walked over to the counter and leafed through a log book.

“Let's see,” she said. “Nothing
unusual. Lots of yellow-bellied sapsuckers and red-bellied
woodpeckers. Those are probably the easiest to see,” she continued
running her finger down the page. “Someone saw a pair of pileated's
down by the bridge that crosses Village Creek. Also a few hairys,”
she said absently. “And of course, tons of little downy
woodpeckers. Other than that there's still butter-butts, pardon me,
yellow-rumped warblers and a variety of sparrows. The best birding
won't be for another month or two when the migration comes
through...”

Jack interrupted, “That'll do fine.
I'm just as interested in the peace and quiet as I am in the birds
for now.” He smiled easily as she looked up from the book for the
first time. She was barely five feet tall, her coal black hair was
braided into a pony-tail and swung forward over her left shoulder.
She absently toyed with the end as if she were stroking a cat. He
thought she seemed much friendlier than he had first reckoned as he
got lost in her large brown eyes. They crinkled slightly at the
corners, no doubt from squinting up at tree tops and into brush
piles, and gave her face a gentle kindness.

“I'm also interested in a guided trip
if you still have them on Saturday mornings,” he said.

“Oh, you've been here before.
Terrific! Always good to have folks come back. Makes you think
you're doing something right,” she said, flashing a contemplative
smile that belied frustration at a public more interested in Sex in
the City than in the mating habits of pine warblers.

“Yes, I went on a short trip with a
young fellow named Anson. I heard he unfortunately passed away,”
Jack said feeling a little uncomfortable with the white lie that
was born of a partial truth. He couldn't stand it. “I talked to his
sister Charlene on the phone the other day. I had Anson's card...”
He was in it up to his ears now and didn't know how to get out. He
plunged on. “..from the last time I was down and was hoping,
well...” he trailed off.

“Yeah, that was a terrible accident.
Especially unusual with the bear and all,” she said as Jack's
eyebrows went to the ceiling. “Must have been an old mama just out
for an early spring stroll, and poor Anson laying there. She
probably knew he was alive and kept pestering him trying to get him
to move, until she killed him. I sure hope they don't hurt that
bear. There's few enough of them in the Thicket as it is,” she said
a little sadly – for the bear or for Anson, Jack couldn't tell.

He stood there dumbfounded as Ranger
Sue carried on. “Anyway, your kind of in luck, I guess. Charlene,
the lady you talked to on the phone, is leading the trip tomorrow.
I don't know how the girl does it, having lost her father and all
right after Anson, and him just buried three days ago,” she said
shaking her head. “But there's a bunch of school kids up from
Beaumont tomorrow on a field trip they've had scheduled since the
fall, and she said she felt like she would let Anson down if she
didn't take them.” She turned her head and wiped her eyes
discretely, her voice taking on a husky timbre. “Anyhow, you can
join them if you like. They leave at 8:00 a.m. Be here about
fifteen minutes early. Wear good walking shoes and bring rain gear
and water. You never know when a shower will pop up around here,”
she said, slipping securely back into ranger mode. They were both
more comfortable now. Jack thanked her and walked away, not at all
sure what he was getting in to.

Jack chose the Kirby Nature Trail. It
started just east of headquarters and the two and a half mile outer
loop allowed plenty of time for mental gymnastics. After about a
mile, he realized he was paying no attention to his surroundings.
He looked at the black shallow water on either side of the trail
and recognized it as a baygall based on the display in the
interpretive center. Taller fragrant red bay mixed with the
holly-like gallberry while cypress trees waded the shallow waters
up to their knees, and bramble covered the high spots. It had its
own beauty.

His stomach knotted at the prospect
of meeting Charlene in the morning. She had no idea he would be
there and wouldn't know who he was. Maybe he would simply ignore
the fact that he had phoned her and enjoy the birding–maybe not.
There was something about her and her situation that drew him in.
Perhaps he simply missed the shoulder-to-cry-on aspect of teaching
and was looking for a dash of drama in his otherwise pretty perfect
life. He had been close to his students and their problems.
Sometimes too close for the administration's taste, but he never
regretted his approach. Teaching wasn't all about the book. It took
an emotional toll which was partly why he retired so early. But
maybe it was emotion he was missing. Charlene and her misfortune
tugged at his heart strings, but he couldn't quite make out the
tune.

A ruby crowned kinglet flitted in the
low branches of a scrubby oak. It bared its tiny crimson top to
show that it meant business and that Jack had better back off –
territory taken!

“Pardon me, my
little friend,” said Jack, doffing his hat. “I shall leave the
forest to you and your lovers.” And with that pleasant adieu, he
headed back to his car. Out of curiosity and to kill time, he
turned left out of the parking lot and away from the highway. He
remembered that the blacktop ended just a little further east but
thought there was a dirt or gravel road that carried on a way. Sure
enough, in about a half mile he came to it. After a few hundred
yards of gravel, he came to a sandy fork in the road. Unlike Mr.
Frost, he took neither but turned around and headed to his hotel in
Beaumont.

 



Chapter 5

“Constance, have a look. What an
exquisite machine, by Jove!” exclaimed Hartford as he walked
towards Jack's Chevy. “57, isn't it? Yes, must be,” he said without
waiting for a reply. “Hartford Higgenbottom, call me Hart.” He
proffered a reddened chubby hand towards Jack.

“It is indeed, Sir,” said Jack,
continuing to smile even as he took a beating throughout the
handshake. “Hello, Ma'am,” he spoke to Mrs. Higgenbottom as she
toddled up.

“Lovely, yes, lovely,” she said,
admiring the car and running a bony finger along the tail fin, her
head bobbing at Hartford all the while.

“Can I have a look under the hood?”
asked Hart with such school boy enthusiasm that Jack laughed out
loud and raised the beautifully formed gleaming chunk of steel
plate. They remained heads down for the next few minutes examining
every detail of the engine until they were pulled from their
reverie by Charlene's call to order.

“Okay, listen up. If you are here for
the birding trip, I'll be your guide today.” The smile broke from
her face momentarily, and she looked down at the ground but quickly
recovered – the smile was back. Ten or fifteen eighth graders tried
to idle their chatter under the admonishments of two chaperones. “I
know you were expecting Anson today but...” she halted.

Jack moved closer now. She was a
petite woman. Close cropped brown hair framed her anguished face.
Her eyes brimmed with unshed tears. She carefully took a bandana
from the hip pocket of her cargo pants and daubed at the corners as
she looked back at the now silent group.

“My brother Anson
passed away a couple of weeks ago. And my father passed away a
short time later.” Her voice was now steady and clear. The volcano
of emotion had been subdued by those two honest sentences. She
continued, “Anson would not have wanted you to miss this trip. He
loved birds and he loved teaching young people like you about them.
And so it is an honor for me to lead you in his stead.” She smiled,
tight lipped, her eyes connecting with each member of the group.
“It looks like we have a few additional guests as well. Welcome to
you, also,” she nodded. Jack held her eye briefly and nodded a
simple condolence back.

“Okay, listen up,” shouted Charlene.
She told them to look out for snakes even though it was early in
the spring, not to leave anything behind but footprints – stealing
from John Muir – and then sent them all scurrying and laughing to
the bathroom before the trek. After the briefing and the potty
break, the group strung out along the trail behind the interpretive
center.

The kids stepped in mud holes,
repeated the chortle of the red headed woodpecker, drank up all
their water, and generally enjoyed themselves for the hour and a
half it took to make the loop. Jack spent most of his time with the
Higgenbottoms and learned that they had been on a previous trip
with Anson. Hart and his wife seemed truly dismayed at his untimely
passing. They had driven back from the World Birding Center down in
the Texas Valley for one more trip with Anson before heading back
to England. Jack briefly explained the circumstances of Anson's
death as Jack had ascertained them from the ranger and from
Charlene.

“That bloody owl. Must have been
Anson's bad luck? Yes, that bloody owl,” said Hart, shaking his
head and looking to Constance for agreement.

“What's that?”
asked Jack. They were only fifty yards or so from the parking lot.
Jack had fallen back behind all the children. The kids noise safely
screening their conversation.

“Yes. Quite. There was this great
horned owl came swooping out of nowhere and took off a young lad's
ball cap. Frightened the poor boy more than he cared to admit, I
dare say,” he explained. “Teenaged boy flirting with some young
girls, you know,” his British patter now coming easier to Jack's
ears. “Owls, bad business in daylight you know. Never believed it.
Guess I believe it now. What!” he said looking searchingly at
Jack.

“Maybe. But I've never been much on
black cats and leaning ladders myself,” said Jack absently. “But I
guess it is one way of explaining an unexplainable world.” He
smiled and offered his farewells to Hart and his wife.

The British couple walked over to
Charlene before heading to their rental car. Jack could see them
speaking quietly and was suddenly moved as Charlene thanked them
and gave them hugs for whatever kind words of support they might
have offered. After all, they had been among the last people to see
Anson alive.

Jack bucked up his courage and walked
over to Charlene, grabbing the door to the interpretive center just
before she reached for it.

“Hi. Could we sit
over there and talk for a minute?” Jack asked. He gestured towards
a cypress bench under the covered porch that was bathed in late
morning sun. The breeze felt good after the walk, but it was still
a little chilly in the shade this early in the spring. “I'm Jack
Lerner. I talked to you a couple of days ago on the phone,” he
said, looking for a sign of recognition. The corners of her dark
brown eyes crinkled with both kindness and emotional fatigue, but
he had no sense that she knew who he was. Jack plowed on. “I called
about, well, following up on a birding trip with Anson. I'm so
sorry to hear about your brother, and your father,” he added, now
thankfully seeing a glimmer of recollection.

“Oh, yes, of course. I do remember,”
she said, still clearly puzzled at what Jack wanted. In truth, she
was no more puzzled about that than Jack. “Can I do something for
you?” she asked awkwardly.

“Well, ah, no. I just wanted to offer
my condolences in person,” he stammered. “I know this sounds kind
of lame, as my students would say, but ever since I talked to you
on the phone, I have felt drawn to your situation.” Her eyebrows
raised. “Wow, that didn't sound good did it? Let me try again. I'm
an ex-high school teacher. I've worked with a lot of young people.
Not that you are all that young. I mean, you're not old. Oh, shit!
Look, if there is anyway a total stranger can be of any help,
please call on me,” he said, laughing at himself.

“Mr. Lerner,” she said looking him
directly in the eyes and placing her hand on his shoulder.

“Jack, call me Jack, please.”

“Jack, would you like to have a cup
of coffee?” she asked.

He sighed. “I'd like that a lot,” he
said.

Charlene went inside and got coffee.
She found a Styrofoam cup for Jack, and took a brown mug off the
drying towel for herself. She liked this guy's genuine gutsy
approach. He seemed sincere, and what could it hurt to get to know
him better. Besides, going back to an empty house had no appeal for
her at the moment. She needed some time before going back home
after doing the field trip that was supposed to have been
Anson's.

An hour passed, the coffee got cold,
and Jack realized he had not stopped talking. He thought he was a
good listener, but somehow “Tell me about yourself?” had opened the
gates. Part of it was that the more he talked about himself, the
less she had to think about her own situation. She was absorbed in
his story, not that it was all that tantalizing, but it was handy.
Jack could see the stress falling away from her as the firmly set
jaw slackened, her eyes softened, and a smile played at the corners
of her mouth. These things kept Jack talking, and besides, it felt
pretty darn good to be listened to for a change.

“Can I ask you a question about
something you mentioned a bit ago?” Charlene asked after Jack had
apologized for boring her to death. “If it's to personal, just say
so,” she continued.

“No, sure, go ahead, anything,” he
said, anxious to engage her in the conversation.

“Well, when you talked about getting
close to your students and how it was sometimes painful, I felt
like you were thinking of someone really specific – about something
that happened that is still, well, with you,” she said.

Jack paled.

“I'm sorry,” she protested. “Please
forget I asked. It was rude...”

“No, please,” he said, taking her
hands in his without thinking. “I want to tell you. I should talk
about it.” He looked down, took a deep breath and slowly loosened
his grip on her hands hoping she might not notice the unintended
indiscretion.

She smiled and settled in to
listen.

“She was a senior.
Her name was Evelyn. Bright kid, loved history, all her subjects
really, but she had few friends and a really rough home life. Her
mother was strung out on pills, and her father was an abusive
drunk. School was her haven. There's a strict code of propriety
regarding male teachers and female students being alone, and for
good reasons. But Evelyn was working on a pretty advanced project.
She called it a future history. It was a way of examining what, in
this case, Texas would look like in a hundred years and then
suggesting what we might do to prepare for it. A lot of it was
based on population analysis and trends, but she looked at all
kinds of data and did some really impressive work. So she would
come in early and stay late. She had to scholarship to go to
college, and this project was her ticket. I'd grade papers, read,
sometimes answer questions, the usual stuff.” Jack stopped to
gather his thoughts. The sun was on the meridian and heating up the
building's structure. The shady porch took on the cozy feel of a
warm hearth. Jack went on. “It got to where she was staying later
and later, and I began to realize that it wasn't all about the
future, at least, not the future of Texas,” he smiled a painful
smile. “It happens all the time. You probably had a crush on one of
your teachers at some point?” he ventured.

Charlene blushed – he liked that –
and shook her head side-to-side, but not necessarily indicating
no.

“So I had to put a stop to it. I
won't go into all the details, but it wasn't pretty. She begged me
to let her continue her work, and I told her if she could get a
friend to stay with her that would be fine. I'd stay under those
circumstances. But she didn't have many friends, so that didn't
work. She grew really cold. Her grades stayed up, but she stopped
the extra-curricular work and took a job at a meat processing plant
in the evenings and on weekends. She just didn't want to be home,
and she needed the money even if she decided to go to the community
college,” he said.

“Well, it's terrible, but it doesn't
sound like you had any choice. Adults have to be adults sometimes,”
she said, suddenly feeling ancient.

“Yeah,” said Jack, not knowing how to
go on. “The thing is she joined the army right after graduation.
Trained at Fort Dix and shipped out to Iraq by the fall.” A cloud
swept over Jack's face and his eyes reddened. His lips trembled,
but he went on. “She was killed a month after deployment. Random
fire,” he said softly. He continued to look at the sidewalk, his
thumb and forefinger spanning the bridge of his nose as he rubbed
his eyes.

Charlene didn't say anything. She sat
quietly allowing Jack time to sort out his thoughts. He looked up,
a weak grin on his face, and shrugged. “That, my exceedingly
perceptive new friend, is what I left out the first time round,” he
said.

“I'm sorry,” she said, hoping it was
enough. She understood his awkwardness. But she wasn't seventeen,
or his student. She needed help right now, and a fresh set of eyes
and ears, not to mention a shoulder, seemed to have fallen from the
sky. Yes, she was vulnerable, but she wasn't stupid, and she could
take care of herself. Jack broke in on her whirling mind.

“Uh, this might be a little forward,
but I feel like I've known you half my life now,” he chuckled.
“Would you consider having dinner with me? I mean, I know you must
have a lot going on, and I've already taken up half your day,” he
said, glancing at his watch.

“I'd love to,” she
said, without hesitation. Jack calmed her nervous chatter and gave
her thoughts order and sensibility. Tonight she would do the
talking and see how good of a listener he was.

 



Chapter 6

Clint squeezed the beer can between
his palms until it was about the size of moon pie. He took a good
look at it and tossed it in the bed of the pick-up with the others.
“Dammit, Slade, of course I'm pissed off! What'd you expect? Me and
you and Charlene and Anson,” he glanced down as he spoke Anson's
name, “we've been friends forever. I don't know where you get off
telling me to get a ride home with somebody because Charlene wants
to talk. Right there at the damn funeral.” Clint winced for saying
damn in reference to Pop's funeral. “It was embarrassing.” He
pulled the tab on another Bud and drank half of it as he stared out
across the creek.

Slade didn't say anything. He sat on
a stump by a fire ring made of scavenged, blackened concrete
chunks. Anyone old enough to drive knew about the solitude and
beauty of this little sandbar on Beech Creek called Ketchem's bend.
Nobody knew who the hell Ketchem was, but The Bend, as they called
it, was a favorite hangout. The dirt was compacted from cavalries
of Ford Rangers, and the litter barrels were overflowing. Lumps of
melted beer bottles and burned bean cans poked out of black ashes.
But beyond that, the sandbar, gleaming white from regular scouring
by the rising and falling of the creek, slid into the stream's
clear water. The other bank was steep and topped by open beech
woods. Though all the lands of the Thicket had been logged, this
stand was never replanted with the fast growing slash pine and had
returned to some reasonable vestige of its former beauty. Of
course, Slade and Clint didn't know anything about its former
beauty. They just loved it for what it was.

Slade looked up and caught Clint's
eye. Clint dangled his legs off the tailgate and kicked dust
towards Slade with his toe. “How long have you known me, Clint?”
asked Slade.

“What the hell kind of question is
that?” asked Clint. “Ain't you listening? I've known you just as
long as you've known me, you dumb ass,” he mumbled.

Slade went on unperturbed. “Yeah, and
have you ever known me to cheat you, or lie to you, or talk behind
your back, or any other damn thing that you know damn well I
wouldn't do? Have you, Clint? Uh? Have you?” he asked continuing to
stare Clint down.

This was their first opportunity to
talk about the tension that had developed between them following
the funeral. They had worked a couple of shifts together, but Clint
cleaned equipment, changed the oil in the ambulance, swept the tiny
station out eight times a day and generally avoided Slade. On the
runs, it was all business. The only thing that amounted to much was
that old lady Peterson's cat had knocked over her oxygen bottle,
and when it fell it yanked the hose out of her nose. The bottle
rolled under the bed and she couldn't squat down far enough to pull
it out, so she tried to drag it by the plastic tube which came off
in her hand. She pressed the emergency alert hanging around her
neck, and Slade and Clint hot footed it over. They found her on the
porch rocking, smoking, and bitching as usual.

“Damn, what took you boys so long?
I'm about to freeze out here, but I was afraid to light up in the
house. They say that oxygen,” she pronounced it oxeejin, “is likely
to blow up if you smoke around it. They put orange stickers all
over my house that says so,” she said, exhaling through her nose.
“You can see them for yourself.” They helped her back inside and
reattached the hose. Clint kicked at the cat on the way out.

Clint hadn't say a word the whole way
back. He ran the ambulance hard and slid to a stop in the shell
drive. As he reached for the door handle, Slade said, “Clint, let's
go to the Bend when we get off work. We gotta talk this out.” Clint
nodded. Slade got out and walked through the settling dust towards
the building. He heard Clint's door close instead of slam for the
first time in two days.

Slade stood up and
walked down to the edge of the sandbar. He picked up a stick, but
didn't throw it. A kingfisher cruised down the creek, low to the
water, looking for a perch from which to stalk his prey. He made a
loud peent peent peent
noise as he zipped by. Slade recalled that Anson
had taken the three of them, him and Clint and Charlene, up this
very creek to show them a kingfisher's nest. The male and female
work together for perhaps a week to excavate the two inch wide
tunnel in a muddy creek bank. Anson said it could be as deep as ten
feet, and it was almost always behind creeping vines and
overhanging limbs. Slade remembered peering into the opening and
asking Anson what happened if the tunnel collapsed. Anson replied
that kingfishers had figured out what worked best over tens of
thousands of years and that this tunnel was their best chance. As
long as we didn't mess with them, they were likely to keep on
digging tunnels and having baby kingfishers. In junior high, Slade
and Clint had worked on a science project together. The requirement
was to consider man's impact on the environment. Clint, remembering
the lesson on the creek, had asked Anson if channelizing bayous and
streams affected kingfisher populations. Anson grinned at him and
said that it was tough for kingfishers to burrow into
concrete.

After the kingfisher passed, Slade
sailed the stick into the bank on the other side. He turned back to
Clint, still sitting on the tailgate and making another aluminum
moon pie. “Charlene thinks Anson was murdered,” he said, looking
for Clint's reaction.

“Why the hell would
she think that? A bear killed him after he fell out of tree and
broke his neck,” said Clint.

“I know. It don't make any sense, but
you know Charlene. When she gets a notion, its hard to turn her
head,” he said.

Clint grabbed two beers out of the
sack, slid off the tailgate and walked out onto the bar. “Slade, I
still don't get why you guys snubbed me at the funeral. Me and
Anson had differences a long time back, but Charlene's like a
sister to me. You know that. Hell, she knows that,” he said. A
red-eared slider made its way up a log angling out of the creek.
They both watched it take its position in the sun, ready to fall
back in the water at the first sign of trouble.

“There's no good reason, Clint. She
asked me to go with her, and I did. She didn't even tell me that
day. I just figured it was grief and all. You know, I reckon she
just didn't want to try to convince both of us, and I drew the
black bean,” he said squinting a grin over the top of the beer can
as he finished off his Bud. “To be honest, I never thought about it
again – that we left you out, I mean,” he said.

“Anson murdered?” Clint mused,
shifting gears to get his mind around the seriousness of the
situation. He didn't believe it, but if it was true, the bastard
had to be found – for Charlene and for himself.

As Slade told Clint the story, he
became more convinced of the possibility himself. Anybody could
fall out of a tree. Anson climbed them all the time, so maybe it
was bound to happen sooner or later. But the story had odd elements
like the binoculars and the untied shoe. Anson had taught both
Slade and Clint a good deal about being in the woods, and one thing
he was adamant about was tightening laces and double knotting. It
seems a simple thing, but Anson always said “good boots, laced
tight” when he was checking them out before a hike. If his shoe was
untied, it was because he was tightening the laces and retying, not
because he had forgotten.

 



Chapter 7

They met at a little steakhouse just
west of Interstate 10 near Calder and Phelan. It was easy to get to
and not far from Jack's motel. Charlene said she had been there on
prom night her junior year and on a couple of other special
occasions. It didn't look that special to Jack, but then who was he
to criticize; he was from Waco. Charlene pulled in beside him. She
wasn't hard to spot in her chunky late model Toyota SUV with wide
tires. It squatted like a silver bulldog. Jack had offered, almost
begged her, to let him pick her up and take her back home, but she
wouldn't hear of it. He felt bad and concerned about the drive but
knew she had a lot of being alone to get used to real fast. Maybe
it was her way of getting started.

Small talk got them in the door and
to a heavy wooden table covered with a white linen table cloth. A
vase held a few flowers, and the table was already set, including
wine glasses. Maybe he had underestimated the joint. A young man
with a towel over his arm seated Charlene. Jack fended for
himself.

Soon, they had a nice bottle of
Merlot. The candles danced shadows around the table, and soft jazz
played quietly, with occasional notes accenting gentle
conversation. A few other guests were scattered across the small
restaurant, absorbed in their own private worlds. Charlene began
with her college days.

She had gone to the University of
Texas right out of high school intending to become a doctor. Her
bachelor's came easy with high marks in four years, and she decided
to take a break before medical school. Her father and brother had
insisted she see Europe as she had always wanted to do. Their
finances, though limited, were sufficient, and Pop and Anson
wouldn't take no for an answer. She packed her bags – not many –
and trekked around Europe for five months. The EuroRail Pass
determined most of her destinations, and hostels offered an
opportunity to tramp around with other young adventures when she
felt like company. Most of the time she didn't. She enjoyed the
freedom of being alone.

“I guess it turns out that being
alone is not so great when you don't have anyone to be alone from,”
she said as she sipped the wine.

Jack smiled back sympathetically and
nodded in agreement. He knew about being alone. “So what happened
to med school? Did you go?” he asked a little brightly trying to
ward off the creeping melancholy that wine and memories sometimes
invite.

“I decided to work a year and apply
in the fall. My degree is in bio-chemistry. I looked around in
Beaumont. I didn't want to leave Pop and Anson, but it was tough to
find anything. You'd think a forty-thousand dollar education would
be worth something, and in truth it is, but it's not money,” she
said, laughing gently. “I finally ended up as a chemist for a water
treatment company in Beaumont. They were trying to cash in on the
eco-movement by cleaning up the shipyard, and I was trying to cash
in on them. Anyway, the pay wasn't bad, and it was close to home. I
made some money, got my applications ready in the spring, and then
I didn't go. I don't know why. Well, I had a boyfriend, but that
didn't last long, and he was a loser anyway. I just didn't go.
Anson nearly blew a fuse,” she said raising her voice and her wine
glass for emphasis. The wine was taking effect, but she felt like
talking, and Jack was cornered and too polite to interrupt. At
least, she hoped so. He seemed like a really nice man. Her thoughts
drifted.

“So, why did Anson
get upset?” asked Jack, bringing her back to the story and forcing
himself to concentrate. She was pleasingly distracting.

“He's my big brother,” she said with
her eyes held wide. “He wants, wanted, me to have everything. He
didn't know I already had it. Or at least I thought I did. I said I
didn't know why I didn't go back to school, but I think I really
do. When I was in Europe, I met a lot of people who seemed happy
with their seemingly ordinary lives. They were villagers or old
guys working as waiters in hotel bars, or shop keepers, and they
truly seemed happy. But the thing I couldn't square was that they
didn't seem to have much obvious ambition. They seemed so, I don't
know, satisfied. After all, I had ambitions, big ones, big plans. I
didn't dare disappoint myself or anyone else. People expected
things of me,” she said looking over the top of her empty glass
held slightly askew.

Jack took the hint and filled it for
her. The steaks were tender and juicy; the second bottle of wine
was even better than the steaks. “You know, Jack, it was the sense
of place that those people had that really stuck with me. They
would say, “Where are you from?” and I would answer, “Texas.” And
almost always they wanted to know where in Texas. They really cared
about exactly where in Texas I was from. Not because they planned
to go there, but because if I told them where I was from, they
would know who I was. That was the secret. And then I realized that
when I asked them that question, they told me in detail about their
village or their flat in the city, or the hill or valley they were
near – something specific, something that they loved and that made
them know who they were. To live their lives was ambition enough.
Their happiness came, not from what they were, but who they were,
and who they were was rooted in their sense of place,” she smiled
and glanced up from the bread crumbs she had been pushing around
with her index finger.

“So, who are you?” asked Jack.

“I'm Charlene from the Big Thicket.
My family has owned this land for over one hundred and twenty
years, and I think if I ever left it, no matter how successful I
was in the eyes of others, I would not be happy inside,” she
said.

The tension dropped away from her
eyes and her features softened. Some of the change came from the
bottle, but much of it came from what had been bottled up inside.
She would not sell the land. There was no urgency now that Pop was
gone. How would she make a living? Maybe as a chemist, or maybe
something she hadn't come across yet.

“So, tell me about the boyfriend,”
said Jack. He tried to keep his face neutral, but he wasn't much of
a poker player.

Charlene smiled at him and shook her
head. “The guy's name was Charles. Called himself Chazz, with two
zees.” She laughed and said,"That should have been my first clue.
Turned out he was mixed up with drugs. I never got the whole story,
just broke it off cold. He was a student at Lamar in Beaumont and
got busted for dealing a month or so later. At least that's what
Doctor Poole, a professor that Anson guided for said. Chazz and I
had introduced the professor to Anson. He was interested in the red
cockaded woodpecker. Apparently, it is not found in the Thicket
Preserve boundaries, but it is found west near Conroe and a little
north towards San Augustine, just not in the Thicket itself. It's
in decline and on the watch list, and the professor has a research
grant which keeps him in the field not far from our place. I don't
know exactly where. Anson said the cover was of the right kind in
the area but much deeper in the woods than most people ever went.
So I guess the only good Chazz did was introducing us to Poole and
his friend Mike. Mike seems a particularly nice guy, but Poole is a
nut sometimes. But Anson made a few extra bucks guiding them
anyway. I've got some things to sort out with them as well, I
guess,” she added absently, the wine derailing the thought train
now and then.

Chazz seemed thoroughly out of the
picture, so Jack moved on. “How far had things gone with the
developer? You said you weren't going to sell,” he asked, feeling
he was prying a little but interested to know if any contracts had
been signed or handshakes made. He had some experience in land
deals and family inheritances. His parents had deeded him the
property before they died to avoid problems later. They left his
older brother a tidy sum of money upon his father's death. His
mother had died first, but his brother still felt shafted even
though he had been away for years and showed no interest in the
place beyond its market value. They had come to an uneasy truce and
saw one another a couple of times a year. It was getting
better.

“Pop and Mr. Conners, that's the
developer, had agreed on a price if Pop had to sell, but it never
got any further. I met him and his son once out at the house.
Seemed like a nice enough guy. He was a little high pressure for
Anson's taste, though. Anson always thought there would be another
way besides selling out. I guess he turned out to be right. I just
wish he was here to enjoy it,” she said, trailing off and taking
the last of the wine.

“Would you like another bottle? I'll
help you with it,” Jack said, knowing they had both already had too
much, but not wanting the evening to end.

“No,” she said. “Maybe some coffee.
I've got something else to tell you,” she hesitated, “in a minute.”
She went on. “Mr. Connors is coming back out in a few days. He said
he would like to bring Deek if I didn't mind. I said fine.”

“Why didn't you tell him the deal was
off, that you weren't going to sell, and save yourself the
trouble?” asked Jack.

“I hadn't really made up my mind
until tonight. I don't think I would have sold anyway, but I'm sure
now. I want to say that to him and to Deek, so that there are no
doubts in anyone's mind.

“Who's Deek?” asked Jack, trying to
keep up.

"A builder, for Connors. He does
other stuff too, but his big jobs over the last few years have been
for Mr. Connors. Everybody wants their own little piece of the
Thicket, and that's what Deek does. He carves it up into bits,” she
said a little to vehemently. Jack smirked and nodded. “Anyway,
they're coming out Monday. I'll be glad when it is over,” she
said.

She excused herself while Jack
ordered the coffee. He watched her walk away and chided himself for
even thinking such thoughts about a grieving girl. But his eyes
followed her to the hallway just the same. While she was gone, he
tried to think what he should do next, but he felt so pleasant and
at ease that he decided to simply enjoy the moment, and soon she
was back at the table.

The coffee felt good going down. Jack
watched while she added fresh cream from a silver service and
spooned in one and a half teaspoons of raw sugar, stirred it
absently, and laid the spoon down on the saucer.

She sighed deeply, placing both hands
on the table in front of her. “I don't think Anson's death was an
accident,” she said calmly. Jack didn't comment, but his raised
eyebrows invited her to continue. “When I first found Anson, he was
alive. I don't know how much of the story you know, so I'll just
tell it all, if that's okay?” she said.

Charlene laid out the circumstances
under which she had found Anson–the untied shoe, the binoculars on
the ground, the lens cloth in the bushes–the things that later put
doubt in her mind. She carefully told how she and Slade and Clint
had returned to find Anson dead, apparently, even obviously, mauled
by a bear. She expected that was the actual cause of death but was
unsatisfied that he had fallen while climbing, as the death
certificate stated. Unfortunately, she hadn't acted earlier, and
now it would be hard to get anyone to take her seriously. Slade
also knew. She explained about her relationship with Slade and
Clint and how Clint had been hurt so badly by Anson's death because
he had never had the chance to completely mend fences from his
teenage years. Clint had spotlighted and shot a doe on a bet when
he was sixteen. Anson had treated him and Slade like little
brothers and taught them to respect the game laws and especially
the animals they protected. Anson took it as a personal insult, and
he and Clint didn't speak for almost ten years. Clint had drifted
off, even from Slade some, and got mixed up with a pretty rowdy
bunch, but he finally settled down, got married, and he and Slade
were best friends. Charlene wasn't as close to Clint as she had
once been either, but in her heart, she knew he was a good man, and
that he harbored deep regrets over Anson's death.

Jack listened without interrupting.
He had a thousand questions, but he could see that she needed to
say it all, to try and get it straight in her own mind. When she
finished, he poured her more coffee and then a little for himself.
Sinatra broke in with 'Fly Me to the Moon'. He wasn't sure that
would be far enough for Charlene. “Can I help?” he asked.

“I'd like that,” she said.

Back at the hotel, Jack parked the
'57 where he could see it by peeking between the curtains. It was
one of the curses of driving a spiffy car. Someone always wanted
one just like it. He saw Charlene's point of view, but he wasn't at
all sure that Anson had been murdered. Often, there are
explanations for things that just don't come to mind. Charlene had
invited him to go birding with her, the professor, and the
photographer in a little over a week. She was going to take them to
Anson's perch so that they could follow up on the possibility of
the ivory-bill. She said it was late enough that a nesting pair
would have left sign and might even already be on a nest. He would
head back to the ranch and check on his big woolies. Playing with
his buffalo always helped him think.

Jack flopped down on the bed and
immediately bounced up and yanked back the top spread. Nasty
buggers, he thought. While he was up, he flipped on the TV. It was
11:20. They had made quite a night of it. Charlene had thanked him
with a kiss on the cheek. He felt like a school boy and wasn't sure
he would ever wash his face again. On the other hand, maybe a cold
shower was just what he needed.

 



Chapter 8

Will sulked in the corner. “Damn it,
William, you are going with me to see Ms. Turl and that is it!”
said Frank Connors. “I don't know what's gotten into you. We
discussed this back in the fall, and we both agreed that your
presence when I talked to old man Turl about buying his land made a
difference. I don't know why, but it did.” Will stared out the
window, his arms across his chest. His Dad couldn't see his face,
but he didn't need to. Will was pouting. “We'll go down and back
the same day,” he said.

Will whined, “I don't want to miss
practice.”

“If we don't close this deal, all the
damn practice in the world won't get you into the Ivy Leagues,” he
yelled. Will jumped involuntarily when his father's fist hit the
mahogany desk top. “There's a hell of a lot more at stake here than
you realize, you little shit. That's all I've got to say on the
subject. We leave at 6:00 a.m.” He slammed the door to the study
and snarled at his wife as she came into the room to check on the
commotion. She lowered her eyes and backed away, not asking any
questions. He knew she couldn't wait to go wrap her flabby arms
around little Willy. Right now, he needed little Willy. It was high
time the kid realized you had to take some things in this world;
not everything was given to you. He needed this deal. And so did
that spoiled rotten kid. He just didn't know it.

It wasn't quite daylight when they
hit the road. The chilly air felt good, and Connors breathed
deeply. Will wrapped himself in his letter jacket and climbed
grudgingly into the pickup. Connors took I-45 South and turned left
on Highway 287 at Corsicana. Then he looped around Crockett and
exited for the Texas Burger off the Old San Antonio Road. “It's not
open, Dad. It's a Texas Burger,” said Will.

“I know it's a Texas Burger smart
ass,” said Connors. He u-turned in the parking lot and jumped onto
the loop heading back the way he had just come. "Well, at least you
can still talk,” he said.

“You're going the wrong way,” said
Will.

Connors didn't respond. He exited
again, this time for a McDonalds. “Let's get some coffee and take a
piss,” said Connors.

“I don't want any coffee,” said
Will.

“Suit yourself,” said Connors as he
closed the truck door. He looked back into the truck through the
open window and moved his toothpick from one side of his mouth to
the other with his tongue. He snorted like a buck before he walked
off. Will looked the other way through the smoke-gray window
tint.

Connors thought about the visit he
and Will had made to see old man Turl. Even when Turl was pretty
sick, he wasn't sure he wanted to sell. The price didn't seem to be
the problem. The old codger just didn't want to let go of the land.
Connors, Will, and Charlene had talked about baseball, and Turl's
eyes had lit up. That was a connection he still hoped to play on
even though the old guy was gone. He figured Charlene might
remember the positive reaction her father had about Will's college
ball prospects. She was pretty enthusiastic herself. The older son
had been less agreeable, but apparently out of respect for his
father, he had kept his trap shut. It was shut for good now, along
with the old man's. Charlene is where he must focus. He had
investors lined up, just waiting on the deed. Connors handed Will a
Coke and a large order of fries as a peace offering. Will gobbled
it down greedily without saying a word.

Charlene saw the four-door dually
pull into the drive. She stepped out on the porch and shaded her
eyes from the morning sun. Mr. Connors got out of the truck and
closed the door. Then he yanked it back open and said something she
could not hear to the passenger. She thought it was his son. Deek
got out of the backseat on the passenger's side. She waved without
saying anything as he came towards the porch.

“Hey, Charlene. Good to see you
again. I can't tell you how sorry I am for all what's happened,”
said Deek. He reached the steps, and Charlene gave him a quick hug
and softly uttered a sincere thanks.

Frank Connors donned his best
sympathetic face as he approached Charlene and Deek. He had no
intention of losing the deal. If he did, he would lose his
business. It was that simple. He had not had a major development in
three years. The last one was near Cut And Shoot, a fifty-seven
acre tract he had made good money off of with Deek's help. But
after that the bottom fell out. Deek hadn't wanted to come, but
Connors was persuasive. Deek was already friends with Charlene, and
Connors thought she trusted him. Deek would be able to ensure her
that the community they were going to build was going to be good
for the Thicket; good for the people and the plants and the animals
in it. He had turned into quite a tree-hugger, in Connors' opinion.
What ever it took, he could not give a shit less, as long as he got
the land.

“Why, hello, Ms. Turl. It is good to
see you again. My condolences to you for your terrible losses. Just
terrible,” he said standing with one foot on the bottom step of the
porch and fumbling with his ball cap in his hands.

“Yes sir, thank
you,” said Charlene. “Ya'll come on in. Hey, William. Come on in,”
she hollered across the drive where Will was slowly trudging in
from the pickup. Deek opened the door, and Charlene motioned for
Mr. Connors to go on in while she waited politely for Will. “Hi,
Will,” she said forcing a smile. “How's your baseball going? And
your hunt for a good college?”

Will grunted, never raising his eyes
from the floor. He was a good looking kid, and Charlene was used to
young men, and older men, displaying shyness.

“Well, things usually work out for
the best,” she said, giving him a pat on the back as he passed
by.

Mr. Connors surveyed the mantle,
looking at the family pictures and shaking his head at the misery
Charlene was suffering. The faded picture of a little boy sitting
on a couch holding a baby girl caught his eye. He assumed it was
Anson holding Charlene. It reminded him of the baby boy he had lost
in his first marriage. He had really never gotten over it. He
thought it funny how he had become so attached to someone that he
had never said a word to and that had only been in his life for a
few hours. He was able to think about it now, fourteen years and
four months later, but it still left a hollow in his stomach. He
turned to Charlene as he heard the storm door pull to. The moment
had passed.

They took seats while Charlene fussed
over coffee. Will had a Coke but had to go to the restroom first.
When he returned, he sat leaning forward with his elbows on his
knees, looking at the throw rug as if its zigzag weave was the most
amazing piece of art work in the world. It was Anson's chair,
blocky built but heavily padded with rounded arms and a cushy seat
covered in floral browns and golds. The matching ottoman had been
shoved over by the window for an extra seat, but no one occupied
it.

Deek, his lanky frame accentuated by
the close fitting jeans and tucked khaki shirt, leaned against the
kitchen doorway. He stared off into middle space, as far from the
others as he could be and still occupy the same room.

“Mr. Connors,” began Charlene in a
strong voice, “I don't intend to take much of your time. I know you
were hoping to by our place – my place,” she corrected, “but I have
decided not to sell. With Pop gone I don't really need the money,
and Anson and I never wanted to sell anyway. It was just that,
well, Pop's medical bills were increasing and he didn't want to
leave us with debt.” She glanced down at the floor, breaking eye
contact with Connors who sat passively. After regaining her
composure, she said, “He didn't. None to speak of anyway, and,
well, with Anson gone and the insurance and what not, I just don't
need to sell,” she said. It felt good to be done with it.

Connors sipped his coffee. His mind
worked overtime, but his face remained calm and his demeanor
understanding. “Ma'am, with all due respect, me and your Daddy as
much as had a deal. I know this is a bad time for you, and I hope
you won't take this wrongly, but I came here to talk about price
and timing. I believe that is where we are in our negotiations,” he
said with a deprecating smile.

Deek shifted uncomfortably in the door way.
“Charlene, why not give it some time, think it
over. Frank – Mr. Connors is prepared to make you a mighty fair
offer. Our project will be good for this place, put some new life
and new money in the area. That's good for all of us. I know how
much you love the Thicket. This is a way to protect it. This
development is the perfect buffer for the park lands. Why, it would
almost be an extension of them.” He paused. “Maybe there's some way
you could even keep the old home place,” he said, watching Connors
out of the corner of his eye for approval. Keeping the home place
was supposed to be the deal closer, not the opener. Connors
grimaced and jumped up from his seat, striding towards the
mantle.

“Well, let's not get into those kinds
of details just yet. Why don't we leave it for today?” said
Connors. He reached inside his lime green windbreaker, fumbling in
the pocket stretched across his belly, and pulled out an envelope.
He was all business. “Ms. Turl, this is an offer drawn up by my
lawyers and in accordance with your father's wishes. I trust you
will give it fair consideration after you have had time to think
about the matter.” He handed the legal sized envelope to Charlene.
Her mouth curved into a tired closed lipped smile. The corners of
her eyes drooped as she squinted back at Connors.

“There is no deal, Mr. Connors,” she
said softly as she handed the envelope back. She held his stare
until he looked away towards Will, who still sat with his knees on
his elbows, still examining the rug. Charlene thought he might be
grinning or grimacing ever so slightly. She couldn't tell
which.

Connors turned to Deek as if he had
not heard what Charlene had said. “Well, I guess we had better be
going Deek. Will,” he said nodding at each of them in turn. Will
got up, but left the glass of Coke on the edge of the rug, and Deek
walked towards Charlene.

“Charlene, please think about it,” he
begged.

Charlene had not said a word. She
was confused and outraged at being ignored in her own home. He must
have understood what she had just so plainly told him. She opened
the storm door and stepped onto the porch, holding it wide so that
they could pass. Connors came out last without a word. Will was
already at the truck. Deek squeezed her hand as he went by, but his
eyes were focused on the floor. She didn't wait for them to drive
off. Entering the house, she saw the envelope on the coffee table.
She didn't pick it up. She simply walked to the kitchen table and
sat down. Running her hand across its worn pine top, she began to
cry.

 



Chapter 9

Charlene and Sue rummaged through the
files and found the trip list for February seventh. Sue came to the
Big Thicket from a previous post at Grand Canyon. She missed the
Canyon, but not its partying summer crowds. Beer and beer bellies
made it to the bottom of the Canyon, but pretty often the beer
bellies needed help getting back out. The Thicket was much quieter.
And while there were no sweeping vistas, beauty abounded
nonetheless. The old timers named the seasons spring, summer, fall
and January. Winters were mild indeed, and summers were hot and
sticky, but there were days and days in the spring and fall when
the weather was absolutely lovely.

“I'll make you a copy, Charlene,”
said Sue. “Just a sec.” She headed to the back room, and Charlene
steeled herself to look at the list. Jack had asked her to get it.
He would be in around lunch time. She was excited to see him but a
little frightened of the task they were about to embark on. Could
they find the killer? Was there a killer, or was it all in her
imagination?

She folded the list without looking
at it after all and thanked Sue. Sue came around the counter and
gave her a hug. It helped. Hugs were good. She walked out onto the
porch into the bright morning sun. It felt good, too–like a hug
from God. Confusion reigned during her walk back home. She expected
to feel alone, even afraid, as she crossed through the woods. But
she didn't. Instead, her thoughts turned to Jack. Last week her
anger threatened to consume her. Now it had morphed into
determination. As she reached the edge of the field, she heard the
long shrill cry of a red-tailed hawk and saw it circling toward her
house across the way. With each dip, the rusty translucent tail
blazed in the morning sun. Maybe it was silly, but she believed
that Anson lived on, at least in spirit, in the birds he loved so
much. Sighing, she trotted across the field, following the hawk
home.

The tires on the '57 snapped,
crackled, and popped along the shell drive as Jack eased to a stop.
He was more than a little nervous, but eager, to see Charlene. His
nightly phone call to her at first made him self-conscious, but her
soft giggles and sweet good nights quickly put him at ease. He
still wasn't clear about his intentions, but he enjoyed her
company, and he thought he might help. That was enough for now. He
wasn't a detective, but he saw no harm in asking a few questions.
They would run down the people on the list, and ask them about
their trip with Anson. There was no reason to believe that one of
them was the killer, but maybe there would be a clue in their
stories. As he thought about the group the Englishman and his wife
had described, he already felt stymied–a man who was a friend of
the family, a teenage boy spooked by an owl, two college girls, and
the English couple. They were not exactly police line-up
material.

Charlene waved from the porch. She
looked great. Her jeans, faded from wear, and a white long sleeved
shirt with the cuffs turned up once and splayed out like wings
wrote a story in Jack's mind. He waved back and realized his heart
was pounding. He pushed open the big Chevy door and jumped out like
a bull exiting the gate from shoot number two. His Stetson was on
tight, his chambray shirt was tucked in and his pointy-toed cowboy
boots with the broken down heels were polished to a high shine.
Charlene thought he looked like a real cowboy.

“Hey, Tex, looks like you been
herdin' buffalo,” she said.

“Why, Ma'am, that
is precisely what I've been a doin',” he replied with a bow and
swept his white hat close to the ground. They both laughed and
hugged as he stepped up on the porch. She turned to the door and
asked him to come on in, grabbing his hand and leading the
way.

Lunch was ready. Living alone, Jack
ate pretty sparsely. He had learned to fend for himself and was
actually a pretty good cook in the realm of grills, pits and greasy
skillets, but he missed big down-home country meals like his Momma
use to make. Charlene had managed a small version of a Sunday
dinner. The turnip greens smelled so good his mouth was watering
before he hit the kitchen, and in a basket covered with a
blue-checked napkin he spied the golden crust of a steaming
cat-head biscuit. Several other bowls laid down the middle of the
table held a winter garden's bounty–Brussels' sprouts, carrots and
peas, and boiled cabbage. And in the center was a white china
tureen filled with chicken and dumplings. Jack grew weak in the
knees.

After lunch, they put away the
leftovers and washed and dried the dishes. Jack remembered doing
the same with his brother when he was a kid, always under duress.
Somehow, this was different. He smiled.

Charlene picked up a folded sheet of
computer paper from the coffee table as they sat down on the couch.
Her brow furrowed, and her tone turned serious. “Here's the list,”
she said. “Where do we start?” Jack explained his plan. Though it
didn't seem like much of one, it was the best he could come up with
for now. They talked about going straight to the police, but
Charlene thought the authorities might be more polite than
concerned, and push her file off into a corner to gather dust. She
wanted to wait until they had something more to go on than her
unsettled gut.

They soon eliminated the Brits. They
had no motive, no opportunity, and they had returned unknowingly to
find that Anson had been killed. Unless they were secretly great
actors of the British stage, their shock at his tragic death was
honest. Besides, they were long gone. Both girls had included their
emails. Charlene agreed to send Bethny Vaughn and Pari Tilton notes
explaining that she would like to talk to them, in person if
possible, about the trip. She would frame it as a way of
understanding what the last morning of Anson's life was like. In
truth, she really did want to know, but it still had a ring of
deceitfulness. Sometimes she thought she was too honest for her own
good.

Billy Fuhl had only entered his name.
The owl kid would be a tough one. And then there was Deek. Charlene
told Jack what she knew about Deek – married, no children, came
from the Dallas area, and worked legals and illegals when necessary
to make ends meet. He treated everyone fairly and seemed a hard
honest worker. She liked him. He had become friends with Anson
recently as he tried to learn more about birding.

“Isn't he a developer?” asked
Jack.

“Well, he's a contractor and he does
a lot of work for Connors, the guy who wants to buy our property –
my property,” she corrected. “I'll tell you about that meeting in a
minute. Connors wasn't too happy.”

“Tell me now,” said Jack.

“Okay. Deek came with Mr. Connors and
his son.” She described the meeting in detail, keying on how
determined Connors was to close a deal he claimed her father had
already made – at least verbally. She didn't believe that was true,
and she had no intentions of selling either way. Pop had certainly
not indicated to her that he had agreed to sell. Anson had been
against it all along, and so had she. She wasn't changing her mind
now.

“What was Deek's
part in all this?” asked Jack. He sat forward, elbows on his knees
staring into the rich walnut of the coffee table.

“Well, he never said much at all. He
leaned in the kitchen doorway there, and I think he said I really
ought to consider selling to Mr. Connors, but that was about it.
It's not like Deek to be so quiet. He's usually pretty free with
his opinions. When they left, he asked me to think about it and
walked away without ever looking up. I was so mad that I hardly
noticed, but now that I think about it, Deek looked like a whipped
puppy. That was pretty weird, I guess,” she said.

“So Deek works for Connors,” Jack
said almost to himself. “And he recently became close friends with
Anson–a guy dedicated to bulldozing trees turns into a nature
lover–and,” he said with more emphasis while turning to look
directly at Charlene, “he was encouraging you to sell.” Maybe we
should talk to Deek,” said Jack.

“Maybe we should,” she said.

She told Jack about the boy and how
he had said nothing, barely answering her questions. The first time
he had been talkative and friendly, exhibiting the usual raging
hormones of a high school kid in the presence of a pretty girl.
This time he seemed distracted and moody, his ball cap pulled down
around his ears.

“Yeah, they run hot and cold for
sure,” said Jack. “Okay, so tomorrow we take the professor and the
photographer on a field trip. Are you sure you want to do this,
Charlene?” Jack thought she might not be ready to go back to the
tree where Anson had died, but he wanted to see the place for
himself.

“I'm sure,” she said, smiling way too
brightly. “If you make it here by seven, I'll have breakfast ready.
They won't be here until eight or so.

Jack was thinking he'd come early
just to spend the time with her, but he replied, “Maybe we could
have some gravy with those left over biscuits?”

“Maybe we can,” she
said. “And if you are a good boy, maybe a little honey for
dessert,” she added, without any hint of the suggestiveness Jack
was sure there should have been. He accepted a peck on the cheek,
and in a state of confused bliss, he drove back to
Beaumont.

 



Chapter 10

The Thicket has a long history as a
hideout. When the Spaniards and the French first came upon the
Thicket, its density and immensity forced them around it. The
southern edge is bounded roughly by Interstate 10 running through
Beaumont and on to the Texas border at Orange. When Texas was still
a part of Spain, this road, or something near it, was known as the
Opelousas Trail and ran on into Louisiana. The Old San Antonio Road
branched off at the missions around present day San Antonio, which
was then called San Fernando de Bexar, and rambled east and north
to Nacadoches, roughly skirting the Thicket's western and northern
edges beyond the Brazos. The Sabine River created the eastern
border. Civilization hacked at the edges, but from the time of the
Spaniards until the early 1800's, only increasingly displaced
Indians, loners, and outlaws made homes in the Thicket. Eventually
timber value and railroad technology outweighed the heat, the
humidity and the mosquitoes, and the Thicket was mortally
penetrated. By the beginning of the twentieth century, it was
logged out and cut to pieces by the roads and rails that had
carried it away. But it was still the Thicket and to the average
eye seemed dense and forbidding. Pockets of deep woods provided
cover for raiders out to kill Federal soldiers during the difficult
era of Reconstruction, and later Klansman operated with near
impunity east of the Trinity River. Later, moonshiners used the
Thicket for cover, but when prohibition ended, the financial
incentive associated with making illegal liquor was not enough to
keep the stills fired. Methamphetamine or crystal, crystal meth,
crank, ice, tina – all names for the same thing – became the new
shine. Cooks, as they are known, are frequently users, often making
the already dangerous process deadly. Explosion, fire, and
poisonous gas are enemies. And if the cook manages all these
threats, the meth itself weakens the mind and destroys the body. A
meth habit is usually a death sentence, one way or the other.

“Just drive, Mike! You take care of
your business, I'll take care of mine,” said Dr. Case Poole. “I
don't need any more of your meddling shit. You hear me? Do you? Do
you hear me!” He became increasingly agitated, and Mike pursed his
lips and stared up Highway 96, knowing it was best to wait a few
minutes before saying anything else.

As they neared Lumberton, Case
apologized and Mike accepted it as always. He couldn't figure out
how to get through to the guy. Using, cooking and dealing were
ultimately not compatible. Bad things were bound to happen to Case,
and probably to himself, if he didn't shed this lunatic
quickly.

“So, what's the plan, Case?” asked
Mike. He knew Case was already feeling the effects of the crystal.
The Doc brewed it really clean, and it took him to the top in an
instant. His tongue was on the loose. With a half-life of twelve to
fourteen hours, he wouldn't come down until sometime in the
afternoon.

Case laid it out fast and furious in
language as colorful as it was emphatic. Charlene would take them
to the ivory-bill site to examine the trees for any fresh sign. He
thought Anson might have cut off his access or even be suspicious
of his activity after his last outburst at supper, but Anson's
fortuitous accident made that problem history. “History, man,” he
said, slamming his fist into his palm. He carried on. If the birds
were there, it would be noticeable. He didn't think there was a
chance in hell that they would be. After a while, they would beg
off with the excuse of looking for the red-cockaded woodpecker over
in the long-leaf pines. Charlene would go home, and they would go
to the lab about a half mile deeper into the woods. Case wanted to
check on supplies, make sure no one had stumbled upon the lab, and
clean the equipment. The lab was constructed from blue tarps, the
greatest innovation in building materials since the Sheetrock screw
which, along with fender washers,and Duct tape, held the tarps in
place. The top was covered with pine and cypress bows and saplings
leaned on all the sides. It was virtually invisible and looked like
so much forest from the air. Not often, but occasionally, planes
flew the area looking for woods labs. They wouldn't find this
one.

Mike didn't respond verbally to
Case's plan. He nodded his head slowly, kept his eyes on the road,
and looked for the exit to Charlene's. Case fidgeted in the seat
and tapped out a rhythm on the dash and on his knees to music that
only he was privy to.

Charlene didn't want to scramble the
eggs until Jack arrived. The bell peppers, jalapenos, onions, and
garlic were chopped, and the chorizo was fried. Two large glasses
of orange juice chilled in the fridge, and the coffee was hot. She
had already had two cups and felt high as a Mississippi kite. Her
mind soared at the prospect of seeing Jack again and tumbled back
to earth when she thought about going back to the scene of Anson's
death. She hardly gave a thought at all to the professor and his
buddy Mike. They didn't really need a guide, but when they worked
this part of the Thicket and used their property access, Anson
always went with them. He received a small retainer for his
efforts. She wasn't interested in the money but needed to work some
arrangement out with them anyway, and this was a good opportunity.
Besides, it gave her a reason to go to the tree, as she had come to
think of it.

Jack eased into the drive trying not
to stir up too much of the red dust under the gravel. It was tough
to keep a classic car sharp-looking under these kinds of
conditions. He saw Charlene come to the door. Before he cut the
engine, he let it sit and rock just a little and then switched off
the key. The shaved cams gave the idle and the pep a little
something extra. He waved as he got out of the car. She waved
back.

“Mmm, something smells delicious,” he
said sniffing the air as she held the storm door open.

“I hope you like it. It's a Mexican
scramble without the potatoes. I thought sure I bought a sack the
other day at Brookshire Brothers, but I guess I didn't,” she said,
her hands on her hips for emphasis.

“Is that coffee I smell?” asked
Jack.

“You bet,” said Charlene. “I'll just
put the eggs on. It won't take a minute.” She fussed around the
stove while Jack squeezed past to get the coffee. Between her
southern hospitality and his as yet undefined interest, he was
feeling pretty comfortable. She offered up the fixings, but Jack
said he liked it hot and black and left it at that. He looked
around for the gravy and biscuits but didn't see it. He reckoned
honey was out of the question.

After washing the dishes – second
time in two days – they each grabbed another sip of coffee and sat
down on the couch. She held her cup to her lips and looked over the
rim at him again. He was staring at her with a sad smile on his
face. “What?” she asked.

“Nothing. I just feel like we are an
old couple having our coffee for the ten-thousandth time,' he said
wistfully.

“That's thirty years, Jack,” she
countered spryly, out-maneuvering the melancholy. “We've got a lot
of coffee to go before we get there.”

Car doors slammed, and they heard
voices outside. “That'll be them,” said Charlene. “They don't know
you are coming with us." She could hear them talking about the hot
rod in the drive. Jack shrugged and walked to the door.

“Hi, Jack Lerner. A friend of
Charlene's. I'll be tagging along with you guys today,” said Jack
extending his hand and holding open the door. Mike grabbed it
eagerly and said that would be fine. The professor shook hands
distractedly and sat down on the swing as Mike went on in the
house. Charlene leaned towards the door, but Mike shook her off.
She smiled and, turning towards the kitchen said, “Would you like
some coffee?”

“No, thanks. I guess we're ready if
you guys are,” said Mike, looking wide-eyed at Charlene. “Nice car,
man,” he said to Jack. Charlene grabbed her binos and the four of
them headed across the field to the trail that led back to the
tree. The professor lagged behind, stopping to look at the early
birds now and then. Mike chattered a little more than necessary in
an effort to cover for Case's poor behavior. He expressed his
regrets about Anson and her father, and said that he appreciated
her allowing them to come back so soon. A Cannon EOS 5D Mark II
slung from his shoulder. He had the 300 mm lens mounted to
accompany the twenty-one megapixel sensor. It was about all he
could handle in cover this thick and would be pretty good at shots
on the wing, as well. If they were so lucky as to glimpse an
ivory-bill, a wing shot would likely be all he would get.

Case caught up. “Hey, Charlene.
Really sorry, man. Really sorry,” he said shaking his head. He
sniffed repeatedly and blinked his eyes as he turned to Jack. “Hi.
Case Poole. Sorry about earlier. I was, ah, distracted,” he said,
offering his hand.

“Good to meet you, professor,” said
Jack, ignoring all past transgressions. “I understand you are
interested in the red-cockaded woodpecker and its conspicuous
absence from the Thicket Preserve?”

“Yes, yes, I am,”
Case replied. “Not enough of the old growth long-leaf and
short-leaf pines left. Mostly slash now and, even in the decent
stands, fire suppression lets the understory get too tall. RC's
don't like that. Makes it too easy for rat snakes to get to the
nests.” They carried on in this manner for a few minutes while Mike
and Charlene led the way into the woods.

As they approached the tree, Charlene
got quiet and Jack moved up beside her. Case and Mike lagged
behind. She walked over to the dead-fall where Anson had lain and
got down on her knees. “It was here. His head was right across this
part of the trunk,” she said quietly. She showed them how Anson had
been positioned and where his binoculars had been laying. She
pointed out the still scuffed up earth where the bear had stood.
Jack was already examining the spot. The rope hoist was still in
the tree. The professor walked over and gave it a tug, as if
testing its strength. He walked back to Mike, who was scanning the
trees around him for sign of the ivory bill. Everyone was
concentrating on something–Charlene on her grief, Jack on Charlene,
Case on his meth lab, and Mike on getting a fleeting shot of the
most spectacular woodpecker ever known to have lived in North
America.

Mike and Case were both wearing hip
waders. The Thicket is as much water as ground, and any walking off
the trails is apt to be wet. They circled away looking for sign of
the ivory bill on the beeches, gums and magnolias, which dominated
the landscape. Jack walked off into the edge of the deeper woods as
well. He was wearing boots but didn't want to get one sucked off in
the muck, so he picked his way carefully through the bramble and
palmetto. Jack was not a tracker, but he was a tolerable good
woodsman. He identified the path the bear must have taken when
leaving Anson. Even though it had been a few weeks, he could still
see the broken stems and small limbs and an occasional track in the
mud. It looked as though she was moving pretty fast. After about
twenty or thirty yards, he made a surprising discovery. He headed
back towards Charlene and saw that Mike and Case were already
there. “Hey, I found a bat. What do you make of that?” he asked
puzzled.

Case was looking through his
binoculars at a blue-headed vireo and without turning around, he
responded authoritatively, “Well, that is unusual as hell in the
daytime, but I've seen Rafinesque's Big-eared Bat's right close to
here. They need hollow trees, and there are quite a few close by,”
he finished, still following the hopping vireo through the tree
tops.

The others looked at Jack in some
astonishment as he held up his prize, “Well, actually Prof, its a
Louisville Slugger!” An old joke at a very inappropriate time, only
Mike laughed loudly and mostly at Case's look of dismay and
embarrassment, as he indeed cast his gaze upon a baseball bat, not
a winged mammal. Charlene and Jack were thinking the same thing. It
looked an awful lot like a weapon. Mike and Case were ambivalent
about the discovery.

" Any kid might have carried it in as
walking stick or feigned protection. They do stuff like that,” said
Mike. “I imagine some kid got tired of his buddy poking him in the
butt with it and chunked it as far as he could,” he continued. Jack
and Charlene exchanged deflated glances. Right now, everything
looked suspect, but they had to admit that was a much more
plausible answer.

Case cornered Mike and spoke to him
in a forceful whisper. They were screened by a stand of yupon, but
Jack could hear the urgent tones in Case's voice. Charlene leaned
on the bat and stared out into the undergrowth unaware of their
secretive conversation. Soon they returned and once again offered
their condolences to Charlene, said goodbye to Jack, and headed off
into the Thicket, ostensibly to search for ivory bills and
red-cockaded woodpeckers.

Charlene was glad to be done with
them. They planned to stop by the house on the way out and talk
about future access. She had already told them they could come and
go as they pleased, but they insisted on seeing her later. Right
now she wanted to be alone with her thoughts and with Jack. Jack
made a little racket with his feet as he approached her. She turned
and smiled sadly, and then her face became a mask of grief, and she
began to sob uncontrollably. Jack held her close, as his tears
melded with hers.

When she regained control, he stooped
down to examine the bat as Charlene used her bandanna to blow her
nose. “Not likely, huh,” he said looking up at Charlene.

“I guess not,” she said.

“I want to walk around a bit more.
See what else we might find.” They worked their way over to where
Jack had found the bat and then resumed the spiraling pattern that
Jack had begun earlier. After thirty minutes or so of pressing
through the briers and tangle, Charlene spotted an Altoid's tin. It
looked new. She picked it up and snapped open the lid. A section of
lightweight aluminum foil was folded into a neat package and took
up most of the bottom. But most surprising was a bill rolled into a
tube and placed neatly by the small silver packet.

“Jack,
take a look at this,” said Charlene. Jack's eyebrows arched
immediately, and he carefully took the packet from the tin. He had
a good idea what he would find as he folded back the edges. The
white powder could have been baking soda, but there was no tiny
toothbrush in the tin. This didn't belong to a Boy Scout. The one
hundred dollar bill told the story. Jack couldn't say with any
authority what kind of drug it was, but he and Charlene agreed it
wasn't likely tooth powder. He refolded the packet and handed it
back to Charlene. She put the kit back together and shoved it into
her jacket pocket. She felt like Jack had something to say, but she
didn't inquire. He would tell her what was on his mind in due time.
They began the walk back in silence, paying attention to where they
stepped. Charlene led the way.

They came out somewhere south of the
tree and intersected the trail that led to the lane. Jack carried
the bat by the thick part of the shaft, balancing it in his left
hand. It was a very old Jackie Robinson thirty four, pretty thick
in the handle as well as in the barrel. The Hillerich and Bradsby
label was burned in just below the sweet spot. Maybe it didn't mean
anything, but he thought it was worth a Google.

Mike got up from the ground and
cussed Case quietly as he rubbed his jaw. He examined his
equipment. Aside from dirt on the lens filter it seemed okay. Case
was apologizing once again, but Mike thought it was going to be for
the last time. Case was a brilliant guy with a lousy temper and a
drug habit. In the army, he had made captain, and led crews to
build roads and bridges in Afghanistan. That's where he really got
turned on to drugs for profit. While he earned captain's pay and
got shot at trying to figure out the geology of some mountain pass,
others made the big bucks by letting this truck or that car pass
with only cursory inspection. Once he got over his patriotic guilt
and decided it was a dog-eat-dog world after all, he realized his
true calling. A few deals, handled discretely, and he made enough
money to pay for a Cornell PhD and live the good life along the
way. But it wasn't enough. At Cornell, he learned about ornithology
and paleontology and picked up a cocaine habit. When he accepted a
professorship at Lamar, he needed a radical income boost to support
his habit. The woods of East Texas, it turned out, were not much
more dangerous than the mountains of Afghanistan. The drug trade is
pretty much the same wherever you find it. In his neck of the
woods, meth was king. He had only a few rules for success. Find
people you can trust–of which there are none, sell primo stuff–the
only way to get it is to make it, and don't leave loose ends–which
he had just done by dropping his personal stash.

“Mike, you lousy bastard, you saw it
and you didn't pick it up?” asked Case incredulously? “How stupid
can you be? If they find that, we're done. How long do you think it
will take them to connect the dots?” he railed on.

Mike didn't respond. He was ashamed
to admit it, but he was afraid of Case. Case had become
increasingly paranoid and, with the paranoia, he became
increasingly dangerous in Mike's opinion. Mike was not a fighter.
He hated confrontation, and he hated himself for being such a
coward. He didn't know how he had gotten the courage to smuggle a
little meth into Amsterdam in his camera equipment. As a lens
expert and salesman for Cannon in a previous life, he traveled
constantly and always shipped camera equipment. The chances of
getting caught were slim and the rewards of success were great.
Freelance photography was his passion, but the money was hit and
miss. He could pay for six months traveling in Europe with one lens
full of Case's dope. It had seemed like a good idea, but the
hazards of working with a maniac were suddenly too real. He was
glad Case had lost the stash because it would keep him from using
again before Mike could shed him, and then he was determined to
disappear. But he didn't dare say it out loud.

Case had a plan to make another big
batch, and Mike was supposed to help him haul it across the Thicket
to the banks of Village Creek where they would float it down to the
Neches River. The Neches basin is one of the most inaccessible
areas in Texas near a major population. It runs right into the
heart of Beaumont. They had made small transfers this way before
using Case's birding work as cover, but this was for the real
money. His pick-up guy, looking like any backwoods cat-fisherman in
a jon boat, would take the load down river to Village Creek State
Park. Their privacy unknowingly protected by the local rangers,
they would meet up with a dealer in a Winnebago, parked amongst
twenty other snowbirds. Case knew the scheme because he had
suggested it. The guys he dealt with had no idea he was a Lamar
University professor. But then they didn't care. They thought it
was a brilliant plan.

Finally Mike said, “Case, they
were nowhere near us. They won't find it.” He looked down at his
trembling hands as he walked away from the up-turned tarp flap
entry where Case stood. His hands were the last things he ever
saw.

 



Chapter 11

Jack waited at Charlene's until
nearly dark, but the professor and the photographer never showed.
He figured they would sneak in later and hit the road without so
much as a fair you well. Of course, maybe that wasn't their stash.
Who knew? He asked Charlene for directions to the fire station so
that he could talk to Clint and Slade. It turned out Slade had just
left, but Clint was still there waiting on his relief.

“Hi, I'm Jack Lerner. Looking for
Slade and Clint,” he said, watching Clint clean the rims on the
ambulance.

Clint stood up. He was a pretty
good-sized fellow. He scowled at Jack. “Well, you found one of
them. I'm Clint. What can I do for you?” he asked wiping his hands
on the dirty damp rag.

“Oh, great. Good to meet you,” said
Jack proffering his hand. He was an almost compulsive hand shaker.
It just seemed rude not to offer. Clint responded with a firm grip
and some measure of reluctance. “I'm a friend of Charlene's, and I
wanted to talk to you guys about, well, the situation.” He was not
quite sure who knew what, and he didn't want to break any
confidences. Clint was completely non-committal. He stared back at
Jack without saying a word, still working the dirty rag in his
hands. Okay, we'll play it that way, thought Jack. “Clint, could I
ask you something?” Jack said in a strictly confidential and very
personal tone. It took Clint by surprise and he dropped his guard
by responding affirmatively. “How long have you known Charlene,
Clint?” asked Jack.

Clint felt some sort of deja vu. It
sounded a lot like Slade's question at the creek. He refrained from
a smart ass answer. “Since we were kids. More than twenty years, I
guess. Why?”

“Well, I've only known her a few
days. And I have become very fond of her in that short time.” He
hadn't planned on that, but there it was. Clint bristled a bit.
Jack pressed on. “Charlene said you guys are like brothers to her.
I guess that might mean even more now that she's lost Anson. I felt
I ought to get to know both of you a little better. You see, I've
decided to help Charlene find Anson's murderer.” He let that hang,
staring frankly at Clint until he responded. It was an
uncomfortable few seconds as Clint was not a fellow to be pressed,
cajoled, hurried or harried.

Finally, Clint leveled his gaze on
Jack. He had made up his mind. “Look, is it Jack? Charlene has
enough problems without some, old dude, coming in and trying to
take advantage of her while her guard is down.” Clint bowed up to
his full formidable bear-like form and continued. “So why don't you
just get the hell out of town and leave Charlene and the dead
alone. A bear killed Anson. That was plain as day. Charlene will
see that soon enough,” he said.

Jack blushed. He wasn't proud of it,
but he knew he was red as a beet. He tried to think how best to
proceed. Nothing promising came to mind, so he nodded politely and
walked away. As he got in his car he saw Clint standing in the
garage doorway with his hands on his hips and his mouth hanging
open, as if he had know idea what to make of that encounter. That
made two of them.

The U-shaped pond
covered about three quarters of an acre. Twenty loads of white
river sand created a gleaming beach which sloped down to the
water's edge from the closely cropped bright green rye grass
peninsula which formed the center of the U. The outside edges were
planted in stands of reeds and cattails. It was a great place to
sit and watch barn swallows dive, collecting mud for spring nests.
A common yellow-throat sang its wichity-wichity-wichity song
from somewhere in the reeds. Deek idly pushed now and again with
his feet, keeping the wooden swing moving. Catfish boiled to the
surface in anticipation of the automatic feeder scheduled to kick
on any minute. The morning sun had cleared the pines and made dew
covered spider webs sparkle like strands of diamonds. Mist still
held in a few pockets across the grassy field.

Connors' message rang loud and clear
in Deek's troubled head. He had pulled some shenanigans for Connors
in the past to keep his books in the black, but scaring Charlene
off her land was not on his dance card. Truth was, Connors held an
overdue note on him, and he knew the bastard would call it if Deek
didn't cooperate. He was cornered. Deek looked back over his
shoulder towards the house – remodeled with Connors' money. He
could hear Jessie putting away the iron skillet. It clanged against
the dutch oven every time she set it in the new kitchen cabinets.
Jessie loved him. But he didn't know if she would still love him if
she knew what he was thinking about doing to pay the bills. What
puzzled Deek was how adamant Connors was about getting Charlene out
of the way. He could hear his words. “I want that bitch out of the
way. And I don't mean to let her keep that old house. I want her
gone. You read me, Deek? Gone!” he had roared. He'd said Deek knew
how to handle such matters. It wasn't the first time Connors' had
bought land from reluctant owners. Sometimes they just needed to be
reminded of their opportunities. Those always looked brighter after
Deek and his boys scared the hell out of them. “Well,” he thought,
“I'll make sure she doesn't get hurt, and it will be the best thing
for her, the Thicket, and sure as hell for me, in the long run.”
Deek figured it was a rough world. He knew Connors. The ruthless
bastard would get the land one way or the other. He couldn't see
any since in losing his own place over it.

Charlene heard the car crunching to a
stop on the shell drive. She figured it was Jack, but he was a good
half hour early. If they left now, they would hit the afternoon
traffic in Beaumont. Maybe he was anxious to see her, she thought
as she checked herself out in the hall mirror on the way to the
door. She flung the door open and there stood Case Poole, the
professor. She was startled, and unexpectedly, a little cautious.
She didn't see anyone with him, but she supposed he and Mike
weren't inseparable. After a moment's recovery, she opened the
storm door and invited him in.

He had the look of a body builder,
square shoulders, square jaw, and a slim waist supporting a
powerful torso. But oddly, his penetrating sky blue eyes sat upon
hollow cheeks. He looked as if he hadn't eaten for days. His large
right hand raked through his tangled shoulder length dirty-blond
hair. He still hadn't said anything as she watched his eyes darting
about the room.

“What can I do for you, Professor
Poole?” she asked, mustering friendliness she suddenly did not
feel.

“Uh, yeah, uh, thanks. Uh, I wanted
to talk to you about continuing to cross your property to get to my
work sites. You know, blinds and all,” he said with increasing
confidence. “Another few weeks and I will finish up – the field
work,” he went on.

“Yes, of course. It's fine. Come and
go as you please,” she said. She couldn't shake the creepy feeling
. Maybe it was the way his eyes kept searching. She knew the dope
or whatever it was must have been his. “Where's Mike? He's usually
with you,” she said, awkwardly.

“Mike won't be
coming back, at least not anytime soon. He had a family emergency,
out of state,” he said with certain degree of nonchalance that
somehow seemed inappropriate, offering no further explanation. He
slowly walked towards the kitchen, circling around her, and as he
neared the kitchen doorway he said, “Could I get a drink of water?”
He walked to the cabinet and grabbed a glass. “I'll just help
myself. No need for you to bother.” He took his time filling his
glass with ice and then water, all the while his piercing blue eyes
darting about the room.

Charlene moved away from him and
closer to the front door. Jack actually had the Altoid case, so she
knew he wouldn't find it, but he was making her very nervous. He
took the tiniest sip of water and set the glass down on the Formica
counter.

“Could I use the restroom?” he asked,
walking out of the living room and across the hallway towards the
bathroom door. Charlene didn't respond. She put her hand on the
front door knob. She and Case heard Jack pull in at the same time.
The pipes racked once, and then the engine died. Case turned on his
heel and headed for the front door. “Well, thanks. I appreciate the
access. I'll be seeing you,” he said, as he quickly brushed past
Charlene. Jack was mounting the steps, but the professor barely
nodded as he hurriedly went to his white VW bug.

Charlene threw her arms around Jack.
She was trembling.

“Hey, are you okay?” he asked.
Holding her at arms length, he took a good look at her. She seemed
fine but frightened. He could hear the VW winding up on the black
top. He pulled her back close for a minute until she stopped
shaking. “Why don't I drive us into Beaumont? I'll have you home by
ten,” he joked.

“No, Jack. You've got things to do,
and I'm a big girl. I'll be fine. I was just a little rattled by
Case, that's all,” she said.

Jack could not persuade her, so
he followed her into town and made up his mind to have a chat with
the professor.

 



Chapter 12

It wasn't much to
look at, but the food was good, the beer was cold, and the service
was down home. He had long since finished the gumbo and was
slathering butter on his third round of cornbread. Charlene watched
and laughed in amazement. She sipped her iced tea. The beer looked
good, but she'd save it for after the drive back home. Jack
was glad Charlene had gotten over the jitters. They agreed that Professor Poole was looking for his stash,
but neither of them thought he posed a threat. After all, he didn't
need any more trouble. Jack's bigger problem was what the hell to
do with a box full of drugs. The hundred dollar bill was easiest;
it would take care of expenses. For now, the Altoids tin was stowed
in the canvas wrap that held his tire tool deep in the cavernous
trunk of the '57.

“So, you are going to talk to Deek
tomorrow?” asked Charlene.

“Yep, that's the plan,” said Jack,
feeling like a detective. He laughed inwardly as he mentally
exchanged the slang term dick for detective but kept his thoughts
to himself. After all, at the heart of civilized conversation is
not saying everything that comes to mind. “Do you think Dick - I
mean Deek - could have anything to do with Anson's death,
Charlene?” Jack asked.

“No, not really. But, well, like you
said, he's got something to gain, and so does Connors. I still
can't get over how Connors treated me in my own house, dammit. And
Deek basically didn't do anything,” she said. The color rose in her
cheeks.

“What did you expect him to do?”
asked Jack.
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