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Chapter One

The Woman Who Kept Everything
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The label was crooked.

Not by much — maybe a sixteenth of an inch, the kind of thing no one would notice unless they were the kind of person who noticed everything. I was that kind of person. I peeled the adhesive strip off the glass case, held it up to the light, and pressed it back down with the pad of my thumb, lining the bottom edge up with the brass trim. Ellenburger Group Limestone, Honeycut Formation. Collected 1962, donated by the Roper family.

Better.

The Falls on the Colorado Museum wasn’t much to look at from the outside — an 1891 granite schoolhouse, two stories of pink stone that glowed like a lit coal at sunset but looked merely sturdy in the flat morning light. Inside, though, it was mine. Not legally mine, not in any sense a lawyer would recognize, but mine in the way that mattered: I was the one who dusted the saddles and oiled the railroad ties and replaced the UV-filtering sheets over the photographs every six months. I was the one who noticed when a label was a sixteenth of an inch off.

“Gemma, do you want me to re-shelve the Burnet County deeds, or are you still going through them?”

Lina Falk stood in the doorway of the archive room, a banker’s box balanced on her hip. She was twenty-six, whip-smart, and had the endearing habit of treating local history like it was as thrilling as a crime novel. Which, in Burnet County, it sometimes was.

“Leave them. I haven’t finished cross-referencing the 1880s survey maps with the original Baker grant boundaries.” I adjusted the limestone sample a quarter-turn so the blue-gray chert vein caught the overhead light. “There are three discrepancies I want to pin down before we update the land records display.”

“Three discrepancies in surveys from 1886?”

“They matter.”

Lina smiled — the kind of smile that said she both admired and pitied my attention to detail. “I’ll leave the box on the table.”

“And Lina? When you’re done, would you check the humidity reading in the photograph room? It felt high yesterday.”

“Will do.” She paused in the doorway. “Hey, I’ve been going through the county clerk’s archives for my Dead Man’s Hole project. There’s a lot more material than I expected — personal letters, diaries, county records. The Civil War period is well-documented, but there are references to the Hole in the 1920s and 1930s too. Geological surveys, property disputes, that sort of thing. The place keeps showing up.”

“It’s a landmark. People have been writing about it since 1821.”

“I know. It’s just — the volume of it. For a hole in the ground that’s been covered with a metal plate since 1999, a lot of people seem to have had opinions about it.” She shifted the banker’s box on her hip. “Anyway, I’ll have a summary for you next week if you want it for the park display.”

“I’d like that.”

She disappeared into the archive room, and I stood alone in the geology alcove, surrounded by rocks that had been here longer than any of us. The Ellenburger limestone was four hundred million years old. The granite that built this building was older still — Precambrian, a billion years of patience compressed into the pink dome of Granite Mountain, visible through the west-facing window if you knew where to look.

I knew where to look. I always knew where to look in Marble Falls.

The museum opened at ten, but I was always there by seven-thirty, letting myself in through the side door with the key my mother had carried for twenty years before me. Pauline Caldwell had been the museum’s director from 1998 until three years ago, when she died in early spring with the bluebonnets just coming up along the roadsides. I took over because someone had to, and because I couldn’t imagine anyone else touching her displays, rearranging her careful organization, deciding that the railroad exhibit needed “refreshing” or the pioneer kitchen was “dated.”

The museum didn’t need refreshing. It needed maintaining. There’s a difference.

I locked the geology case, pocketed the key, and walked through the main hall toward the front desk. The floorboards creaked in the same places they’d creaked since 1891 — second board past the Civil War display, fourth board before the mineral exhibit. I knew them the way a pianist knows the keys: by feel, by memory, by the specific quality of sound each one made under my weight.

My mother had known them too. Toward the end, when the grief over my father’s death had been eating her alive for two years, she’d stopped coming to the museum. Just stopped, one week in September, without explanation. When she came back ten days later, something was different. The grief was still there — you could see it in the way she held her coffee cup, in the way she paused sometimes in the middle of a sentence as if she’d lost the thread — but the sharpest edges had been sanded down. She seemed lighter. Not happy, exactly. Just... less burdened.

I’d asked her about it once. Where did you go, Mama? What happened that week?

She’d looked at me with an expression I couldn’t read — something between tenderness and apology — and said, “I don’t rightly remember, sweetheart. I think I just needed some air.”

She died four months later, peacefully, in her bed. And I took the museum and held on tight.

* * *
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The Blue Bonnet Café at eight-fifteen on a Tuesday morning was the closest thing Marble Falls had to a town square. The parking lot held more trucks than cars, most of them dusty, most with some combination of BCSO window stickers, ranch supply bumper stickers, or fishing rod holders mounted in the bed. You could read the community like a census just by scanning the lot. Harlan Reeves’ white Ford dually meant he’d come in from the ranch early. The silver Prius with the Austin vanity plate belonged to Jess Villarreal, Dale Hutchins’ business partner, who still hadn’t learned that you don’t park a Prius in front of the Blue Bonnet if you want to be taken seriously.

Inside, the air was a wall of coffee and warm yeast rolls. Patsy Loomis had my booth ready — third from the door, left side, where I could see who came in and who left.

“Morning, Gemma. Coffee’s poured. You want the usual or you feeling adventurous?”

Patsy was sixty-three, silver-haired, and had been working the morning shift since before I could drive. She had the waitress gift of making you feel both taken care of and gently judged.

“The usual, please.”

“Two eggs over medium, wheat toast, side of fruit. Coming up.” She didn’t write it down. She never wrote mine down. “And honey, the coconut meringue came out real good today, if you’re inclined.”

“It’s eight in the morning, Patsy.”

“And?”

I smiled despite myself. “Maybe after.”

She topped off my coffee and moved on to the next table with the practiced efficiency of someone who could carry four plates on one arm and a conversation on the other. The Blue Bonnet was named after a hat, not the flower — a fact I corrected tourists about at least twice a month, and a fact Patsy confirmed with a framed photograph behind the register of the original owner’s wife wearing the blue bonnet in question, circa 1929. The pie cases glowed like a cathedral’s rose windows near the entrance: coconut meringue, chocolate cream, pecan, peanut butter, lemon, each one towering and improbable and absolutely non-negotiable as a topic of conversation. You didn’t come to the Blue Bonnet without discussing the pie, even if you didn’t order any.

Two booths over, Carol Anne Mercer was telling her sister about the new nail salon on 281, and the sister was making the particular Marble Falls sound of polite skepticism — a drawn-out “well” followed by a pause long enough to drive a truck through. At the counter, three men in feed caps were working through plates of chicken-fried steak and gravy, their conversation a low rumble punctuated by the occasional “I tell you what.” The kitchen bell dinged. Someone’s phone played a clip of a George Strait song before being silenced with an embarrassed fumble.

This was the rhythm of Marble Falls, and I knew every beat.

Dale Hutchins was unfolding a set of blueprint-sized papers across the Formica at his usual table by the window, ignoring the syrup station he’d pushed to the edge.

Dale was fifty-eight, barrel-chested, with the sunburned neck of a man who spent more time on his land than in his office. He’d been born in Marble Falls, left for Dallas to make money, and come back twenty years ago with enough of it to start buying property along the southern edge of town. For a while, he’d been content to ranch it — a gentleman rancher, the old-timers called him, not entirely kindly. But recently he’d gotten the development itch, and now half the county was buzzing about his Heritage Trail proposal: a walking and biking path that would loop through the hills south of town, connecting historical sites, scenic overlooks, and — this was the part that worried me — the area around Dead Man’s Hole.

“Morning, Gemma!” Dale waved me over with the enthusiasm of a man who wanted an audience. “Come look at this. I got the updated survey back.”

I carried my coffee to his table and looked down at the topographic map. I could read topo maps the way some people read novels — the contour lines told a story of ridges and hollows, of water flowing downhill toward the Colorado River, of the limestone shelf that ran under everything in Burnet County like a foundation.

“See here?” Dale tapped a spot south of the main road. “This is where the trail would cross the county road and loop past the Hole. I’m thinking an interpretive station — you know, a big display about the Civil War history, maybe a QR code linking to the museum website. Get people out there learning something.”

“That’s close to the park boundary,” I said, keeping my voice neutral.

“Right up against it. Beautiful country out there, Gemma. And get this—” He leaned in, and his voice dropped to the conspiratorial register that men use when they think they’ve discovered something. “I found something interesting on my property last week. Near the fence line by the Hole. An old passage or something — looks like somebody carved hand-holds into the rock going down into a crack. Old stuff, real old.”

Something tightened in my chest, though I couldn’t have said why. “An old passage?”

“Probably from the spelunkers back in the fifties, or maybe earlier. I’m going to mention it to the county — could be another attraction for the trail.” He grinned, pleased with himself. “Dead Man’s Hole and the Secret Passage. Kids would eat that up.”

“You should be careful exploring around there,” I said, and I meant it in more ways than I understood. “The limestone’s unstable. The whole area around the Hole is riddled with fractures.”

“Oh, I’m not going down in it. I just noticed the hand-holds from above. But somebody was going down there, at some point. Makes you wonder.”

Patsy arrived with my plate, and I excused myself back to my booth. The eggs were perfect. The toast was golden. I ate without tasting any of it, thinking about hand-holds carved into rock near a hole that had swallowed seventeen men and given nothing back.

Dale folded up his maps and left a few minutes later, stopping to shake hands with three people on his way to the door. That was Dale — he never entered or exited a room without touching base with everyone in it. Through the window, I watched his truck pull out of the lot, and Patsy materialized at my elbow with the coffee pot.

“That man has more plans than sense,” she said, refilling my cup without asking. “You know he was in here yesterday telling Margie Sykes about some kind of eco-lodge he wants to build out by the Hole? Margie about fell off her chair.”

“He means well.”

“Oh, he means well all right. He also means to turn every square inch between here and Inks Lake into a tourist attraction. Sometimes meaning well and causing trouble look the same from the outside.”

She moved on, and I finished my breakfast in the ambient hum of the café — forks on plates, the kitchen bell, someone’s laugh carrying from the counter, the low murmur of two ranchers debating the price of feed. These were the sounds I’d been hearing since before I could form memories. They were the sounds of Marble Falls being itself, and I held them close the way you hold a warm cup on a cold morning, without thinking about it, without knowing you’re holding on.

* * *
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I drove out to Dead Man’s Hole at three o’clock, the way I did every Tuesday and Thursday afternoon. County Road 401 was paved for the first quarter mile, then turned to gravel that popped under my tires and left a plume of caliche dust in the rearview. The cedar breaks thickened as the road climbed toward Shovel Mountain, their dark green a sharp contrast to the blond limestone outcroppings that jutted from the hillside like exposed bone.

The park was six and a half acres of scrubby Hill Country that Ona Lou Roper had deeded to Burnet County in 1999. There was a gravel pullout, a wooden post-and-rail fence, a walking path that wound through the cedar to the historical marker, and the Hole itself — or rather, the metal plate that covered it. The big oak that had once stood over the entrance, the one with rope marks from the hangings, was long gone. In its place was a cleared circle of limestone and packed earth, the metal covering bolted to a concrete frame, and a silence that felt different from the silence everywhere else.

I parked and pulled my work gloves from behind the seat. The trimming shears were in the bed of the truck, along with a trash bag, a broom, and the logbook where I recorded the condition of the site after every visit. Date, time, weather, condition of the marker, condition of the covering, any signs of vandalism or unusual activity, any maintenance performed. Three years of entries in my handwriting, filling three composition notebooks. My mother had done the same thing, though I hadn’t found her notebooks after she died. One of the many small mysteries of her last year that I’d filed away and tried not to examine too closely.

I trimmed the cedar shoots that were encroaching on the path. I swept the cleared area around the marker. I pulled a Whataburger wrapper from the fence rail — tourists, probably, stopping to read the marker and leaving their trash like a calling card. The historical marker itself was in good condition: bronze plaque, green patina, the text still legible.

Entomologist Ferdinand Lueders made the earliest recorded discovery of this cave in 1821. Notorious in the Civil War era, the hole is believed to have been the dumping ground for up to 17 bodies...

I’d read those words a thousand times. I could recite them the way Boyd Sperry recited the names of the dead — from memory, with the weight of repetition. Boyd had been the county’s caretaker for this site for thirty years before the county commissioners decided they needed someone more “professional” managing it and handed the responsibility to me and the museum. Boyd hadn’t taken it well. I still saw him here sometimes, mornings mostly, sitting on the bench near the marker with his leather notebook, doing what he’d always done. I didn’t have the heart to tell him it wasn’t his job anymore. I also didn’t have the heart to admit I understood exactly why he couldn’t stay away.

The metal covering was secure. I checked the bolts the way I always checked them — methodically, each one, with a wrench from my toolkit. The plate was heavy steel, weather-sealed, padlocked. Underneath it was a seven-foot-wide opening that dropped twenty-nine feet to a sloping ledge, then another hundred and three feet to the bottom. A hundred and fifty-five feet of dark, and at the bottom, the “bad air” that had turned back every exploration team since the UT spelunkers in the 1950s.

I knelt beside the plate and pressed my palm flat against the metal. It was warm from the afternoon sun, the heat radiating through my work glove. Underneath, a hundred and fifty-five feet down, something sat in the dark and the bad air and the silence, and I was the woman who kept it locked.

I didn’t feel anything. I never felt anything. Just warm metal and the faint vibration of the wind across the plate’s surface.

But today — maybe because of what Dale had said about the hand-holds, about someone going down there — I held my hand against the metal a beat longer than usual. The Hill Country light was shifting toward gold, the cedar shadows lengthening across the limestone. A mockingbird was working through its repertoire in the scrub oak behind me, cycling through stolen songs with the confidence of an artist who’s never once been original.

I pulled my hand away and stood up. Brushed the dust from my knees. Wrote my logbook entry: Tuesday, May 20. Clear, 89°F. Marker clean. Covering secure. Cedar trimmed. Trash collected (1 item). No unusual activity.

I almost wrote something else. Something about Dale’s passage, about hand-holds in rock. But I didn’t. It wasn’t a maintenance item. It wasn’t my business.

Not yet.

I drove home with the windows down, the warm air smelling of cedar and dust and the faint mineral sweetness that meant the lake was close. My house was a small limestone cottage near the museum, two bedrooms, a porch that faced east toward the water. My mother had lived here too, the last five years of her life. Her things were still in the guest bedroom — boxes I’d organized but couldn’t bring myself to move to the museum archive. Her reading glasses. Her field notebooks. The quilt she’d been piecing together from fabric scraps she’d collected from every church bazaar and estate sale in Burnet County for thirty years.

I’d keep them. I’d keep everything. That was what I did.

On the porch, with a glass of sweet tea sweating in my hand and the evening light turning Granite Mountain the color of a ripe peach on the western horizon, I thought about Dale’s hand-holds. About someone carving their way down into the dark. About the things that lie underneath the things we think we know.

The mockingbird started up again, somewhere in the live oak by the road. A stolen song for a stolen evening. I drank my tea and watched the mountain glow and held on to everything I had.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two

What the Lake Covers
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The next morning I walked Johnson Park at six-thirty, before the heat settled in and the dog walkers and stroller-pushers took over the trails. This was my other routine — the one I told myself was about exercise, though it was really about the same thing everything else was about: keeping the world arranged the way I needed it.

The park sat on the north shore of Lake Marble Falls, shaded by pecan trees old enough to remember when the lake was a river and the river had falls. At this hour the water was still, reflecting the pale blue-gray of the pre-dawn sky, and the only sounds were a cardinal working through its morning song and the gentle slap of wavelets against the boat dock pilings. The air smelled of warm earth and the green, mineral scent of the lake — a smell that was as specific to Marble Falls as the pink of the granite or the taste of Blue Bonnet pie.

I was rounding the bend past the amphitheater when I saw Cal Andersen coming the other direction on the trail, a tackle box in one hand and a travel mug in the other. He was tall, loose-limbed, with the kind of tan that comes from spending more time outdoors than in, and he had the habit of walking like he had no particular destination, which was either deeply relaxing or deeply irritating depending on my mood.

“Morning, Gemma.” He stopped, shifted the tackle box to his other hand, and took a sip from the mug with the unhurried ease of a man who had never once been late for anything because he’d simply stopped believing in schedules. “The bass are going to be running today. Water temp’s just right.”

“Is that what you tell your clients?”

“I tell my clients the truth. Today the truth happens to be good for business.” He smiled — the corners of his eyes crinkling in that way that made me look away. “You should come out sometime. I’ve got an open slot Saturday afternoon. I’ll even bait your hook.”

“I don’t need anyone to bait my hook, Cal.”

“No, ma’am, I don’t imagine you do.” He paused, and the pause had that quality his pauses always had — like he was checking whether what he was about to say was honest enough. “But sometimes it’s nice to let someone.”

The cardinal had moved closer, singing from a low branch of the pecan tree directly above us. The light was changing, the gray giving way to the first warm wash of gold that meant the sun had cleared the hills east of town. Cal stood there in the emerging light, patient as limestone, and I felt the familiar pull toward him that I’d been carefully not examining for two years.

“I’ve got the museum all day Saturday,” I said. “We’re rotating the photography exhibit and I need to supervise the handling.”

“The handling.”

“Old photographs are fragile, Cal.”

“I know they are.” Another pause. He took a drink of coffee. “Well, the lake’s not going anywhere. Offer stands whenever you’re ready.” He tipped an invisible hat — a gesture that should have been corny but somehow wasn’t — and continued down the trail toward the boat ramp, the tackle box swinging at his side.

I watched him go longer than I needed to. Then I finished my walk, driving the loop at my usual pace, past the playground where the swings hung motionless in the still air, past the picnic shelters with their limestone pillars and corrugated roofs, past the spot where the trail opened up and you could see the full sweep of the lake, the bridge, and the western hills with Granite Mountain anchoring the horizon.

Near the amphitheater, I passed the bench where my Uncle Ev sometimes sat in the mornings, a thermos of coffee and the Highlander newspaper his only companions. He wasn’t there today. Ev was seventy-four, my mother’s older brother, retired from thirty years of teaching history at Marble Falls High School. He lived in a small house near the park and kept his world even smaller: the house, the park bench, the Blue Bonnet for Wednesday lunches, Sunday services at First Methodist. Since my mother died, he’d been gentler with me — more present, more careful — but there was something behind his eyes when we talked about Pauline that I’d never been able to name. Not just grief. Something more guarded, like a man holding a door shut.

I’d asked him once about that week in September. He’d said he didn’t know where she’d gone. He’d said it too quickly.

Cal Andersen had moved to Marble Falls five years ago from Fredericksburg, after his wife died. He’d told me this over coffee at the Blue Bonnet one morning, without drama or self-pity, the way you’d tell someone you’d moved because of a job transfer. His wife’s name was Sarah. She’d had pancreatic cancer. He’d stayed in Fredericksburg for a year after she died, and then one morning he’d packed his truck and driven east until the landscape felt right. Marble Falls felt right. He’d bought a cabin on two acres, renovated it himself, started a fishing guide business, and proceeded to build a life that was small and deliberate and entirely his own.

What struck me about Cal — what I admired and resisted in equal measure — was that he seemed to have accomplished the thing I couldn’t imagine doing. He’d lost someone he loved, and instead of preserving everything the way it had been, he’d let it go. Not the love — you could hear it when he talked about Sarah, which he did easily, without the pinched look people get when they’re trying to hold grief at arm’s length. He’d let go of the
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KEEPERS RECORD — BURNET COUNTY

DATE / NAME / PRESENTING CONDITION / OUTCOME / —

14 MG Arthur  Acute grief, non-functional Conplete husband, 1962-198%
21 SEP1965 Betty  Sulcidal ideation, prolonged bereaveaent Complete daughfer’s voice
110CT1969 Charles Chronic grief, eighteen months Complete his face, last year
05JM 1974 Doris  Prolonged grief resction, persistent Complete fhe smell of her hair
18 FEB 1978 Edward  Traumatic bereavement, severe Complete the accident

01MAY 1983 Frank  Intractable sorrow, three years Complete thirty years of mornings
15 JUL 1987 George  Complex grief disorder, unresolved  Complote her laugh in fhe hall
2NOV 1991 Harriet Delayed grief reaction, triggersd  Complete his old worn sweafer
MRS Ton  Chronic grief, seven years Conplete a song on the radio
04DEC 2002 Jane  Acute situational grief, intense Conplete the date we met





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





