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Chapter 1

Thursday, May 19th, 1942

The rivers are always cold in Coweta County. They flow from underground springs that bubble up out of the high hills, and fork out throughout the region. Some are barely trickling streams, just enough water to carve out a little niche through the forest. But some are quite deep indeed.

The Parrott River, outside of Sales City, for example, is especially deep, and wide enough in some sections that small islands have formed. These little islands have become a favorite spot for picnics and romantic trysts. Fishermen like to camp out on the islands, too. Fishermen like Earl Cameron. Earl believed in only two things for certain: fishing, and the Baptist Church.

Fishing, because it was the one thing he could do where nobody complained or nagged about his drinking, and the Baptist Church, because the preacher always talked about Eternal Security. Sure, he would always remind Earl that God blessed those who did what was right…but Earl would just smile, as he put his 50 cents in the offering plate. As far as he was concerned, who cares if you’ve got the smallest house in Heaven—as long as everyone’s got the same view. That was Earl’s philosophy on God, redemption, and church, all rolled together.

This morning, Earl was stretching and yawning from one of the best night’s sleep he had had in a long time. “GrandPappy Island” was the largest on the river, at 40 feet across, and was situated far enough away from any roads that Earl could while away the evening the way he liked to, with all the beer he wanted, and with nothing but the sound of crickets to lull him to sleep.

Wiping the sleep from his eyes, he made his way to the shore, where the ice-cold water was keeping his liquid breakfast fresh for him. Unfortunately for Earl, his morning was about to take a decidedly negative turn. As he reached down into that icy water to pull out the six-pack, he brought up much more than beer, and the sight that greeted him when he pulled it up was enough to sober him completely, with no further thought to alcohol.

The thing about ice-cold water is, it preserves things—almost perfectly. So, Earl could make no mistake about the face of the man now lying on shore, next to his beer. Reverend Carl Rivers was unmistakable, even with the gunshot wound leaving a nasty hole in his temple.

Earl couldn’t have known that the entire town had been searching for the good reverend since Tuesday, because he had been fishing all week, and had not spoken to a single soul that whole time. If he had been more social, he would have known that Reverend Rivers had never shown up for the ladies bingo game held at the Methodist Church Fellowship Hall every Tuesday. He would have realized that his disappearance had sparked a massive search involving nearly every man, woman, and child in Coweta County. He would also have known that, as he stood there, stupefied and shocked, word was spreading across four counties and beyond, that the reverend was missing, and feared dead.

But Earl had been fishing. So all he knew was that, for some reason, the Methodist Pastor that used to keep a hunting cabin just a few miles from his little fishing shack had just shown up dead in the middle of his fishing trip.

It was a tough moment for poor Earl. He was one of Georgia’s proud natives, and had hunted these hills since he was a boy…but there was a big difference between hauling a buck into your truck and moving a dead reverend out of a river. Grimacing, he grabbed the dead man by the collar and pulled him onto shore. Certain that he was far enough on land and wouldn’t be traveling anywhere until he got back, Earl left the body and ran to his boat.

Such a trauma did the whole thing place on Earl that he was all the way down the river to where he had parked his truck before he realized that he still held the beer can that had so recently been lying next to Reverend Rivers’ head.

“Reverend, if you were trying to break me of the drink, this was as close to successful as anyone’s ever got!” he said out loud.

The sound of the beer tab being pulled echoed loudly, just before he turned the ignition in his truck, and raced off to find the sheriff.

Monday, May 23rd, 1942

The mournful wailing of the train whistle sounded oddly appropriate today. As the train slowly pulled into the Moultrie Station, John Webb was feeling every bit as despondent as any man could. Carl Rivers had been more than an uncle to him. He was the man who had encouraged him throughout childhood and well into adulthood, with an uncanny way of knowing when John needed a kind word the most. Even separated by an immense distance, it had always been his Uncle Carl that had managed to bring him through his toughest times. He couldn’t begin to count the number of times he had come home from a difficult day, feeling as low as he possibly could, and sure enough, there would be a letter waiting for him.

Carl Rivers had also been his sole connection to this small Georgia town. His sole connection, in fact, to everyone on his father’s side of the family—including his father. After his mother had finally had enough of the Rivers family and their “fine southern grandeur,” she packed her few belongings, grabbed her four-year-old son, and left. There was no bitter divorce or nasty custody hearing. Roy Rivers offered a substantial sum as a settlement, which she promptly refused, and that was all.

To this day, John did not know what had caused her to leave it all behind. When he asked as a child, she just smiled at him, and said that they were better off away. Later, when he asked her as an adult, she talked around the subject, stating only that the lifestyle she was expected to live, and that was expected of him, was not one that she could ever be comfortable with. She would never say anything more specific, no matter how much John asked her. Her determination to keep quiet was unmovable. After a while, he stopped trying to get answers out of her. He was happy with his life, and he learned to appreciate it, regardless of the circumstances that had brought him to this point.

Though she never would say anything more about it, John knew that there had to be something that had happened to make his mother leave—something so terrible that she would leave her husband and all the comforts of a wealthy home, and return to Connecticut with little more than the clothes she and little John had on. But his mother kept whatever secrets she knew about the Rivers family with her until the day she died.

John was raised by his mother, with the help of Grandma and Grandpa Webb, and the only person from the Rivers family that ever called, wrote, or showed any interest in his continued existence was Uncle Carl.

Uncle Carl, who had driven all the way up to Connecticut to watch him play his first little league game. Uncle Carl, who had been there for every major event in his life. Uncle Carl, who had told John how proud he was when he graduated from the Police Academy, and had given him a beautiful gold pen when he had been promoted to detective. Uncle Carl, who had been a constant source of support, advice, and comfort in times of doubt.

Of course, now he was gone. He was dead, murdered, and there was no chance in hell that his killer would ever be found, unless someone who knew what he was doing was heading up the case.

Which is exactly why he had dropped everything to come down here.

As John stepped off the train, he breathed in the air of his home state. It was fragrant, cloying, and slightly spicy, but not, overall, unpleasant. Oddly, he felt very removed from it all. He had assumed he would feel some kind of connection, some sense of familiarity, but he felt just as alien as if he had placed one foot on Mars.

“John? John is that you? My sands, how could it be that you look so much like your father…?” The voice was familiar enough, since he’d only just spoken with his aunt, Wilhelmina, just yesterday. Beyond their exact relation, he knew very little of her, save that the mention of her name had always sent a cold shiver down his mother’s back. Matching the face to the voice offered little surprise. As he had imagined, her face was set deep with lines and creases brought on by years of disapproving frowns and condescending scowls. Her clothes were just as harsh, and pristinely laundered, as though they were as loathe to touch dirt as she was to associate with people of “lesser class.”

“Wilhelmina. I said I didn’t need anyone to meet me; I can make my way into Sales City just fine…”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve arranged for you to have a car at your disposal for the duration of your stay. Can’t have you conductin’ an investigation while hitchhikin’ across the county—or is that how you do things in New York City?”

John took the gentle rebuke in stride, trying to pretend that it was offered in a familial, motherly fashion.

“Thank you, Aunt Wilhelmina. I guess it wouldn’t do to be asking people for rides through town, after all,” he acknowledged.

“It certainly would not! Of course, I would have offered our man, Gerald, to drive you around, but I suppose it would offend your sensibilities, havin’ a colored work for you. I hear that it’s ‘unseemly’ up north,” Wilhelmina said, as she walked to the passenger side of a green Studebaker. She stood, expectantly, while John walked over and opened her door. The forced, acidic smile that was his reward spoke volumes. John would have liked to smile as though this was a pleasant conversation, but he could taste the bitter anger in her voice. He was not welcome, not wanted, and could only get in the way. His expertise as a detective with the New York Police Department had nothing to do with this case and would be of absolutely no help whatsoever.

“Actually,” John said, sliding into the driver’s seat, “It’s not the idea of a black man earning a living as a servant that bothers anyone, so much as the idea that he can’t ever be anything else,” John started the car, loudly, revving the engine to punctuate his jab.

As they pulled onto the road, John was hopeful that Wilhelmina would get the idea that he was just a rude northerner and leave him alone. It was not to be.

“Yes, I know all about this new era we’re supposed to be livin’ in. ‘It’s 1942,’ everybody says. ‘Ya’ got to git with the times,’ they say. If you ask me though, people ought to spend less time goin’ around and stirrin’ folk up about civil rights, and spend more time focusin’ on civil livin’! Imagine, gettin’ all worked up just ’cause some folk have been asked to drink out of their own water fountains, or stay on their end of the bus… Well, you won’t hear about any such nonsense here in Coweta County. Our coloreds know a thing or two about dignity.”

John said nothing in response. Like his aunt’s “coloreds,” he knew that dignity in Coweta County often boiled down to keeping your mouth shut.

“Now, don’t go thinkin’ that I’m one o’ them awful people that can’t see a man for a man. No sir, that is certainly not the case!” She said with a prim, disapproving scowl. It seemed as though she were actually taking offense to what she assumed John’s opinion was of her, and was determined to set the record straight.

“Why, I was just talkin’ the other day with the ladies at the beauty shop about that colored sailor what got a medal for bravery at Pearl Harbor. There’s been some stir about how he got a nice big medal pinned on his chest, and hundreds o’ white men who was just as brave got a pat on the head and told to git back to work. Oh, you should’a heard those hens just cackle away about how wrong that was. Well, I said right there and then what I thought, and I didn’t give one wit what anybody has ta’ say about it! I said, ‘Don’t you be sayin’ a thing about that boy defendin’ his country. He didn’t ask for a medal, no more’n anybody did. If our Navy wants to pin a medal on him, so’s colored folks can see that they’s appreciated, then I say he’s a hero twice!’ Well, I can tell you that raised an eyebrow or two, but I said it, and I’m glad I did.”

John wasn’t sure what to make of that little speech. Should he just smile and agree that, yes, indeed, of all the bigots in the world, she was probably one of the nicest, or should he bother to point out all the parts of her ‘defense of the black man’ that were just plain wrong?

As if realizing that a subject change was needed, Wilhelmina took a long sigh and stared off into the cow pastures along the road.

“You know, I don’t know why you insist on stayin’ in that crowded old boardin’ house in the first place, when we got plenty of room at the house. It doesn’t seem right to leave family out, and I just feel terrible about it,” she said absently.

“I appreciate the offer. And normally, I would be happy to accept,” John lied, “but it’s going to be more helpful to the investigation for me to be in a central location. Your house is far from the center of town, and the boarding house is right on Main Street.”

“Well, I don’t see how that matters much. It’s only a five minute drive.”

“True, but it’s not the amount of distance…it’s that there’s any distance at all. If I’m going to find the murderer, I’m going to have to get to know him. Spending time in town is my best shot at doing just that.”

Wilhelmina acted as though she had just been shot.

“John Rivers Webb, you are not about to tell me that you think someone from Coweta County did this horrible thing!”

“I hate to be the one to tell you this, Wilhelmina, but that is exactly what I believe.”

“I can’t believe that you are about to waste precious time and resources interrogating good, honest people when it is painfully obvious that it just had to be some deranged stranger passing through town.”

“And just what, other than your distaste at the thought of a murderer living among you, leads you to that conclusion?”

The stern look on her face—if possible—actually deepened in intensity.

“I know it is so, because I am familiar with every person in Coweta County. This isn’t New York, John, where everyone is a stranger. This is a small town, in a small county, and it is populated by good, decent folk who go to great lengths to be kind, courteous, and decent to one another. Why, just two weeks ago we all got together for a barn raisin’ over at the Stovall home. I, myself, organized a bake sale to help raise the money for materials… Poor Stovalls can’t really afford much, they struggle so hard.”

“I’m sure it was a wonderful affair, and I’m sure the Stovalls are grateful. It doesn’t change anything, though. Uncle Carl was shot, and the plain truth is that all the evidence points to our killer being someone local.”

“How, in Sam Hill, could you possibly know that!?”

“I don’t ‘know’ anything, Wilhelmina, but I’ve spent a good deal of time looking over the reports sent to me from the sheriff’s office, and I can tell you that whoever did this had Uncle Carl in mind, specifically, for a target. It wasn’t random. He was killed for a reason. I’m going to find out what that reason is, and when I do, I’ll find his killer.”

This last was enough to bestill the wagging tongue of John’s passenger. The remainder of their journey, though short, was a quiet one. In fact, other than brief—even terse—directions to the Rivers Estate, Wilhelmina said nothing.

Turning down the dirt road into the house was a revelation to John. He knew the Rivers had money…old money, the only kind in Georgia that ever really mattered. What he didn’t realize was how obvious they made it. The mansion stood out glaringly against the simple, even ramshackle, homes that made up its neighbors. The oddly shaped and overly pristine garden that sloped along the drive signaled out to all who could see and smell: Here lies the result of privilege and breeding, bereft of hard work.

“You know that the funeral is tomorrow at nine, sharp. If you’d like, I can arrange for our driver to swing by and pick you up so you can ride with the rest of the family.”

Almost out of habit, John started to politely decline. But then, something about the way she asked the question caught him. It was neither pleading, nor drenched in the airy dross of insincerity. In fact, it was so lacking in any guile or deceit that he almost didn’t recognize it for what it was: a genuine offer of kindness.

“That would be nice, actually. I’d appreciate it,” he finally replied.

Wilhelmina smiled her most beneficent smile, and then scooped up her dress, shut the car door behind her, and marched to the massive front doors of the house. Still a little surprised, John turned the car around in the ample driveway, and headed into town.

Wilhelmina wasn’t exaggerating about how close it was, either. Within five minutes he was parking in front of the sheriff’s office on Main Street of Sales City. The problem was, there was no one there. Walking up to the door, he peered through the glass to see the unlit interior. It was tidy, efficient, and adequate…the classic image of a small town sheriff’s office. It was also completely empty.

As he wondered what his next move would be, John felt a strange tingling at the base of his neck. He recognized it. It was that feeling he always got when somebody was watching him.

Actually, he realized that quite a few people were watching him. And no wonder, considering that some strange man was standing in the center of town eyeballing the sheriff’s office while he was away.

Needless to say, he was drawing attention. The few passersby on the street openly stared at the newcomer, while darting eyes peeked through shuttered windows in the two other buildings on the street. It reminded John of a western, in a weird kind of way. Those pre-gunfight scenes, where the lone sheriff walked down the middle of Main Street to square off against the evil man in black, while townsfolk scurried to the imagined safety of a quarter-inch thick wood slatted window. He half expected a burly cowboy dressed all in white to come sauntering up the center of the street to square off against him. Only it wasn’t high noon, and he doubted he could quickdraw his .38 from his shoulder holster.

“You the Rivers boy?” a voice called from behind him.

“John Webb, actually. But I’m…a relation” he replied, turning to see a rough looking man of about 40, dressed in old farmhand clothes, and smelling of hard work. He had an odd look to him that made you instantly like him, and instantly suspect him—even if there was nothing to suspect. Or, maybe John was just a teensy bit on edge.

“Relation, huh? Well, I don’t how old Roy feels about it, but I’d be mighty sore if a son of mine—hell, my ONLY son—referred to me as ‘a relation.’ Though I don’t suppose you feel much connected, do ya’? After all, it’s been your mother raisin’ ya’, and she certainly held no love for the Rivers.”

John was a bit taken back by all of that, and didn’t bother to try and hide it.

“I beg your pardon?” he asked.

“Oh, don’t take no offense,” the man replied, raising his hands, placating, “I certainly ain’t sayin’ nothin’ bad about your mama. God forbid! That woman were a saint, an’ ever’body knows it.”

“I had no idea my family history was so well known,” he said simply. At that, the big man laughed.

“Ever’thing’s well known in Coweta County. But I guess I’m bein’ a bit rude about it. I forget sometimes that the world works a little differ’nt once you cross that county line; practically flips upside down once you leave the state! The name’s Stovall, by the way. Arthur Stovall.”

A sudden understanding rushed through John’s brain. Stovall was a name he did recognize. His mother received many letters from Annie Ruth Stovall, one of the few people in Sales City she referred to as a friend.

“Annie Ruth’s husband, of course. I suppose you would know more about me than anyone around here, as much as your wife and my mother wrote to each other,” John said. Hard as he tried, John couldn’t help let a little pain slip out with his words.

“We were real sorry to hear o’ her passin’. Sometimes I think God gets a little greedy, takin’ the best of us up with him, and leavin’ the worst lot behind to mess this old world up even more ’an what it already is.”

That was when John decided that he liked the man. Maybe it was the honest nature of his face, or the slow sincere way he had of talking, but there was something distinctly likeable about him. It was a mistake, and he knew it. Until he knew more about the case, every man, woman, child, and household pet was a murder suspect. Getting friendly with anyone would only cloud his thinking… Still, he just couldn’t help it. The damage was done. He liked the guy.

“The good reverend, for instance. There was a fella’ had no business bein’ taken like that. Awful. Just Awful.” Arthur shook his head in sympathy.

“He was the only member of my family I really knew,” John said, sympathetically. And then he wondered why. He felt himself sinking into dangerous territory—sympathizing with, even confiding in, a possible suspect. He blamed it on feeling out-of-place here. He knew just how dangerous it was to mix feelings in with an investigation, and he could even imagine what his partner would say if he was back home right now.

“He was a good man, your uncle. Everybody sure loved him.”

John’s face went a little cold. From somewhere deep inside, he forced his professionalism to take over.

“Not everyone. There was at least one person who didn’t love him—not even a little bit.”

John wasn’t here for a vacation, or a reunion, or any kind of exploration into his lost childhood. He was in Sales City to solve a murder.

“Which is what brings me here. I wanted to check in with the sheriff, but…” he jerked his head to indicate the locked doors behind him.

“Oh, you’ll find ’em all at the old Parrott River bridge,” Arthur said easily enough. “The sheriff got it figured as that was where it happened. Don’t ask me how. But he got both his deputies together and they drove out there about an hour ago.”

“Thanks,” John said, getting back into the car. He was starting to wonder how any kind of mystery could possibly develop in a town where everyone seemed to know everything about everybody. “I appreciate the help.”

“Glad to help,” Arthur replied good-naturedly.

“Oh, and congratulations on your new barn,” John added.

“Well, now, I guess it’s my turn to be surprised!” Arthur said with a big grin.

“Don’t be,” John replied, “I cheated. Wilhelmina told me how the town had a barn-raising for you.”

Arthur gave a nod that said volumes.

“I take it there’s more to that story?”

“Well, your aunt was more than happy to help get people together to put that barn up—that’s for sure. Seein’ as how it’s really her barn!”

That got John’s attention. He got back out of the car. The bridge could wait a few minutes.

“You’ll have to run that by me again. Wilhelmina organized a town function to raise money to build a barn that was supposed to be for your family, but it really belongs to her?”

Arthur laughed at John’s obvious confusion.

“Mr. Webb, there’s somethin’ you need to realize. In this town, every damn thing belongs to the Rivers family, one way or another. In my case, the land I live and work on is Rivers property, and they get their chunk out o’ any money I make off it.”

“What, like some kind of a co-op?”

Arthur laughed, “Co-op. That’s a clever word for it. I just love how you northerners can find a polite turn-a’-phrase for everything. You want to call it a co-op, that’ll work. It’s still sharecroppin’, no matter how you say it, though. Now, I can make any improvements I want, be it to the house, or the land…or a barn. But come that day when I can’t get my tired old body out to work no more, that’s the day they’ll come with smilin’ faces to move my family out.”

John was suddenly feeling awkward, standing there in the street, hearing about all the horrible things his family was doing. It was one thing to joke about them with friends from the comfortable distance of New York, when they were nothing more touching to him than a collection of stereotypes he had heard about through his mother. It was quite another thing to stand face to face with a man who was a living reminder of their excesses and indifference. Suddenly, John felt the need for a little distance. This place called Sales City was becoming all too real.

“If there’s anything else you happen to hear that you think I might want to know about, you can look me up at the boarding house. I’ll be staying there while I’m in town.”

“Ya’ ain’t stayin’ at the Rivers’ place?”

With a smirk that carried far more emotion than he meant, John simply said, “No.” Then he got behind the wheel and headed off toward the bridge.

It was a short drive to the Parrott River Bridge. John was quickly beginning to realize that everything in this town was a short drive. The trees were in full bloom, and brimming with brightly colored blossoms that were as foreign and unknown to John as if they had been transplanted from the farthest reaches of China. He couldn’t explain why, but John was suddenly struck by a desire to turn back the calendar eight or nine months, and gaze up at the familiar fall displays of that wide Connecticut road that led to his childhood home. The smell of pine was in the air, and something else. John found himself momentarily distracted, trying to place the scent wafting through the air. It was familiar, somehow, but he couldn’t for the life of him remember when he had ever smelt it.

The sheriff’s car was on the side of the road, and abandoned. Pulling in beside it, John couldn’t help but park just a little too close. It was something they used to do to rookie detectives back on the force. Park so close that they would need you to move your car before they could leave—then be sure to hang around until they were ready to go, just to get a little sadistic pleasure out of watching them trudge back and ask for your help. The best ones always tried to move anyway, and they always ended up scraping paint.

John made his way down to the edge of the river, where the sheriff and his two deputies were busy…doing something. To tell the truth, John wasn’t really certain exactly what they were up to.

“Sir, we’re gonna have to ask you to leave…” one of the deputies said as he sauntered up to John. “This is a crime scene.”

He smiled from behind his wide, dark sunglasses, as if to emphasize a warm southern charm, combined with a hard backwoods sensibility. John wondered if it ever really worked.

“To tell you the truth, from all the reports I’ve read, nobody’s actually sure where the crime was committed, which would make this,” and he motioned with his hand in a broad gesture, taking in everything around him, “just a scene.”

While the deputy stared, trying to figure him out, Sheriff Roy Rivers came up beside him.

“Dan, for the love a’ Gawd! Sales City gets strangers in town about as often as we get a new mayor. And seein’ as we’re actually expectin’ one today, you’d think you’d have enough sense ta’ figure that this just might be my son!” Shaking his head, the sheriff moved past Deputy Dan and walked up to John.

The sheriff was a big man, wide of shoulders, and imposing. He managed to be heavyset without appearing flabby or soft, and he wore a tightly trimmed mustache close upon his lip. As he walked, he demonstrated a measured gait, full of confidence, but somehow lacking in arrogance. Everything about him, somehow, echoed professionalism. It irritated John greatly. And not in the smallest part because he realized that Wilhelmina was right about one thing: He did look like his father.

“Been a long time,” Roy said. It was matter of fact and slightly cold; reserved in the way it was delivered, as though he were speaking to someone else’s distant cousin who stopped in for Christmas or Thanksgiving once or twice a year. And at the end of it, Roy Rivers stuck out his hand formally.

Gee, Dad, how touching. Yes it has been a long time. I believe it was around the time I learned my ABCs, come to think of it. Those, and many other thoughts came racing to mind, and as much as he would have liked to throw them at him, he decided on a different tact.

“So, I hear we’ve got a theory.” So his own father was an ass. It didn’t change the job.

Apparently, Sheriff Rivers agreed.

“We know that Carl was on that bridge when he was shot.”

“And how did you figure that out?”

For the first time, Roy smiled.

“A splinter in his thumb. The Parrott River Bridge is one of the oldest bridges in the county, and it has one particularly interesting thing that makes it special. It is the only bridge—hell, the only thing in Coweta County—constructed entirely out of California Redwood.”

“So, you pulled a redwood thorn out of his thumb? How do you know that he didn’t just pick that up earlier?”

“Well, it was about an inch long. I don’t know about you, but I know I’d be in a hurry to pull somethin’ like that out before movin’ on.”

Though he didn’t like it, John had to admit that he had a point. And you didn’t get a splinter like that from casual contact. It was the kind of thing you got when you grabbed for some kind of support, during distress. It was good police work.

“That’s why we’re here,” Roy continued. “We figure that we’re at the best possible place for a man to hide until Carl passed along the bridge. Once your uncle was in sight, he took aim, and shot him.”

John looked off to where the bridge lie, a good 50 yards in the distance. He did a little quick figuring in his head, and then looked back at his father. So much for good police work.

“Deputy…Dan, wasn’t it?” he asked politely. He only nodded in response. John’s natural antagonistic personality was going to get him in trouble, especially with this one. But he just couldn’t help himself.

“Are you a decent shot?” John asked. Dan snorted with a smile in response.

“He happens to be the best shot in the county,” Roy beamed, proudly.

John smiled at that. The “son he never had.” Any thoughts he might have had about taking it easy on this poor fellow just went out the window.

“If you look over there, about 40 yards away, just over the rise, where your other deputy is looking around, can you see that beehive?” It was a big beehive, about the size of a head, and Deputy Dan had no problem finding it.

“Great. Do me a favor, and put a hole in it.”

Both Dan and Roy looked at him like he had just turned into a monkey.

“Humor me. Let’s call it an experiment. Just take aim, squeeze the trigger, and shoot the damn thing. Dead center, please.”

Dan took a moment, looked over at Roy, who just shrugged and motioned for him to go ahead. Seeing that John was serious, and the sheriff had no problem with it, Dan shrugged, then took out his service .38 and carefully, slowly took aim, and fired.

The shot went wide about a foot to the left. A little embarrassed, Dan took aim again. He gave himself a little extra time to check the wind, braced and locked his legs to keep him rock-steady, then fired again. This time, it was just a few inches off, to the right.

John had seen enough. He motioned him to put the weapon down. Then, almost as an afterthought, he pulled out his own snub-nosed and fired a single round dead center into the hive.

It was childish and rude, and probably did more harm than good. But John just couldn’t resist.

“As it happens, I’m considered one of the best shots in New York. Now, if it isn’t too much trouble, have your other deputy down there go and fetch that hive—once the bees have settled down, of course.”

“Other than a trophy, what purpose would it serve?” Roy asked, belligerently. He was clearly angry that this upstart Yankee had just shown up his prize deputy.

“It’s a new science we’ve been using at the NYPD. It’s called ballistics.” John was rewarded with blank looks all around. He had figured as much.

“Simply put, we’ve figured out that bullets react the exact same way when fired from the same gun. Now, I’m not actually an expert, so I can’t tell you as much as one of those lab guys could, but I can definitely tell that a human head is a lot denser than a damn beehive. And I can already see from here, that my bullet is still rattling around in there.”

The expressions on the two faces were still giving him nothing. John sighed at the thought of having to dumb it down for them even more, but what choice did he have?

“The gunshot that killed Carl Rivers went into his temple, and left a nice big hole on the other side of his head,” John said slowly, as if speaking to a child.

“So it stands to reason that, if your theory about a stranger hiding in the bushes, all the way down here, was at all accurate, then A, he would have to be a better shot than anyone in the county, and B, his bullet would still be lodged in Uncle Carl’s head.”

Deputy Dan still hadn’t connected the dots, but Roy got it.

“Whoever shot him was on the bridge with him,” Roy muttered.

“Which means it was probably someone he knew,” John added.

“That makes things complicated…”

“Why?” John asked, honestly. Roy smiled sadly, yet truthfully.

“Your uncle wasn’t exactly the wallflower type. On top o’ bein’ rev’rend o’ the biggest church in three counties, he’s on the plannin’ committee for Coweta, and travels up to the state capital two or three times a year to talk with the governor’s office. Everybody knows him.”

John looked off into the distance, as if allowing these thoughts to absorb for a moment. The truth was, the sheriff didn’t have to tell him about his uncle’s involvements. It wasn’t anything he didn’t already know, but he saw no point in telling him that. Despite his innate desire to irritate and annoy his father, he knew he would have to work with the man in order to find Carl Rivers’ killer, and that was simply more important to him, right now.

“So, where does that leave us?” John finally asked.

“With a lot more suspects,” Roy spat in agitation.

“Believe it or not, this woulda’ been a whole lot easier if it had been a random stranger. Folks around here ain’t used to people ‘just passin’ through.’ I coulda’ got a complete description of anyone that weren’t local. Car. License plate. Full description. In less than a day. I’d a had the son-of-a-bitch.”

“The problem is…you would have had the wrong son-of-a-bitch.”





Chapter 2

Tuesday, May 24th, 1942

You know it’s going to be an interesting day when you get up, walk outside, and find a peacock sitting on the hood of your car. Certainly for John, this seemed to have all the makings of a classic omen of some kind, though what type of omen exactly, or what it might be pointing to, he couldn’t even venture a guess.

And yet, here he was in his best suit, at 7 a.m. on his second day in Coweta County, staring blankly at the bright blue and green bird squatting contentedly on the hood of the Studebaker he’d been lent by his estranged aunt so that he could investigate the murder of his uncle…

Actually, if he decided to take a good hard look at his situation, it shouldn’t really seem that odd at all. Still, it caught John off-guard. It was only after a few moments that he broke out of his reverie long enough to wonder what people might think of this very odd scene, should anyone see him. But not quite soon enough…

“I suppose they don’t have peacocks in New York?”

John turned with a start. He hadn’t heard anyone coming up, and felt more than a little embarrassed. Normally he might have tried to mask it, but the bird had already unnerved him, and he was unable to do anything but point and look stupid. Fortunately, the woman that had found him didn’t seem to notice.

“There’s a…” Still flustered, John couldn’t finish his own sentence.

“A peacock on the hood of your car. Yeah. I don’t know why, but they seem to like car hoods in the mornin’.”

“I didn’t know that peacocks were wild in Georgia.”

“Oh, only in Coweta County,” the woman said matter-of-factly.

John’s blank stare was apparently enough to tell her that more explanation was necessary.

“There was this traveling circus that came through town about twenty-five years ago,” she continued. “Actually, ‘circus’ is kind of a generous word…there were a couple of clowns, some horses, a monkey, and peacocks. Lots of peacocks, in fact. That is, until George Rivers thought it would be funny to see them let loose all over town. His mama nearly blew her own house down yellin’ at him. Well, you know how your aunt Wilhelmina can get. He was just 10 years old back then, but I’ll bet if you ask him, he’ll still remember that whoopin’!”

There were a lot of reasons why John just stood there dumbfounded throughout the whole story. But probably the most relevant one was the simple truth that he still had no idea who this woman was that had appeared at this, his most embarrassing hour.

“So, anyway, that’s how come we got wild peacocks all over the place now. Twenty-five years of open space and plenty of breedin’ room have done pretty well for them birds.”

John was still staring. She was a rather attractive woman in her mid-forties, with a broad smile and eyes that seemed to challenge you not to like her. John instinctively felt like he ought to know who she was, but couldn’t put his finger on it. Apparently, his discomfort was showing.

“Oh my gosh, would you take a look at me! Yammerin’ away like we’re old friends and I haven’t so much as introduced myself.” She stuck out her hand in an oddly formal way, as if mocking the entire notion of introductions. “Annie Ruth Stovall. I was real close with your mother, once.”

Realization, relief, and a strange blend of conflicting emotions ran through John’s mind as he took the offered hand, but he managed to recover quickly.

“It’s good to finally meet you. I’ve had the opportunity to read through several of your letters. Mom was quite fond of you,” John finally answered. Uncharacteristically, Annie Ruth blushed at the kind words.

“I was real fond of her, too… I’m sorry to just jump on into your mornin’ like this.”

“It’s okay. I was just walking across the street to stretch my legs, when…” John nodded over to the peacock, still contentedly sitting on his hood.

“Yeah, we’ve had them around for so long, I guess I never realized how strange somethin’ like that would be if you weren’t expectin’ it,” she said with a slight laugh. Then she paused for a moment, getting a little more serious.

“But if you don’t mind, Detective Webb, there was a reason I stopped by.”

Fifteen minutes later, John was in his car, now peacock-free, with Annie Ruth in the passenger seat. They were headed toward Mulfry, Georgia, where Annie Ruth would introduce John to one Doctor Posey, who supposedly had information about the case. Annie Ruth wouldn’t say any more, only that he was a distant cousin that she had known since she was just a little girl, and that he was trusted by every man, woman, and child in three counties

When he asked her what sort of information he might have, Annie Ruth just smiled with a sense of old country wisdom.

“Doc Posey knows everything.”

John only had about another hour before his aunt would be sending the car for him, but Annie Ruth assured him that this would just take a few moments. And sure enough, before John could even register that they had left Sales City, they were driving down Main Street Mulfry. Annie Ruth pointed down one narrow dirt road that led to a modest little brick home just a hundred feet from the railroad tracks.

“Is the man deaf?” John asked, only half-joking. Annie Ruth looked at him as if she didn’t understand, so John expounded.

“This close to the tracks, your Doctor Posey must either be deaf, or have the loudest radio in town.”

“Actually, I just know when the train’s coming, so I know when to make my trips into town,” came a booming voice from the front door. John turned to see a man that, despite the countless wrinkles and bleach-white hair, seemed to transcend age. There was a strange timeless quality to him that made John uneasy and wary.

“Annie Ruth, it’s so nice to see you. And this must be John…” Doc Posey stepped toward them robustly, despite the obvious limp that belabored his movements.

“Sam Posey. Good to meet you.” He grabbed John’s hand in a firm, strong handshake, then paused for the briefest of seconds. The moment was barely noticeable, but John saw something reflected in the man’s dark grey eyes that unsettled him. Without fully understanding why, John suddenly had the feeling that he had been judged—critically—and been found to be in need of something.

Sam Posey led them into his home, and led them to sit at his kitchen table. John didn’t want to be rude, but he was in a bit of a hurry, and he hoped that the man would be forthcoming soon about why he had been dragged out here.

“Doctor Posey…”

“Sam. Please. It’s one thing when the folk around here want to hang some kind’a title on me, but I’ll only give my arrogant pride so much room with strangers.”

“So, you aren’t a doctor?” John asked, beginning to wonder what kind of expert help this man might have to offer.

“Certainly not! I barely made it through grade school, let alone college and medical school. No, ‘Doc’ is purely honorific. It’s just somethin’ they pinned on me years ago.”

“Still, I’m sure your wife is very proud,” John said, noting the many pictures on the mantle of a fair-haired, beautiful woman. At this, Sam went a little stiff.

“No, I’m afraid I never got married. Came close once. That’s Eleanor in the pictures. I was all set to propose thirty-seven years ago. Had the ring and everything—but I just couldn’t go through with it.”

“Thirty-seven years, and you still have her picture up? Seems like maybe those fires are still burning, if you don’t mind me saying. You ever hear from her?”

Sam got up to pour himself another cup of coffee. John’s trained eye couldn’t help but make note of the way his hand shook as he did.

“No,” he said flatly. “No, she died six months later. Her heart gave out on her.” Sam seemed to lose himself for the briefest of moments, as his glance fell on to one of the many pictures of Eleanor. It should have been an awkward, uncomfortable moment, but something in the wistful longing in the old man’s eyes placed that odd drama in a light that was above such childish emotional displays. It was almost a disappointment when he broke off and returned his gaze to John.

“Well, I know you got the funeral, and you probably are wondering what kind of thing Annie Ruth would have dragged you out here for…so let’s get down to the point, huh?”

John could tell that the man desperately wanted to change the subject, and since it got him what he wanted, he was happy to oblige.

“Yes, sir. Anything that you know could be very helpful.” John had his little notepad out, and was already writing down the man’s name, the date, and the time.

“Well, first off, you’re gonna have to work out your feelings about Roy. Nothing’s gonna happen if you aren’t able to put some o’ them demons to rest.”

“I’m sorry…” John held up his hand and put his pencil down.

“Don’t think of it as me gettin’ into your business, it’s just that we’re dealin’ with a lot o’ them mixed up feelin’s—that’s just gonna get in the way.”

Sam’s gaze was level and unrelenting, as if he had just issued a statement of inescapable fact. Sighing heavily, John closed his notebook and returned the man’s look without even a hint of blinking.

“Mr. Posey, I don’t mean to be rude, so if it comes out that way I apologize, but I thought I came down here for information, not a counseling session about my father.”

There was a moment of very palpable silence as both men looked confused, and Annie Ruth looked guilty.

“Annie Ruth?” Sam asked sternly, “What, exactly, did you tell Mr. Webb you were bringing him here for?”

“I didn’t have a choice, Doc. I knew if he met you and heard what you had to say…”

“What is going on here?” John demanded.

“Mr. Webb…John, I think you’ve been brought here under false pretenses, and I am sorry.” Sam set his coffee down on the table, as if signaling that this meeting was, indeed, concluded.

“Wait just a damn minute, here. You’re telling me you have no information about Carl Rivers’ death, whatsoever?”

“What I am telling you is that the information I have, you may not want.”

“And why is that?”

“Because what I know, I saw…in a dream”

John didn’t quite know how to respond to that.

“It was three nights ago, under a full moon. I was watching your uncle walk across the Parrot river bridge, and then it went dark like the blackest Georgia night you ever saw, but I could still hear things. I heard the gunshot, then suddenly I could see again, and I saw the reverend fall into the water.”

John got up.

“There’s more—you need to know it.”

“I’ve heard enough.”

“John, wait, please.” Annie Ruth was trying to get him to sit back down.

“I’ll be damned if I’m going to listen to some two-bit hustler hand me a nice big piece of obvious-pie.” He was furious. Beyond furious.

“I’ve seen too many of your kind where I come from for you to expect me to swallow anything you have to say. You’ll pardon me, but I’ve got things to do.” John was halfway out the door when Sam called out after him.

“I’m sorry I appear to have wasted your time, Mr. Webb.”

“Oh, I doubt that. Rather, I think you’re more disappointed that I wasn’t blind and stupid enough to take your psychic ramblings to heart,” John retorted.

Sam Posey stood and extended his hand. “I am sorry you feel that way. I truly am. But if you’ll allow me to offer a bit of helpful advice, Mr. Webb, you’ll do well to consider the possibility that the answers you’re lookin’ for ain’t gonna be found the way you’re lookin’.”

“I doubt seriously I’m going to find Uncle Carl’s killer in a clump of tea leaves, or at the bottom of a deck of tarot cards, if that’s what you mean!”

“What I mean, Mr. Webb, is that the killer you’re looking for isn’t going to be found by herdin’ in half the county, or by runnin’ stiff interrogation—you’ll find your killer when you figure out who in this county knew the good reverend well enough to know what he had done that was bad enough to kill him for, and who in this county would have been so unwilling to forgive him that they couldn’t stand to have him around anymore.”

John turned and left the house, without accepting the proffered hand. He pretended not to have heard those last words, but they kept running through his head all the way back to Sales City.

Though it seemed much, much longer, the whole trip, interview included, took just over 45 minutes. John still had time for a few sips of coffee to settle his nerves before the Rivers’ limousine came by to gather him up. The ride to the graveside was stifling. Not the heat—it was actually a rather cool day. It was the company. Aunt Wilhelmina and his father were the only two faces he recognized, but he could take a stab at the rest. The prissy, timid woman in her early fifties would have to be the younger sister, Opal. Her dress was plain and modest, but carefully stitched. John was sure if he listened closely, he would hear her tell everyone who could stand to listen how she had had it shipped in from Paris, or Spain, or perhaps just a modest San Francisco boutique. She said nothing, now, as she clutched her small matching purse to her, as though she feared that he might mug her for it before they reached the cemetery.

There were two other men in the car. One, with the well-tended paunch and stiff posture of a man of “big business,” had to be Arnold Rivers, Roy’s youngest brother. Arnold, he knew, had dutifully taken over the Rivers’ many business interests since his father’s death. As the oldest son, it was actually Roy’s responsibility, but he had chosen to play policeman instead. Since Carl had found God, he was certainly in no shape to run a company, so it fell to Arnold. From what John had already learned, it seemed a good fit. Arnold had managed to move a great deal of the family wealth into national companies that had shown promise, and the return had been significant. There was also a good bit of evidence that he had discovered a few “less than upright” business avenues that John was certain Wilhelmina had no idea about.

The other man in the car looked to be about John’s age, and if it weren’t for the ridiculous grin that seemed plastered to his face, John would never have had a clue as to who he was. But something about the goofy look on his face brought to mind the bird on the hood of his car this morning, and then John knew that this just had to be Peacock boy himself, George Rivers.

Little was said on the way to the funeral. It was awkward. It didn’t seem right to give introductions, and nobody knew how to start a conversation without them. As the car pulled into the cemetery, John suddenly felt a rush of guilt. He had been reading everyone as if he were looking at suspects. But the reality of entering the graveyard snapped him into the overwhelming realization that these were not just empty faces. These were people who had known and loved Carl Rivers, just as much as he did, or perhaps even more. As Roy reached for the door, John put a hand out to stop him.

“Wait.” John fumbled for words. He knew he should say something, but he found it difficult to actually force the sentiment out.

“I just wanted to say thank you, before we go out there. I think that I have been a little selfish, just focusing on how much I missed Uncle Carl. This is the second family funeral for me in just three months, and I guess you could say I’ve got a lot on my mind. But at least for this one, I’m not standing by a graveside alone. And I really do appreciate that. Aunt Wilhelmina, Aunt Opal, Uncle Arnold, Cousin George…Dad.” That hurt. But at least it took the edge off of the moment. “I just wanted to let you all know how I felt.”

The smiles that directed themselves back to him were genuine and heartfelt. When they marched up to the grave, they did so as a family. No strangers were present.

Wilhelmina led the entourage, followed dutifully by Opal—it was clear that she had much practice over the years—Roy stepped in behind her, then Arnold, with John and George bringing up the rear.

George was idly playing with a pinkie ring as they walked. It was a rather bright bauble, designed to be noticed.

“New ring?” John asked innocently, awkwardly searching for conversation. George immediately stopped turning the thing and stopped in his tracks for just a second or two.

“No,” he stammered, “No, I’ve had it for years… Just a nervous habit.” Then George hurried to catch up. Something told John that he should press, but decided it would be better left to later. As if on cue, John got a whiff of that same strange fragrance he had noticed earlier. Once again, it held an odd sense of familiarity, but he just couldn’t place it. For a moment, he was tempted to ask someone about its source, but something kept him from forming the question, as if this seemingly innocuous query would break the tableau of a Georgia funeral. Besides, they were nearing the graveside, and it was clear that the minister was set to begin.

John was not surprised by much at this funeral. This does not mean to say that it was unmemorable, or that he was disappointed in how it was undertaken, or that it was any less moving than it should have been. It was, simply, one of those rare occasions where the reality of an event was equal to the expectation.

Just as John had imagined, the entire town—and quite possibly a good portion of the county—was present and accounted for, in their best Sunday clothes, suitably teary-eyed, nodding along to the thoughtfully rendered words of the eulogy. The minister was a Methodist Bishop from Atlanta that Carl Rivers had often spoken with and exchanged letters. His brief sermonette had included a story that Carl had once told him, about a botched baptism involving a shaky teenager and a bobcat. And the laughter that followed was both respectful and heartfelt, with many a head nod and whispered, “That was Pastor Rivers, all right.”

In short, John’s ingrown pessimism had no place to go. On that beautiful Tuesday morning, with the sun shining down and long-lost family sitting beside him, John Webb had no natural defenses against his grief. He watched with tears as six Methodist deacons slowly marched, casket in hand, toward the final residence of his Uncle Carl. Images flashed through his mind without mercy: Uncle Carl teaching him to swim; Uncle Carl at his birthday; Uncle Carl leading a standing ovation when he had received his citation from the mayor.

Aunt Wilhelmina’s hand touched his briefly. As he looked over, she smiled and whispered, “I know it’s all so sad…I only wish you could have known him better.”

It was the slap in the face that he needed to bring out his cop’s cynicism again. He should probably have thanked her, but it would have spoiled the moment. Instead, he began to do what he came here to do in the first place. Turning back to the crowd of people, he started taking mental notes.

The Stovalls were there, sitting toward the back with the rest of the unimportant people. The two sheriff’s deputies had taken up position on the opposite side of the grave, but close enough to the front to let everyone know how far up they were in the social pecking order. And, although he had never met the man, John knew Earl Cameron the second he saw him, standing in the back, looking ashamed to be there. The pained look on his face was not completely from grief. John was certain that the evident hangover had a lot to do with it.

John continued to subtly scan the gathering crowd. Somewhere in there was a killer, and not a particularly clever one. In theory, this was where he made his short list of suspects. He was looking for the face in the crowd that was showing too much grief, or not enough, or just plain indifference. He was looking for bad acting, a twinkle in the eye, a smirk that someone accidentally let slip. For the most part, he had no names to go with faces, but there was one exception. Arthur Stovall. He didn’t like it, but there it was. Arthur Stovall had every reason to hate the Rivers family, and he was certainly big enough to overpower a man. His expression was blank, today, like a man with a straight flush who’s desperate not to give it all away.

John had seen that particular look a lot in his line of work, the facial equivalent of ‘name, rank, and serial number.’ It almost always meant the same thing. Guilt.

The close of the sermon gave John the pretext he needed to meet and greet those other faces. He made his way through the crowd with relative ease. It helped that, being in a small town, everyone already knew who he was. One by one, he came up to those who had struck his interest. Some he could dismiss immediately, others he took special note of. Hank Groves, who owned the only liquor store in the county, and was in danger of losing his business if a referendum passed to make Coweta a dry county. Reverend Carl Rivers, who was heading up the committee, would never see that happen, now. Clorace Ann Ruthers, who had repeatedly tried to gain the attention of Carl Rivers, despite his insistence that he was a confirmed bachelor. It wouldn’t be the first time John had seen infatuations end this way.

There were others, too. John made his way through, listening and asking the right questions. It still amazed him how much information people were just willing to throw out there for you. He remembered an old saying his captain always quoted, “the best way to get a confession is not to ask any questions at all, just get the guy into a decent conversation, and let him tell you everything.”

It worked. As he talked to people, one on one, he found out more about his uncle’s everyday life in Sales City than he would have ever known otherwise. It was an interesting revelation, in many cases. The last person he was going to talk with, however, was Arthur Stovall. He couldn’t completely understand why, but he wanted to put all his energies into that conversation, as though he needed to prove that he was innocent or guilty before he could do anything else.

He never quite made it to Mr. Stovall, however. Just as he was finishing up with James Finney, who’s wife had recently insisted he quit the local lodge because of the things she had heard went on there—things he stoutly believed that Reverend Rivers had told her—a latecomer had arrived. He did not walk up to the grave, or mingle amongst the gathered mourners, but kept a respectful distance. That is, until he saw Detective Webb. When he locked his ancient eyes on John, he marched purposefully forward.

John’s expression grew dangerously dark as Sam Posey walked up to him. He closed the distance, as though refusing the man access to the others gathered together in memory of his dear uncle.

“I don’t know what you think you’re doing here, but you pack up whatever crystal ball or tarot cards you’ve got with you and leave these people alone!” John whispered hostilely, as he closed with Sam.

Sam looked at him as if he hadn’t heard a word he said.

“Mr. Webb, I know you don’t think much of me, but you should really read this,” Sam handed a note over to John. “Just read it. After that, you can rip it up, pass it around to your friends back in New York for a good laugh, or you can drive up to my house and call me a liar and a cheat—I don’t care. Just you read it!” Unsure of what really to do at this point, John took the note from Sam Posey’s hand. “Maybe I’m a fool for comin’ out here. I ain’t decided yet. But I’ll not be able ta’ live with m’self if I don’t at least try…”

John cut him off with a single harsh, barking laugh.

“I took your damn note. You said that’s all you want? Well, mission accomplished. Leave these people to their grief.”

Having done what he came to do, apparently, Sam Posey walked away, and left the cemetery without another word to anyone.

With the note still held loosely in his hand, John caught Annie Ruth staring over at him from where she stood by her husband. And then, all of a sudden, John Webb didn’t want to have that conversation with Arthur. He didn’t want to think about him being guilty or not guilty. Without knowing really why, John just wanted to go someplace where no one was looking and read that note.

The funny thing about funerals is that different people can have very different reactions to them. Some people want to find someone or something to be close to, in order to remind themselves that they’re alive. Some prefer the reflection of solitude. Many people like to tune everything out, as though the numbness of thought would seep into their emotional state and dull the pain of loss. Still others, like Sheriff’s Deputy Dan Merrill, became oddly alert, as though afraid they might miss some important clue to life hidden within the details and ritual of the proceedings.

*

Dan Merrill had wanted to be a cop since he was four years old; ever since he had watched one Roy Rivers stare down an angry crowd when Henry Johns, a black man, had been accused of raping a teenage white girl from three counties over. Henry was well known and well liked, but that day, he was just a damn nigger and fit to be hanged. Roy threw Henry into the lock-up until he could get some answers, but several of the men from town wanted justice first, and bother with a trial later. Most sheriffs would have just let them have their way, rather than face that kind of hate and rage, but Roy stood there at the door of the sheriffs office, shotgun in hand, and promised to shoot the first man to put a foot on the steps. No one took him up on the threat. That evening, when it was revealed that the “teenage girl” was actually a recently released patient from the Chattahoochee mental hospital and had a bit of a history of accusations, the whole story fell apart. Henry Johns was completely innocent, just the unfortunate individual that happened to be delivering several large sacks of salt to the hotel she was staying at.

Since that day, Dan knew that he was going to be a policeman. He followed Roy around constantly, asking questions, until his mother was certain Roy would be sick of the sight of him. Instead, Roy seemed to take a special interest in the boy. He spent hours with Dan, quizzing him on police procedures, making him memorize every face in Coweta County, and every life story behind it. The job of deputy was his the day he graduated from high school, if he wanted it. But the problem with that was, Dan wanted it too much. With Roy’s blessing and a few dollars to his name, Dan Merrill took a bus to Atlanta to spend the next year at the Police Academy.

When he returned home to Sales City, he could have taken a job with the Atlanta Police Department making twice what he would as Roy’s deputy, but he was committed to serving his hometown. Just like Roy had taught him, he considered the people of Coweta County to be his responsibility, and he could never forget that. Not even when one of them had passed on…

Especially when one had passed.

Deputy Merrill was keenly aware of many things going on during the funeral. He noticed John’s surreptitious examination of the crowd earlier, and the subsequent observations and interviews afterward. He could guess what the northerner was doing. Truth be known, he was keeping an eye out on some of the same people.

Dan wasn’t surprised to see Sam Posey arrive, but when he shoved a note at Webb, that got his interest. The angry look on Webb’s face made him especially curious. Webb had just arrived in town—when did he have time to even meet Posey?

Dan kept a quiet vigil over John Webb throughout the funeral. Nobody else seemed to notice the distracted way he smiled and shook hands with all the well-wishers, but it was obvious enough to Dan that John’s mind was somewhere else.

Because Dan was watching, he was close enough to hear John Webb make a quick request to Gerald, the Rivers’ houseman. He watched as he took the keys from him and headed toward the car. It took him a few moments to extract himself from the other family, but the look on his face was determined—even under the stern reproach of Wilhelmina, whose voice could be heard even from where Dan stood in the distance:

“That is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard, John, and I will not stand for it!”

“I’ll be right back. I just forgot something in my room,” John responded. Wilhelmina just threw her hands up in the air and went back to talking with everyone. In a moment, she was right back into the same conversation she was engaged in before John interrupted. As far as anyone could tell, his indiscretion was forgotten. Dan knew better, but he wasn’t sticking around to watch it happen. He was more interested in where John was in such a hurry to get to.

Funny thing about backwoods counties and country towns, roads were always an afterthought. John Webb couldn’t have known this, so he assumed that the quickest route between any two points would be by road. Dan Merrill knew better. For every winding, nonsensically designed road in Georgia there were a hundred horse tracks, laid out as straight as an arrow’s path. When Webb turned left on Funeral Line Road, he knew there wouldn’t be another turn or stop for another twelve miles. Plenty of time to “borrow” one of Ed Nelson’s horses and make his way toward Creek Bed Road, which was the next crossroads.

Sure enough, Dan beat the good detective and traced him just another mile further, where he pulled off and made his way down to the very spot where Dan had first met Webb, just shy of the bridge where Reverend Rivers had been shot. Dan hadn’t planned on spying on anyone today; otherwise he would have had his field glasses to see up close. As it was, he had to content himself with peeking out from a safe vantage point. But he could still make out Webb, still clutching that damn paper, working his way along the edge of the river towards Parrot River Bridge. He was looking down at the rocks. Looking, as though the whole fate of the world was down there. He waded into the river, got down on his knees. Dan didn’t know what he was supposed to be looking for, but it was important.

Dan watched for a few minutes, until Webb froze in place. His hands were clearly trembling, even from this distance, as he plunged his fist into the water and brought up…

Dan had no idea. Webb moved around so that his back blocked the view, and whatever it was that he found, was tucked into his jacket before Dan could see it. And then the show was over. Webb got out of the water, walked up to the car, and drove off toward town. Leaving poor Deputy Dan to wonder. With more questions than answers, Dan worked his way back up to the horse, then headed back to old Ed Nelson’s to return the horse.

*

Had he stayed but a few minutes longer, Dan would have had yet another question to add to his list, because within moments of driving away from that quiet stretch of water, John Webb coasted onto the Parrott River Bridge. With Dan now gone, no one was there to bear witness as John got out of the car and came over to the edge of the bridge.

The weather had done a fine job of clean up, but John’s trained eye was still able to make out the brownish discoloration that he knew to be dried blood. Placing his hands on the wooden rail, he took a moment to contemplate what might have been going through Carl Rivers’ mind before the end. Then, reaching into his left pocket, he brought out Sam’s note. The contents of his right pocket, which he had just found in the river, was too disturbing to even think about right now.

John read and reread that note, as if searching out a loophole in the language. Maybe he could find some bizarre grammatical error that would change what it meant, somehow. Perhaps there was some trick or double meaning that would alter the course set before him. In the end, however, he resigned himself to its reality. With a heavy sighing breath, he put the note back, and eased himself over the edge of the rail to peer down.

He saw what he was looking for after a few moments of hard looking. It was no surprise that no one had seen it thus far. The paper was caught in a wood joint set far back into the bracing of the bridge, where shadow concealed it from all but the most scrutinized observation.

It took a bit of doing, and not a few close moments, but John managed to work his way down to where the scrap was lodged and freed it. He didn’t wait to climb back up, but slowly, fearfully opened the paper to see what was written on it. His face was a leaden mixture of anger and regret as the words played out. For a moment, it seemed that all the strength left him, and his arms began to lose their grip on the bridge supports. The drop down to the river probably wouldn’t kill him, but the current would certainly finish whatever part of the job remained.

Before it came to that, however, he managed to collect himself enough to haul his body back up and into the car. He sat there for a good solid hour with that note clenched in his hands. Then, with a grim look on his face, he started the car, and headed back to the funeral. John Webb tried to clear his head and focus, realizing that he would have to face everyone back at the cemetery, and then at the dinner to follow. He had already decided he could not show this evidence to anyone else, but he also knew what it meant, and he knew that his work in Coweta County was far from over.





Chapter 3

Wednesday, May 25th, 1942

“Nobody ever said that solving crime was easy.” Those were the words that came unbidden to John’s lips as they stared down at the second body. They had been spoken to him on his first homicide case several years earlier, when he and the senior detective were examining the mutilated corpse of a teenage girl in a back alley, smelling of urine and abandonment. It was a memory that would forever remain burned upon his mind, and those words along with it.

“Does Wilhelmina know yet?” he heard Dan whisper to Roy. The two stood far back, as though coming nearer to the corpse would somehow make it more real, or that crossing that last distance might seal the deal, and George Rivers would be irretrievably lost. John looked back to lock eyes with Roy.

“She’s been in her room all mornin’. She knows somethin’ bad’s happened.” Roy broke the look and started to take in the familiar scene. They were standing on the Rivers’ own estate. Roy was standing in a nicely tailored dressing robe, looking oddly operatic in its striking contrast to the painfully angered look on his face.

“Nobody heard nothin’! Not one damn peep,” Roy commented angrily.

Nodding, John forced himself to look back at the body.

It was messy.

That was the most appropriate word for it. Messy. George did not die easily or quickly. His body had been mutilated, and from the looks of it, the killer had not waited until George was dead to do it. Leaning in close, John placed a tentative finger into a fresh groove just under the remainder of George’s left arm. It was about three inches deep.

“The killer started out calm. The first cuts into his back were from glancing blows. It was like he was trying to knock him down first…before he got started.” John explained how the axe blows got progressively deeper, as the killer went on with his task. Roy was impressively stoic, though John knew this had to be killing him.

The scene was horrendous. Apparently, George had gone out to the back of the house for some reason—possibly to investigate a noise—when he was struck from behind. All of this John could show them, using the simplest of evidence around him. Even Dan had to be impressed by the man’s powers of observation.

It probably took several minutes before George finally died.

The murder scene was covered in blood, and it was clear that the murderer took great pleasure in inflicting pain. What was unclear was the meaning of the 3-letter message left, written in blood, on the outside wall of the Rivers’ home. E L P.

It was this cryptic message that had brought about John’s simple, yet elegant expression about the ease of solving crime.

“Poor George must’a been tryin’ to ask for help, and couldn’t finish,” Roy said aloud. Dan got a strange, quizzical look on his face that John couldn’t help but notice.

“You have a different take on it, Deputy Merrill?”

Dan was clearly caught off guard, and tried to wave him off, but John was curious, and persisted. “You have something to say. Say it.”

“I was just wonderin’ why George would write out ‘help’ in the first place. Anyone comin’ by would see him before they’d see his note.”

“A good point…maybe George wasn’t thinking too clearly, though. Maybe he just wanted to call out for help in whatever way he had available,” John reasoned, but without conviction.

“How’s come he wrote it backward?”

Everyone turned to Deputy Fred Flandon, who up to now had offered very little, preferring the “keep quiet and try not to do something stupid” approach to fieldwork. The poor deputy turned red with the sudden focus on him, but he pressed forward, anyway.

“It’s just that, if you were goin’ to write out the word ‘help,’ you’d start like normal…with the ‘H.’ That’s the only letter George didn’t get to.”

“Not one DAMN THING about this makes any sense, Fred!” Roy yelled. His cool exterior was wearing thin. “And I don’t give a rat’s hairy ass why he wrote backward. I’m gonna catch this sonofabitch, and I’m gonna set this right!” he bellowed. Then, turning on Dan with a face torn with mixed pain and rage, he pointed toward the woods that surrounded the Rivers’ home.

“Get that worthless old bloodhound down here and start him on any trail he can find. This fella’ came out here last night, and I mean to find out where he went to.” Roy was still fuming as he trudged up to the front of the house.

“Sheriff,” John barked, a little sharper than he intended, though not by much. “You do know that, if I were here officially, this is exactly the point where I’d tell you that you should remove yourself from this case.” There was a pause as Roy looked back at him, as though he were deciding if he wanted to yell, cry, or just hit him.

“And if you were to make that suggestion, this is exactly the point where I’d tell you to get your official fat ass back on the train for New York.” With that, Roy continued his march.

“Damn good thing I’m not here officially then, isn’t it?”

John wasn’t quite sure if Roy heard him or not. Truth be known, he didn’t much care. John had an investigation to continue, and a crime scene to work. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Matthias Parrott standing at a considerable distance from the body. As the local undertaker, it was his grim misfortune to be acting coroner. Normally, this duty was a simple matter, and well within his level of comfort. Unfortunately, the body he was called to pronounce this morning was a far cry from the tranquil passings to which he was accustomed. Even the occasional animal attacks held a certain natural dignity. What lay sprawled out in blood before him was neither tranquil nor natural. It was an abomination against his very humanity.

“Mr. Parrott,” John called to the undertaker. “Mr. Parrott, I’m finished here. You’ve noted that I have not disturbed the body, and were witness to this fact?”

Mr. Parrott could only manage a slight nod.

“Good. I’ll leave him in your kind care, now.”

And with that, John left the shaken Mr. Parrott to his duties. He was almost to the front of the house when he heard it. The mournful scream broke the silence of the morning, sending both Dan and Fred instinctively dropping hands to holsters. But John remained undisturbed. He recognized that particular variety of wail. He had been expecting it. Aunt Wilhelmina had just learned of the brutal death of her only son.

For just a moment, John allowed himself to wonder just how that scene might play out. Given what little he truly knew of Wilhelmina, would she be the sort of woman that would demand to know exactly what had happened, or would she prefer to distance herself from the painful truth? Would she want to take one last look at her boy, or be too grief-stricken to see his face?

He could only dwell on those questions for a moment, though. He still had work to do, and he couldn’t afford to waste any time. Besides, the answers he was looking for wouldn’t come from Wilhelmina, regardless of her state. No, the person he wanted to speak with would have a much different take on this situation—and unless John was mistaken, he would be coming around the corner any moment now…

As if on cue, Gerald walked into view. Gerald Peachtree was the absolute Georgian black houseman. In any other context, the sight of him, in his worn, yet scrutinizingly well-kept butler’s uniform, carrying a bucket of soapy water and an old scrub brush, would have been labeled as a stereotype.

“You’ll have to give Mr. Parrott just another moment or two,” John said casually, as an excuse to start a friendly conversation.

“Oh, I know it takes him a bit…I jus’ like ta’ git everything together, so’s I can start cleanin’ up ’fore Miss Wilhelmina sees it.” A slight shadow of dread came across his face as he moved closer, to speak more softly, “Nobody should ever have to hear news like that. Not ever.”

John could only nod his agreement.

“If you don’t mind, Mr. Peachtree, I’d like to talk to you for a moment while you’re waiting.”

“Oh, I don’t never mind a good talk. If you ask me, there ain’t enough of folks just sittin’ down and talkin’. Solve a whole mess o’ problems. But please, one thing. Ev’ry time I hear someone callin’ ‘Mr. Peachtree’ I start lookin’ for my father—and he done passed on to God eight years past! Gerald, if you please.”

John smiled without even faking it.

“Alright, Gerald. It’s the New Yorker in me. We call everyone by their last name.”

“Now see, that just don’t make any sense. Your first name…that’s who ya’ are. That’s what sticks with ya’ your whole life. Take that away from a man and it’s like your just ignorin’ him.” John had to admit, this man was a good scrapper. That was all fine and good. It was always the scrappers that had the best information.

“Now, there I’d disagree. A man’s first name doesn’t tell me anything about him. Your name, Gerald, that was given you by your parents, and they probably picked it out before you were even born, am I right?”

“Yes’sir, I was Gerald before I ever saw light o’ day.” He nodded vigorously and flashed bright white teeth at this.

“Exactly. They had no idea who you were or would be. They just liked the name, so there it was. You were Gerald. But your last name, that’s a different story. That goes back generations, and has its roots in some place in history. A last name has definite character and ties to who a person is. Peachtree is a perfect example. I’ve never met anyone else named Peachtree—and I’ll bet cash money you know how your family got it.”

At this, Gerald’s smile broadened even more, letting John know that A, he’d struck on a point of pride for this man and, B, that he had successfully managed to put him off his guard…which is exactly what he needed.

“My great-grandfather. When he came across that old ocean, and he first stepped off the slave ship, he stood out. He was a big man, ya’ see. Not just a little bit, neither, but I mean big. And his colorin’ was jus’ a bit dif’rent, too. When Old Jacob Rivers, who started this here family business, saw him, he thought he looked like a big ol’ peach tree, and since it was customary to change slaves names to a Christian one instead o’ their heathen’s, he called him Peachtree. And, we been Peachtrees ever since.”

It was a little disturbing, hearing how John’s ancestors had so affected this man’s, but John heard no bitterness in this man’s voice.

“You see what I mean. History.” John paused a moment to collect his thoughts.

“But it’s about a different kind of history that I want to talk with you, right now. I’m interested in finding out about a ring.”

Gerald suddenly went cold, and his face took on an ashen shade that was as good as a confession.

“What…what kind o’ ring would you be wantin’ to know about, Mr. Webb?”

“Why don’t you call me John?”

Gerald was now looking around for some place to demand his attention, something that needed tending to, just so he could get away from this confrontation.

“Gerald, there was a pinkie ring that George had on his hand. I noticed it earlier, but it’s missing from the body, now.”

“Terrible thing, that. Do that to a man, then take a ring right off his finger…”

“I’m not convinced the killer took it, actually.” Gerald was beginning to get the same look in his eye that caged animals often got when they sensed something very bad was about to happen. “In fact, Gerald, I’m certain that the killer didn’t take it. Funny thing about that ring, too—well, actually there’s a couple of funny things—but what’s been eating at me the most, is that, when I first noticed it at the funeral, George was worrying with it, the way you do when you get a new ring, on account of you’re not used to it. But the thing is, when I asked him about it, George told me he’d had it for years. That was a lie, Gerald. A stupid lie. That’s the kind of lie that you tell because you’re covering something up, and you don’t even want a hint of it coming out. It’s the kind of lie you tell when you’re ashamed of something, Gerald.”

John took a moment to size up the man before him. To his credit, Gerald didn’t try to stop him, or change the subject. He’d been caught, and he knew it, and he was just waiting for the moment when it was time to confess.

“You know another thing that bugs me about that ring?” John went on, “I waited and waited for the good sheriff to notice that it was missing, and he never did. Do you know why, Gerald? I’ll tell you what I think. I think that Roy didn’t notice it was gone because he never knew it was supposed to be on George’s finger in the first place!”

Gerald was just about to break, and John knew it. It was time for the kill-shot.

“So, here I have a very expensive ring that ought to be on George Rivers’ lifeless finger, but isn’t, and a close-knit family that ought to know all about a nice fancy ring like that, but doesn’t. And here, I’m standing talking to their houseman, who knows everything there is to know about the Rivers, and I’m just wondering…”

“I took that ring, Mr. Webb.”

“Call me John.” He couldn’t decide if the threatening growl in his voice had been entirely accidental or not, but it achieved just what he wanted.

The poor man was defeated, and looked it. John was very tempted to feel bad for him. But not that tempted.

“Mr. George, he was given that ring by a friend up in Pelham.”

“That’s a rather impressive gift.”

“Mr. George was a good man. He never hurt nobody, and he didn’t think ill o’ no one. But he was a quiet fella’, and didn’t like people to know much about him, personally…”

“Except for this friend up in Pelham. I’m guessing this friend knew George in a very special way.”

“Mr. Webb…Mr. John, I suppose up north, in a big city like New York, that particular kind of friendship is a little more in keepin’ with acceptable behavior…but down here in Georgia, it just ain’t done. Mr. George would be horrified if anyone was to find out, and that’s why, God as my witness, I took that ring”

“And where is it now, Gerald?”

The man paused as if afraid to take another step, but John persisted.

“Don’t press me right now, Gerald! As of this moment, that ring is evidence in two murders!”

“Two? Why, you couldn’t possibly think that George coulda’ been tied up in Rev’rend Carl’s killin’! He loved that man like a father!”

“I’ve got two murder scenes within weeks of each other, in a town that hasn’t seen more than kids shoplifting in thirty years! Explain to me how in hell they could NOT be connected!”

John was starting to raise his voice a little too much. He didn’t want to draw anyone else’s attention. He made a concerted effort to calm down.

“The ring’s up in my dresser…top drawer. I was goin’ into Pelham in a few days to return it, once things got a bit more settled.”

“That’s good, Gerald. That’s a very good idea. Except that you aren’t waiting. You’re going to return that ring today. And you’re taking me with you when you do it.”

Maybe Gerald was thinking about arguing or making up some reason why he couldn’t…John wouldn’t know, because they were interrupted before he got the chance.

Dan came around the corner at a dead run and stopped short, clearly surprised to find them together.

“Alright then, Gerald. I’ll meet you back here at the house at 3:00,” John said matter-of-factly. Gerald simply stammered through an agreement, then headed off with his bucket and scrub brush.

If Dan was at all curious, he did an amazing job of hiding it. For an instant, John actually found himself running through a list of perfectly legitimate reasons why he would be meeting Gerald later. He caught himself before he opened his mouth. The memory of George’s pinkie ring came unbidden, and he was reminded, yet again, how dangerous the urge to explain yourself could be.

“Deputy Merrill, I thought you were on bloodhound duty?” he simply said.

“That’s actually Deputy Flandon’s area. Hell, it’s his dog. The sheriff jes’ tends to yell orders at me, on account I’m used to it a bit more than Fred is. He gets a bit jumpy.”

John waited, as though in genuine anticipation. The truth was that he would have loved to blow off the local hick police and get on with the matter at hand, but he knew that wasn’t an option. In situations like this one, you had to sit tight, play nice, and hope that the idiots surrounding you didn’t get too much in the way.

“So, how can I help you, deputy?” John finally asked.

“I’ve got a motorboat ready to take us out to Grandpappy Island,” Dan replied, as though this answered every question.

“You got a picnic planned?” Sarcasm could be an excellent camouflage. It masked emotion and deflected suspicion with equal skill, and usually required very little effort. John considered himself something of an expert.

“It’s where Reverend Rivers’ body was found,” Dan said, unblinking.

“Yeah, I know, but I assume that you and the sheriff already went over it when the body was discovered, right?

“Yeah,” Dan said between clenched teeth. John knew what he was suggesting, but was just sadistic enough to make the man say it.

“So why go back out?”

“Because, Detective, I’m willin’ to consider the possibility that we might’a missed somethin’. You seemed to know y’er way around a crime scene back there and I figg’ered it was worth a look.”

It was downright painful to admit that. John knew it, and yet he couldn’t bring himself to let up on a guy who just admitted that John might actually be better at this kind of thing than he was. Instead, he breathed out a tired sigh as if he were mentally listing out ten things that would be a better use of his time.

“I guess, it would make sense…if you had brought this up when I first got here. But instead you decided to play like you had everything under control and I was just some northerner getting in the way. Now, it’s a bit late. It’s been six days. Do you really think we’re going to find anything helpful?”

“I don’t know. But wouldn’t we both just look downright silly if there was somethin’ there, and we just never bothered to look?” Dan replied hotly.

The two men stared at each other for just the briefest of moments, each one trying hard to say something and not say it, all at once. An unspoken battle of word and wit unfolded as each man thought up argument and insult, then refused to give voice to it.

The funny thing was, whether they wanted to admit or not, they both understood each other far more than they let on. John knew full well how much Dan had to lose should some damn Yankee come in and solve this case. He could appreciate how desperate he was to please the sheriff, and to prove himself in the eyes of the man he revered. And, for his part, Dan could appreciate how conflicted it could be to be stuck in the middle of a town full of people that had no use for him, and where the only person that mattered was gone, and all he could do was try and bring some justice to his death.

You would think that would help. But it didn’t. At the core of it, they were the sons of Roy Rivers, one estranged, one adopted, and there simply was not room for both.

“Are you comin’, or not?” Dan said, finally breaking the silence.

“Yeah, I’ll come. We can take my car.” It was that moment that John’s errant nose decided to discover yet another trace of the mysterious scent that had been teasing him since he’d arrived in Georgia. Dan must have noticed, because he cocked his head slightly to one side and asked, “You ain’t one o’ them northerners that’s allergic to ev’rything, now, are you?” John just waved him off, grateful that Dan was willing to offer him an out. John managed his best fake sneeze, then motioned for them to get into the car. He didn’t know why such a simple thing bothered him so much, or why he was so insistent on hiding it. After all, he had enough to deal with as it was, before adding in this strange compunction. It was going to cause problems, he knew, and yet he just couldn’t seem to help it.

When Dan had mentioned a motorboat, John had immediately assumed a mental picture of the police boats that the NYPD kept to patrol the Hudson. Of course, he didn’t expect Sales City to boast anything as modern and up-to-date as those, but he was completely unprepared for what was in store for him.

The ramshackle old cabin and decrepit dock were, for all he could tell, built before anyone living could possibly remember. But the boat itself…that was something else. It was clearly handmade, and probably from planks torn from the same cabin falling apart next to it. The term “motorboat” was due solely to the hand-cranked outboard engine strapped to the keel.

He looked over to Dan. If this was the deputy’s idea of a joke, he did a good job of keeping a straight face, as he walked up to the door that precariously hung onto the cabin’s frame and knocked.

“Earl! Earl, we’re here. Let’s get a move on!”

They waited just another moment or two before the shack’s occupant emerged. If there was ever a picture of a Georgia hick, this is who they would use to model. He was a big man, about 6′2″ and about 230 pounds, by John’s estimate. The dirty overalls and battered straw hat were so fitting they were comical.

“Dep’ty. Sorry, I wasn’t ’spectin’ ya’ yet.”

The big man closed the door behind him, walked down the rickety dock toward the boat, and started throwing strange-looking crates out to make room.

The odd contraptions had John puzzled, and it must have shown.

“Crawfish traps,” Dan answered the unasked question. “Earl here makes a decent living bringing in crawfish in bulk. Damn things are his own cockamamie invention, and other’n Earl, only God Hisself knows how they work.”

John looked at the traps and the boat and everything around him with a strange sense of surreal glee, as it slowly sunk in that such a place actually existed. Then, suddenly, his police training caught up to his euphoria, and he looked back at the man in front of him. John now recognized him from the funeral. He turned quickly to Dan.

“Wait a second, did you say his name was Earl?” he asked. Dan’s pleased smile spoke volumes.

“Yep. Earl Cameron. Figured we could kill two birds with one stone, seein’ as how the fella’ that knows Parrott River better’n anybody also happens to be the same fella’ that found the body in the first place.”

By now, Earl had finished clearing out the boat, and was smiling broadly, as if he had just assumed command of the finest luxury liner in the world.

John’s thoughts went back to that peacock sitting on the roof of his car. In a town where peacocks roamed free, the sheriff was one of the richest men in town, and your most reliable source of information was a self-proclaimed psychic, you just might as well get used to the idea that strange things were just going to keep getting thrown at you. He looked over to Deputy Dan Merrill, with that ear-to-ear grin daring him to back down, and right there made his decision.

Walking bravely onto that crude dock, he seated himself as comfortably as possible in the center of the boat. Dan cast off the line and jumped in himself, and they were off.

Surprisingly, the little craft proved not only seaworthy, but quite fast. Just as unexpected, Earl clearly knew what he was doing, as he guided them past fallen tree limbs and nearly invisible cypress knees poking out from the riverbed. Partly to pass the time, and partly to prove that the cobbled boat didn’t bother him, John yelled above the roar of the outboard to ask Earl questions.

“How long have you been running along this river?”

“Since I was twelve, on my own. But my Daddy had me propped on the front o’ his old skiff soon as I could stand straight,” Earl yelled back, still smiling that broad, stupid grin.

“Which is why they say you know Parrott River better than anyone.”

“Truth is truth, sir. I get pretty much ev’rything I need from ’er. What else I get, I buy with the money I get off of her.”

“Fair enough, then tell me this. Reverend Rivers was killed on Tuesday, but his body didn’t show up at Grandpappy Island, where you found him, until Saturday morning.”

“Yep,” was all Earl said. His eyes showed that he was getting uncomfortable with the question. And that was just fine with John.

“Then answer me this one, Earl. Would it usually take something four days to float from the bridge to Grandpappy Island?”

“Naw, not really.”

“Funny, I was thinking the same thing. In fact, judging by the current, I wouldn’t guess that it would take more than five or six hours.”

A strange look came across Earl then. He started to say something, then shut his mouth and squinted his eyes as if he saw something off to the left, then, far much more swiftly than John was comfortable, he veered the boat in that direction and started running toward the shore. At what John was certain was too late to matter, Earl shut off the engine and pulled the outboard’s prop out of the water.

The boat glided to a sudden stop at what looked like a tangle of broken limbs under the water. John started to shout, but before he could say anything, Earl had scooped up a long-handled hook and thrust it down among the tangle. As both John and Dan looked on in confusion, Earl poked around furiously. Then, with a smile and a triumphant spit into the water, Earl pulled up a swollen, matted clump.

John looked over to Dan, half expecting that now familiar “I-Told-You-So” grin. But Dan only shrugged. Clearly, this had him just as confused.

“Raccoon,” Earl stated simply, as if this explained everything. “See, them coons, they like to hang out along the riverside, on account o’ they got a warsh ev’erthing they eat. Only, we got’s river otters that are real territorial. They don’t like nothin’ or nobody to get too close to where they got their little babies.”

Again, that look on his face. As if asking, “don’t you get it?” Exasperated, Earl went on.

“When a coon gets too close to a otter’s home, they get mad, only the damned ol’ coon, he’s too stubborn to back off. They usually end up dead, in the river. I find ’em all the time. In these tangles. Now, if the coon were a piece of wood or somebody’s old hat, it’d just float the river nice as can be. But that old river, it’s got a kinda claim on the dead, and it’ll pull ’em down into those tangles, sometimes days at a time, ’til it decides they had enough, then the current’ll switch off a little ways, and let ’em go.” With that, Earl tossed the ragged body back into the river, where it bobbed up and down, then was swept back under.

As noisy as the river was, it felt silent. John pondered a moment, thinking about his poor Uncle Carl, caught amongst those cypress knees and sunken tree limbs at the bottom of the river.

Earl sat back down in the boat, pushed off of the bramble with the hook, then started the motor again. John didn’t have any more questions. At least, not for Earl.

“Dan, can I ask you something?”

Dan nodded briefly.

“It’s probably a sticky subject, so I haven’t asked anyone in the family…but there’s one thing that’s been bugging me since I got here.”

This managed to break through some of Dan’s reserve; he turned to face him full.

“George Rivers,” John said.

“Yeah?”

“His last name is Rivers.”

A wide smile crossed Dan’s lips as realization dawned upon him.

“You’re wondering what kind o’ shameful little secret must be lurkin’ behind that? Well, you’ll be disappointed. Wilhelmina Rivers was married right and proper, before little George was conceived.”

“So, why doesn’t he bear his father’s name?” John asked.

Dan looked downriver for a moment, gathering his thoughts.

“George Wamble was, from what I’ve been told, one of the bravest and most trusted men in all o’ Coweta County. Like Wilhelmina, he came from a family of means, but he always seemed to hold the community above himself. A very civic minded man, he was one o’ the first to volunteer for overseas duty durin’ the Great War, even though he’d just been married only four months earlier. He never came back.”

“So George never knew his father.”

“No. And Wilhelmina never forgave him for choosing a war half a world away above her. When she received the news of his death, she changed her name back to Rivers. Little George was born just a few weeks later. George Rivers.”

John gave some serious consideration to what this revelation meant. It told him a great deal about the kind of person Wilhelmina was. He wasn’t sure if it would help him with the bigger questions, but he had a hunch it might. He remained silent until they reached Grandpappy Island.

Once there, however, he didn’t need to concern himself with conversation. Earl stayed in the boat, staunchly refusing to set foot on that island with such “hateful memories,” as he put it. Dan set to the task of searching along the beach, as though there was anything there to find. So John was left alone to take in the whole scene of it all, drinking in the magnificent view of the rolling Georgia hills that made up the backdrop against which the Parrott River proudly displayed itself.

Cynical as he was, John was affected by the simple beauty and stark simplicity of it all. Of course, not so affected that he failed to notice things, such as the way Earl kept shifting around in his handmade boat to try and shake the bad feelings he had for this place. And of course, he kept an eye out for Dan, who at first glance was simply being drastically overzealous in the pursuit of post-crime evidence. But John always relied on more than just his first impressions. So he watched. After just a few moments, John began to see it.

Dan was smarter than John had given him credit for, he had already started to see that, but now he was beginning to see the depth of it. Dan Merrill, while looking intently at the surroundings, was looking for absolutely nothing. His observations would seem to be engrossed, at first glimpse, but it was clear enough to John’s trained eye that he was not actually paying much attention to whatever it was he was looking at. His focus was more outward, less focused, as if he were lying in wait for something…

In the general direction of the south bank, an odd rustling came. John heard it, but just barely.

“You hear that,” Dan said out of the side of his mouth. It was not a question. It was a reminder that this was Dan’s turf.

“I heard it. Nice to know it wasn’t just me,” John returned, without shifting his gaze from the hills he had been absently watching. The sound came again, seemingly louder, now that he was listening for it, but it was still barely audible. As John’s eyes cut over briefly to Earl, he saw that the man was unchanged.

“About 11 o’clock from your position, just past the tree line,” Dan said, seemingly without ever losing interest in the small pebbles he was studying. John tried to make out a form out of the corner of his eye, and was rewarded with a glimpse.

“Damn it, Dan!” he yelled loudly, walking back to the boat where Earl waited. “I told you this was a waste of time! Earl, start the boat, we’re going home.”

Earl, not realizing this was for some strange person’s benefit, was only too happy to put some distance between him and that island. He dropped the propeller into the water, and had it humming before Dan could get up from where he had stooped to look at the ground and argue about it.

“Oh, well, God forbid we waste any precious time looking into something that you didn’t think of!” Dan yelled back. He was hamming it up pretty well.

If Earl had any idea that the argument was simply a ruse, he never let on.

“There’s nothing here, Dan. It was worth a look, but it’s over, now.”

They kept arguing even after they got into the boat, even after Earl started moving away from the island. So heated was the argument, that it seemed oddly appropriate when Dan shouldered John so roughly that he fell back into Earl and caused him to veer sharply toward the south shore. Earl tried to adjust, but the man seemed to be confused. It seemed almost as if he was trying to beach them.

The stranger on the shore was more suspicious of motive than Earl, because he made no attempt to cover the noise as he ran this time. Both Dan and John dashed out of the boat the second it hit ground, and were in full chase. At a signal from Dan, John followed the river, as Dan moved upward. Earl was left, once again, in the boat, still wondering what was going on.

Their quarry clearly knew these woods very well, as he cleanly and almost effortlessly slipped through trees, bush, and bramble. Dan had a rough time keeping up, but managed to keep the dodging figure in sight, shoving through low hanging branches as they slapped at his face. When possible, he tried to drive him back toward the river, to give John an opportunity to get ahead of him and spring the trap. It became clear very quickly, however, that this particular individual would not be easily herded—at least, not without some encouragement. As the quarry started to make a turn to the right, Dan quickly slid his revolver out of his holster and snapped a round off ahead of him. The effect was considerable, and instantaneous. Dan’s runner switched gears and started moving toward the more dense coverage back toward the river. Dan hoped John had gotten into position, as he followed fast.

Truth be known, Dan was no stranger to these woods himself, but whoever was running ahead of him was far more familiar with their twists and turns. He was having to put his full attention on the path before him just to keep up. Unfortunately, that meant a rather reckless dash through the woods. With a quick cut to the left that proved to be too much to ask, as his foot caught on an upturned root. Dan went down, and hard, tumbling down the steep hillside. When he managed to regain his balance, the running figure was gone without a trace.

“Alright, John, it’s all up to you, you arrogant northerner.”

As if in reply, a single gunshot resounded across the hillside. Dan dusted himself off and headed toward the sound, his own gun gripped in his sweaty hand. Uncharitably, Dan wondered if John had made that shot as a warning, or if he had maybe forgotten that this person wasn’t actually identified as a suspect, yet. He was moving quickly, but more carefully, both to keep his balance and in mind of stray bullets should more shots be fired. His ears pricked to hear some signs of a struggle, or the sounds of hurried flight. Nothing. After a few minutes, Dan emerged from a rough patch of bushes and brambles and called out.

“Over here” came a dejected and disgusted reply. Dan followed the sound a little further down the hillside to the limping form of his temporary and unwelcome colleague. The look on his face told a story without a happy ending.

Dan worked his way down to him with some effort.

“Any chance you seen which way he went?”

“Yeah,” John replied between breaths, “Away from me.”

“Funny. He was headin’ the same direction when I last saw ’im.”

John looked Dan over quickly, noting the twig in his hair and the red clay still clinging to his knees.

“Good, then. Our stories match. Up until now, I was afraid no one would believe us.”

They took a little bit of time getting back to Earl. They could have, and would have, made better time if they supported each other’s weight while limping back, but neither man wanted to offer help, and neither man wanted to accept it. So, by mutual and unspoken agreement, they slowly made their way to the boat, every man for himself.

Earl, who still had no idea what was going on, was barely able to contain himself when he saw them coming back. He was practically jumping from one man to the other, trying to decide which needed help getting into the boat the most. Eventually, through a combination of both men’s persuasion and an overall feeling of light-headedness, he simply allowed them both to get in unassisted. After a rapid-fire round of questions, Dan calmed him down enough so he could start the boat and head back down the river while he detailed their little adventure. John was deathly quiet, simply staring at the trees rushing past.

Once back on land, John dropped Dan off at the sheriff’s office without delay. He only had a short amount of time before he had to meet Gerald at the Rivers home, and he didn’t want to give the skittish man any time or excuse to get out of it.

When he arrived at the Rivers home, he was met at the door by a woman he didn’t immediately recognize. It wasn’t until he managed to look past the thread-worn clothes and servant’s demeanor that he could see the pale, withdrawn face of Opal Rivers.

She wore no makeup or jewelry, and held her head at a slight stoop, to make it look as though she were constantly at a bow.

“Aunt Opal, it’s good to see you.”

She smiled, but said nothing in return. Instead, she quietly ushered him into the main entryway.

It was the first time he had actually set foot in the house since he was just a boy, and his memories of the place had always been fuzzy. The few things he could remember were softened by time and distance.

What shocked him now, though, was something that he had always believed had been the product of his imagination, fueled by childhood stories of castles and knights and dragons. But there it was, as real as anything in this earth.

At the far wall of the entryway was an enormous fireplace, set with an ornate mantle of jet-black wood. Above that fireplace, hung with great pomp and apparent reverence, was an immense coat of arms. Detailed in bright blue and yellow, it featured a great helmet, with what looked almost like crashing waves flowing around it. It was a rather detailed piece of art, and great care had clearly been taken in its design.

He was about to ask Opal about its significance when a rustle from upstairs alerted her and she dashed off.

“John? Is that you—my stars, I can’t believe what’s happening? Dan called us from the station. Are you alright?”

Aunt Wilhelmina’s frail, yet determined, voice filtered down from upstairs. There was something odd in her voice. John thought, at first, that it must be the strain of the morning’s revelation, but it lacked the dull, sing-songy quality of shock that he would have expected. It rather surprised him when he suddenly recognized it as concern.

“I’m fine, Aunt Wilhelmina.” To himself, John couldn’t help but wonder when he had started calling her “Aunt Wilhelmina” as though he had grown up with her affectionate embrace and sage advice all his life. He hadn’t seen this woman from the time he was a toddler until only three days ago.

“I was absolutely afraid to have never heard from you again. And to think, it would be on my sorrowful account! You and Dan both…” Wilhelmina emerged onto the balcony overlooking the entryway and looked down at him with wide, frightened eyes. The drawn face and deep, sunken eyes told of the turmoil she was in, but her clothes were fresh and pristine, and the artfully, tastefully applied makeup did its best to portray a woman in command.

“No harm done. And just where did you get the idea that it was on ‘your account?’ This is a murder investigation. It’s bound to get rough now and then…”

“Still, I don’t think ya’ll would’a gone off half-cocked like that if I hadn’t pushed Dan like I had this mornin’. That poor boy just wanted to do somethin’, and I sent him off, desperate to find anythin’. My God, if somethin’ would’a happened ta’ either o’ you boys…”

“Really, I’m fine. And so is Dan. Clearly his tongue got out of it in one piece, since he couldn’t wait to tell everyone.”

“Don’t be cross. Dan wasn’t doin’ anything but callin’ to let your father know what had happened. Isn’t that what you police-folk do? Report in?”

John nodded his ascent, but it was more to move on from the subject than to indicate he understood.

“I suppose. Regardless, I don’t have much time to discuss it. I only stopped by to pick up Gerald. He’s…” And here is the point where John realized he had actually developed no sound excuse for taking Gerald into Pelham.

“He’s volunteered to, uh…” John was drawing a complete blank, and had no idea what to say next.

“Oh, for cryin’ out loud, John! You act as though I were some old spinster with no idea about the world o’ man! Gerald already told me about your plans, and I think it’s a fine idea.”

“You do?”

“Well, of course. And don’t look so shocked. I’m no stranger to the more sordid and rougher side of life. I know a thing or two about the ways o’ men.”

John wasn’t exactly sure what she meant by that, but was spared the need to ask when Gerald walked brusquely in and broke the conversation up quickly.

“Yes, I’m sorry, Mr. John. I know you wanted to keep this thing under wraps, but Miss Wilhelmina was wantin’ to know where I was headin’ off to. I ain’t the sort that can abide lyin’—’specially my own, so I come clean about our plans tonight. Turns out, Miss Wilhelmina thinks same way as you do…that a fella what needs ta’ ‘unwind’ and kick up his heels a bit, might oughta do such things away from town.”

John put on his best poker face as Wilhelmina eased back to her room, mumbling something about ‘appearances.’ When she had fully receded into her section of the house, Gerald relaxed enough to allow himself a little slump of defeat.

“I had to tell her something. I figured this gave you all the excuse you wanted without any messy questions later.”

John would have chuckled at any other time. The past days’ events had pretty much ripped any amusement from him, however.

“So, is that what George used to tell her?”

“Somethin’ like it.”

John nodded. He suddenly felt very tired. To be fair, it had been a rather busy day so far. But this was not the result of exhaustion or weariness. As he stood there, in the home of his estranged family, the full impact of the task before him began to take shape, and he wondered if he was truly up to the task. Out of habit, John reached up to rub his eyes, as if to clear all the unwelcome thoughts from his vision, then turned to head back to the car.

“Mr. John, sir?” Gerald asked. He hadn’t moved from where he stood.

John turned without speaking, but looked him directly in the eyes.

“Mr. John, I don’t mean to be gettin’ into the middle of a family matter, and certainly don’t want no body thinkin’ of me as disrespectful…but they’s just one thing I got’s to know before we go any further.

“Alright.”

If Gerald was waiting for any more approval than that, he was out of luck.

“What, exactly, are you plannin’ on doin’ to Mr. George’s friend? I jest wanna know, on account o’ I seen how some people act about this kinda’ thing, and while I don’t know you all that well…”

“Gerald, what are you asking me?”

“I’m a God-fearin’ man, sir. And I’ll be the first to admit that I never did approve o’ the way Mr. George and his friend were, but I ain’t about ta’ be a part o’ anything to do that man harm. I figured I should be up front about that, ’fore it came to it.”

John walked back over to him and looked Gerald straight in the face.

“Let’s get something straight between you and me, so there won’t be any surprises, later. I don’t care that George was gay. I don’t care what kind of ‘carrying on’ the two of them did together. I’m only concerned about meeting this person that George was so close to, and see if maybe there was something he would be able to tell me that might shed some light on this situation. That’s all.”

Gerald still stood his ground, as though trying to decide if he truly believed John or not. Eventually, however, he decided that he could take this northerner at his word, and straightened himself to go.

“Thank you, Mr. John. I appreciate your tellin’ me.” With that, Gerald went out the door to wait for John Webb to follow.

On the drive over, Gerald filled John in on what details John needed. The man they were going to see was one Fred Tibbs, who had moved into Pelham some eight years ago. This, by Georgia standards, made him a stranger in town. He had another five or six years to go, Gerald informed him, until Mr. Tibbs reached the status of ‘newcomer.’ Like George, Fred was a man born into wealth. However, he had, early in his life, decided to make his own way, and left his family and home in search of meaningful employment on his own merits.

Because of his chosen form of companionship, his family did not stand in his way.

The ride to Pelham took 45 minutes, which was ample time for John to get the details he would need for this interview. When they arrived at his small, but well kept home, John hung back and allowed Gerald to break the unfortunate news.

Even standing by the car, he could catch snippets from Gerald as he told him. Gerald, a man of considerable experience in tact and discerning, delivered the news with a compassion and kindness that John found impressive. He left out the most horrifying details, but answered Fred’s many questions without actually lying. When he returned the ring, it was with a quiet reverence and courtesy that said, without words, that the secret of his unapproved relationship with George would be kept forever.

When Gerald turned to indicate John, standing by the car, he could actually feel the man tense up. Gerald tried to reassure him, but John had enough experience to know that this was impossible. The only defense this man and George had ever had was secrecy. Without that, Fred Tibbs would never be able to trust anyone…let alone a cop who was here solely to question him about George’s death.

“Mr. Tibbs, my name is Detective John Webb. I want to ask you a few questions, but I need you to know, before you say anything to me, that I am here unofficially. While nothing said to me today can be entered as a police interview, it can be used in a court of law as testimony. I’m telling you this because I want you to understand.”

Fred simply nodded, then asked them inside. The inside of the house was as immaculately presented as the exterior, with everything in its place. Fred ushered them to the living room, and offered them a seat.

“You’ll forgive me, I generally offer some refreshments, but…”

“Not at all, Mr. Tibbs. We wouldn’t dream of imposing, and we won’t take up much of your time,” John assured him.

Fred Tibbs nodded his appreciation and had a seat across from the detective. Then, as if a light went on, he looked at John a little more closely.

“Did you say your name was John Webb?”

“Yes, sir.”

“George’s cousin—that John Webb?”

“Uh…yeah, actually. I am.”

“I thought so. He spoke of you on occasion.”

This surprised John. He had never met George until he had arrived in Sales City.

“He spoke of me?” John asked, incredulously.

“He told me how you had been taken away up north when you were very young, to live with your Mama. He told me…he envied you.”

“He envied me?”

“Yes, he sorely did. The Rivers family are a hard lot to live with. Poor George could never live up to any o’ their expectations. They wanted him to be a pillar o’ the community. To stand like the rest o’ them as a shinin’ example…that’s the problem right there. Ain’t that George didn’t have no aspirations in life. It’s that he knew what would happen if’n he was to be that ‘example’ they wanted. Why, his whole life would be open to see. You can imagine what kinda’ sight that would be.”

“I guess I can understand that. I still don’t see where he’d have any reason to envy me, though. People have pretty much the same prejudices up north as they do down here.”

“May be true, detective. May be. But so far as George saw it, bein’ so far removed from the rest o’ the family, it gave you the chance to be whoever you wanted to. George never had that chance. Truth is, I agree with you. In fact, I even told him once, ‘hate’s hate—don’t matter what part of the world you’re in.’ You know what he said back to me?” Fred let a little silence punctuate his point. “He said, ‘I’d rather be hated by a stranger than kin.’ That’s what he told me.”

Gerald was about to say something, most likely in defense of the Rivers family, but John cut him off with a perceptive look.

“I think I can understand that. George certainly had reason to fear what they might have done had they found out…” John faltered for a moment.

“Had they found out about me,” Fred finished for him.

“I have to ask you something before we go any further, Mr. Tibbs. Please, do not take this as an accusation of any type of wrongdoing. But can you give me some corroboration as to your whereabouts last evening?”

John was expecting Fred to be evasive or insulted, but he was neither. In contrast, Fred only took a moment to collect his thoughts on the seriousness of the question.

“Unfortunately, my personal nature is not given to a great deal of socialization. I was home yesterday evenin’, without a single soul to prove it. I suppose that doesn’t look good.”

“It doesn’t look good or bad, Mr. Tibbs. On any given night, any innocent person can be found in the comfort of their home. And on any given night, any criminal can name countless friends to lie for them and give them an alibi. It was just a question.”

“Certainly.” Fred looked away for a moment. John could see the beginnings of tears as the man struggled to hide his grief.

“Mr. Tibbs, has George indicated to you, in any way, that he felt threatened, or afraid for his own safety?” John asked. Fred simply shook his head.

“Has he seemed different? Was there…anything about his behavior of late that was out of the ordinary?” John asked, trying a different tactic.

“I haven’t seen George in three weeks.”

It was almost a whisper, and John wasn’t truly sure that Fred was actually speaking to him. The reality of George’s death was crushing down on him, and he was just moments from completely shutting down. When that happened, John knew, any information he might have would be completely inaccessible.

John had to do something to shift his mind off of the pain.

“Tell me, Fred, how did you and George meet?”

Fred looked up, as if just remembering that John and Gerald were still in the room. He cleared his throat.

“At the library, of all places. I find the quiet to be comforting, among so many people. You can find every type of person there, you know. Young, old, rich, poor. In a silence that is almost holy, they sit. They read. They are all equal. They are all accepted. For someone such as me, it is a unique experience.” The faintest of smiles crossed his lips as the fond memory played out.

“Okay. So, what brought George all the way over here?”

“About three years ago, the Rivers family presented a collection of rare hymnals and books of religious music to the library. Oh, they were quite beautiful. Not a one with a single blemish, and all at least 200 years old, hand-bound in England. The Rivers were known to do such things from time to time. And, whenever they did, George was always ‘volunteered’ to make the presentation.”

“So, that’s how you met.”

“Wouldn’t have been much of a meetin,’ tell ya’ the truth, except that George had an ‘ulterior’ motive for his trip into town. He was wantin’ to look up an old newspaper article.”

“Why not look it up in the library at home?”

Fred smiled faintly.

“That’s the same question I asked him, when I saw him pourin’ through those old copies. He looked up at me, even though I was a total stranger, and said, ‘What I’m lookin’ for doesn’t exist in Coweta County. They wouldn’t let it exist.’ That’s what he said.”

The hairs on the back of John’s neck just went up, as he realized, almost instinctually, that this was more important than anything else he had seen or heard since arriving in Georgia.

“Fred, what was he looking for?”

“It was a death certificate. An old, old death certificate. I ended up helpin’ him look. We got to talkin’. Found out we had a lot in common. A lot in common.”

John barely heard him as his mind raced to put the pieces together. That strange scent was wafting in again.

“What was the name on the death certificate?”

“I’m sorry?”

“The name, Mr. Tibbs. You said you helped him look for it. Do you remember the name on the death certificate?”

“Posey. That was the name. I’m tryin’ to remember the rest…it was a woman’s name, I recall, from the turn o’ the century—1902, 1903, somewhere around then. That’s all I can remember. I know it was important to George, but he never said why.”

“Did he find it? Did he find the death certificate?” John could hear the desperation and need in his own voice, and only hoped it was not as obvious to the two other men in the room.

“He did. He found it, and I believe he must have stared at that newspaper item for twenty minutes. Then he put it down, returned it, and never spoke a word of it again.”

John knew that there were other questions he should be asking, but nothing else seemed to be that important. He unceremoniously got up from the couch he was sitting on to say a quick goodbye.

“I appreciate your time, Mr. Tibbs. I’m sorry that we had to meet this way, under these circumstances.”

“Of course. Of course. It’s strange, though. You are the first member of George’s family I ever met. He knew you least of any of them, and yet, I think he thought of you more highly than any others.” Fred rose from his seat and reached out his hand. “I am glad, despite everything, that I had the opportunity to have met you.”

John accepted the hand and walked to the door. Gerald was a step behind him, offering a final condolence before leaving.

As the front door shut behind them, John felt a twinge of guilt. Dredging up the memory of their first meeting might have helped distract Fred from his grief, but it would just trigger a chain reaction of painful memories, and each one would pull the poor man deeper down into depression. He had seen it before.

“Gerald?” he asked.

“Yes, Mr. John.”

John handed the keys over to Gerald.

“You know this town. You drive.”

“Where to, Mr. John?”

“The library.”

Gerald looked at him quizzically, but was clearly hesitant to say anything to offend him.

“The library? But…it’s gonna be nearly closed by now.”

“Good. Fewer distractions.”

John caught the look on his face, and for a moment, suddenly remembered Wilhelmina’s words to him when he first came into town, “Our coloreds know a thing or two about dignity.”

Gerald had spent nearly all of his life taking care of the Rivers family. Sometimes it meant protecting their secrets. Sometimes it meant catering to their whims. All without question, because that was his job. Now, here he was following some fool northerner on a seemingly pointless endeavor. But that northerner, as far as he was concerned, was still a Rivers, and while Gerald might question John’s actions in his mind, he would never say it out loud.

Wilhelmina was right about one thing. Gerald certainly understood dignity.

“I want to see what obituary George was so interested in.”

That was explanation enough for Gerald, apparently. He walked to the driver’s side and got in.

The library was a picturesque red brick building on Main Street in Pelham. If John allowed himself the luxury of a moment, he might stop to appreciate the way they had carefully blended in the building to look as if it had always been a part of the town, despite the small brass plaque that stated its build date as recently as 1936.

“I’ll wait here in the car, if you don’t mind,” Gerald said quietly as John opened his door.

“Are you sure? I might be a while.”

Gerald smiled a knowing smile.

“You remember what Mr. Fred said about the library? About it bein’ a place where everyone was accepted?”

“Yeah,” John acknowledged.

Gerald nodded toward a sign in bright white letters with an arrow pointing toward the rear of the building. It said, “Coloreds entrance.”

“He was almost right.”

John nodded dumbly as he closed the door and walked into the library.

Inside, he was greeted by a prim, matronly woman in her late thirties who gave him a wide, bright smile. She was standing on the highest step of a rickety old stepstool, and John was certain that she would fall and break her neck any second. She seemed to handle the creaks and groans with an astonishing sense of ease, however.

“I’m so glad you decided to visit the library today…” she said, gracefully exiting the ancient deathtrap as though she were descending the grand stairway of an antebellum mansion.

“Unfortunately, we are getting ready to close, so I hope you can come again tomorrow,” she said sweetly. With that, she motioned him back toward the door. It probably worked with everyone, except that John was armed with both a steel resolve, and a gold shield.

“I appreciate that,” John said, flashing his badge.

“I’m under a bit of a timeframe, and it would actually help me a lot to look for what I need when no one is around.”

The librarian actually blushed.

“Well, of course! How excitin’. I can honestly say I’ve never been part of a police investigation. Whatever I can do to assist, please, just ask.”

“Thank you, Miss…”

If possible, the woman perked up even more.

“Miss Callahan. Nez Callahan, at your service.”

“Perfect. I’m looking for an obituary.”

“Well, that’s quite simple.” Nez said, as she guided him over toward a side alcove where the old newspapers were kept. She was both coy and inviting at the same time, and made certain to direct the good detective by slight touches to his arm, shoulder, and chest. In any other situation, John would have at least been impressed at her ability to flirt.

“We have local papers goin’ back over fifty years. And beyond that, we’ve got family histories datin’ to the mid 1700s! If they’re dead, you’ll find ’em here, one way or another.”

She stopped by a large index catalog and opened a drawer at random.

“What’s the name you’re lookin’ for?”

“Posey.”

Nez smiled kindly.

“I meant the full name.”

“That’s all I’ve got. “ John said apologetically.

“Well, that’s gonna make a challenge. Posey ain’t exactly what you would call an uncommon name in these parts.”

“I know it’s a woman, and I know she died around 1902 or 1903.”

“Alright, we’re gettin’ there, now,” she said with a lilt, “I don’t suppose you would happen to know where this mystery woman was when she died?”

“No, I’m afraid…” then he stopped, as something Fred had mentioned suddenly jolted into his memory: “What I’m lookin’ for doesn’t exist in Coweta County. They wouldn’t let it exist.”

“Sales City. She was killed in Sales City.”

“Are you certain?”

John thought once again to the look on Mr. Tibbs face.

“Absolutely.”

Nez looked at him dubiously, but John’s mind was made up. Fred had mentioned how George was so determined to search through Pelham’s newspapers because there would never be any mention of it in Sales City. He didn’t catch it then, but the inference was clear. Whatever had happened took place in Sales City, and someone wanted all mention of it destroyed.

“…all kinds o’ things to find right here in the old papers, and nobody ever thinks to look,” Nez was saying as she looked through the neatly ordered cards to find the papers they would need.

“But they’re all right here, waitin’ to be found. There it is! Sales City Register,” she said as she pulled out a single card.

John followed as she walked over to a particular shelf and thumbed through the stacks until she reached one particular section.

“Now, we’ll just have to search through…” Nez stopped, looked through the stack again, then turned with a look of horror.

“Detective, we got us a problem.”

“What’s that?”

“There’s a whole section of the Register gone.”

John took a moment and let a long, aggravated breath out to steady his mood.

“Let me take a wild guess. The section we’re looking for?”

“Everything from 1900 to 1905.”





Chapter 4

Sheriff’s Deputy Dan Merrill was annoyed. After getting unceremoniously dropped off at the office by Webb, the good deputy did what seemed the logical thing to do: report in to the sheriff. The only problem was, the sheriff was nowhere to be found. He wasn’t at the office, nor was he at the Rivers home when he called there. Similar calls all over town gave him the same result. Sheriff Rivers was completely unaccounted for.

Which meant he could only be in one place. The one place Dan knew he would not want to be disturbed.

Sitting at the manual typewriter that Dan insisted on using for his daily reports, he began filling out the details of the day’s events. The sheriff and the other deputy couldn’t understand why he was so adamant about the procedure, and he couldn’t completely blame them, for the most part. There was rarely anything going on in Coweta County worth mentioning from day to day. But the idea of written daily reports had been drilled in to Dan when he was at the Academy, and he had never gotten out of the habit.

Usually, Dan found the exercise to be relaxing. It was a way to completely close the book on the day. This time, however, his report had the opposite effect. There were too many unanswered questions. In fact, looking over his own recounting, Dan realized that unanswered questions were the only things that had been produced.

Reverend Rivers, George, the letters at the murder scene, the man in the woods…even John Webb himself. All these things were mysteries with seemingly no answers.

Actually…

Dan stopped typing. He could get answers to one of those mysteries, at least. And it wouldn’t take much more effort than a phone call.

Dan reached for the phone, wondering as he did if he was doing this to further the investigation or to satisfy his own curiosity.

“Edna,” he asked as the operator came on. “Get me an outside line, to the New York City police department…12th precinct.”

“Gimme one moment, hon,” came back the cheery voice on the line. “Connectin’.”

After a moment, the familiar ring sounded, and after just a few moments, a heavily accented New York woman answered on the other end.

“12th Precinct.”

“Officer Elijah Morton, please.”

“One moment. Is he expecting your call?”

“About two years now, come to think of it,” Dan said without thinking, then, to recover from his unprofessional response, he said quickly, “Just let him know that Dan Merrill is calling in a favor.”

There was a pause on the other end while the woman tried to decide whether to bother delivering the message or just hang up.

“Hold on,” she finally said. Dan waited for about five minutes while she searched out officer Morton. He could hear the sound of the precinct in the background as he waited. It was such a different kind of police work up there than what he was accustomed to. He wondered how his old friend from the Academy was holding up.

“Dan?” came the voice across the line, finally.

“Elijah, it’s good to hear your voice.”

“Dan Merrill! I thought somebody was playing a joke on me. I haven’t heard from you in ages.”

“I know, I know. Sorry about that. It’s just been really hectic,” he lied. How do you tell someone that you haven’t kept in touch because you were afraid they would think your life was boring in comparison with theirs?

“Oh, I’m sure, I’m sure. There seems to always be somebody out there doing something they’re not supposed to, right?”

“Yeah…” Dan was finding himself distracted by Elijah’s voice, which had all but shed its familiar southern lilt.

“Hope you don’t mind me sayin’, but it sounds to me like you’ve done a pretty good job o’ blendin’ in up there.”

“How do you mean?”

Laughing, Dan responded, “Hell, Elijah, if I didn’t know diff’rent, I’d think you was just another northerner by the way ya’ talk!” This drew a laugh out of his old friend as well.

“Try tellin’ that to my partner. He still says I sound like I’m fresh off the farm.”

They both laughed at that, then Elijah decided enough pleasantries had passed.

“All right then, Dan, nice as it is that you called, I know it wasn’t to make fun of my accent. What’s up in Coweta County?”

“Well, we got us a visitor. Fella by the name o’ John Webb. I was wonderin’ if you might be able to tell me somethin’ about him.”

“Love to help. Why would I know anything about him?”

“Well, maybe not you, specifically. But I thought you might be able to pass the word around. He’s a detective from your neck o’ the woods.”

“From this precinct? He doesn’t sound familiar.”

“Well, alright, maybe not from your EXACT neck o’ the woods…listen, all I know is that he’s a homicide detective from New York City, and he’s been dropped in my lap, and I don’t know anything about ’im.”

There was a pause for a moment.

“It’s gonna be hard without knowing what precinct he’s from…”

“I’d appreciate any help you can give me.”

“Sure. I’ll ask around. At least he’s homicide, so I’ll have a good idea of who to ask. It may take a day or so, though.”

“Whatever you can do.”

“Of course, of course. Hey, if you manage to get any more details, call me.”

“Sure thing. I’ll talk to you later.”

Dan hung up the phone and immediately began to hate himself. What was he doing? Checking up on a cop who volunteered to come down and help? On a member of the Rivers family, no less? What was he hoping to find?

But he couldn’t shake the bad feeling he had about Webb. From the start, he had the idea that the man was hiding something. Yesterday’s little escapade by the bridge just added fuel to the fire.

Yesterday. There was something else about yesterday that had bothered him. With George’s murder and everything to follow, he hadn’t given it much thought, but…

“Fred, keep an eye on things. I’ll be back in a little bit,” he called as he grabbed his hat and started toward the door.

The other deputy just nodded in response. Poor Fred. He didn’t have Dan’s expertise or training, nor did he have Roy’s strong presence or natural powers of observation. He was a good man, and the people liked him, but he always felt like he was two steps behind.

Of course, the recent events made that even worse. With two murders, everyone had to be at their very best to meet the challenges that lay before them. Fred was starting to feel like he simply wasn’t up to the task. Dan knew this, but there just wasn’t a whole lot he could do for the man.

“If the sheriff comes in before your shift ends, tell him my report is on his desk, and I’m checking up on some of the crowd from the funeral.”

Dan left quickly, as though afraid that, should he take a moment to consider his actions, he would surely change his mind. He remained undeterred, however, and he got into one of the two remaining squad cars and drove towards Mulfry.

It occurred to him, as he passed the Mulfry Post Office, that he had absolutely no idea why he was really here. He didn’t actually have any questions that pertained to the investigation. He couldn’t think of one plausible reason to ask the burning questions he had.

Common sense told him to turn the car around and forget this stupid idea. And Dan would have, except for one thing. If common sense had opened its damn mouth earlier, he could have saved his gas. But instead—and here is where Dan parked in the gravel driveway—it decided to wait until he’d actually arrived before pointing all this out.

He got out of the car and walked to the front door and knocked.

“Come on in, Deputy. I just got a pot o’ coffee on, so’s we can set and talk a spell,” came the voice from inside.

Dan felt a shiver go up his spine. Sam Posey was a scary character without even trying to be, sometimes. He opened the door and walked into the kitchen. Sam was sitting at the table quietly.

“Doc,” he said in greeting.

“Deputy,” Sam replied in kind.

Dan let the silence settle in for a while. If this man were really clairvoyant, he thought, then he would already know what questions he wanted answers to. And he could just save old Dan a lot of awkwardness.

“I’m not much a one for formality, Deputy. So, if y’er waitin’ for an invitation to sit, please don’t think me discourteous. Consider yourself invited,” Sam chided, reminding the deputy that he was just standing there like an idiot.

“You knew I was coming?” Dan asked, taking a seat across from the old man.

“I knew you would be. Though I’m a little surprised it took you this long.”

Dan eyed the man. Was he trying to suggest something that Dan wasn’t catching? He could never tell with the man.

“I hope I’m not intruding…I had though about just calling you on the phone…”

“Oh no, you did not,” Sam chided. “You couldn’t ask what you need to ask without seein’ my face, Dan. It’s as simple as that, and you know it. You needed to look into my eyes, see the little twitches and tics that tell you when I’m nervous or hidin’ something. You needed to SEE what I was THINKIN’!”

Dan didn’t even try to hide his surprise. His natural gifts of observation had helped him a lot over the years. And that was exactly how it worked. The thing is, he never told anyone. Not even Roy. He felt that it added to the effect if nobody knew how he could “guess” at little details that people revealed without realizing it.

“How did…”

“I’ve often thought that what you and I can do are very similar, Deputy. You see things that everyone else sees, but don’t know it. That’s kinda’ how it works with me, I think.”

He looked like he was about to say more, but the coffee percolator made its announcement, and Sam smiled broadly as he got up to fetch it.

As he poured coffee into two ceramic cups, he switched gears for a moment.

“Reverend Rivers talked with me about three weeks before he died, you know. Dropped by, just like you did today. It was kinda’ strange, now that I think about it. Not that he stopped by—that’s nothin’ unusual. He and I been friends ever since…” Sam stopped himself quickly, as though he had nearly parted with some secret piece of information. Dan noted it, but decided to let it pass.

“We been friends for a long time. Naw, what was strange was that he asked me somethin’ that he never bothered with in all the time I known ’im.” Sam looked at the coffee cups in his hand, apparently searching for his next thought in their murky depths, before announcing, “He wanted to know where my visions come from.”

“What did you tell him?” Dan asked, without really knowing why.

“Well, Dan,” he replied, as he put a mug in front of him. Dan noticed it had just the amount of cream that he liked, and he somehow knew that when he tasted it, it would have just the right amount of sugar. Creepy. Very creepy. “I wasn’t sure what to tell him, ’cause I don’t rightly know myself. Back when I was younger and still workin’ the carnival circuit, I met a pasty-faced evangelist that told me that they come from hell itself, and that ev’rytime I see somethin’, I’m givin’ power to the devil. Didn’t make much sense to me, on account a’ mostly I see where someone dropped their pocketknife or when a woman’s baby’s gonna be due…plus, I never look for visions, they jest kinda’ come. So if the devils gettin’ some kinda’ power off’n that, ain’t much I can do about it.”

“Later in years, though, I come acrost a young feller with wide eyes and a Bible as big as my truck, and he told me my visions was a gift from God, so’s I can do somethin’ to serve Him. ’Course, that don’t make no sense, neither, since everything I read in the Bible—and don’t think I ain’t read it, cause I have—says that, when God wants you to do somethin’, he darn well tells you. Seventy odd years now, and I ain’t heard a peep.”

Sam took a sip of his coffee as if to emphasize the point.

“Then, about four years ago, this jittery fella come knockin’ at my door, sayin’ he drove all the way down from Chicago, on account o’ he heard stories about me. He asked all kinds o’ questions that I couldn’t make heads or tails of, tried to tell me that I was drawin’ some sort o’ psychic energy, then asked me what I used for a ‘focus.’ I told him, truthful enough, that as long as I got a bit o’ coffee in the morning, then I was pretty well good and focused for the day. I guess he didn’t like my answer, cause after that he left in kind of a huff. Said he was from some kinda’ special society of some-such thing, but I’ll tell ya’…wherever he come from, that fella’ just weren’t right.”

Dan sat, listening. He wasn’t quite sure what to do with himself. He knew that Sam Posey was no man to rush. If he felt it was necessary to tell a long, drawn out story, then Dan knew there was no point in doing anything but sitting back and letting him. He only hoped that he would eventually get a chance to ask the man about the funeral. He absent-mindedly drank his coffee. Sure enough. It was just right.

“The thing is, Deputy, there always seems to be someone who knows for absolute certainty where these things I see come from. But I’ll be danged if old Carl wasn’t the first one to actually ask ME. I really wished I coulda’ told him, too. ’Cause it seemed real important to ’im. We talked for about two hours that day. And you know, it was one of the kinds o’ talks that sticks with ya’. He told me that he had just heard some bad news, but couldn’t talk about it. Rather, I should say he wouldn’t let hisself talk about it. But whatever it was, it was eatin’ away at him—the way that guilt does. I know, it just don’t seem right sayin’ such a thing about Carl. It don’t seem likely that you could accuse that man o’ bein’ guilty of anything but preachin’ a little too long now and then. But that was the feelin’ I got from him that day. There was somethin’ just killin’ him inside.”

Dan decided that this would be a good point to cut in, so he took a hearty gulp of his coffee, then asked, “Was that the last time you saw the reverend?”

“It was,” Sam replied. Dan nodded, then looked around the room as if he was just noticing the decor.

“I remember the reverend once told me you don’t ever go to funerals. That true?”

“Oh, yessir. It is,” Sam replied, “All that raw anger and sadness. It gets a bit hard to sort it all out, and I get a bit out of sorts ’cause of it.” Dan nodded again, and finished hi visual cataloging of the kitchen, before snapping his eyes back at Sam Posey.

“But you decided to stop by Reverend Rivers’ funeral, though. Albeit too late for the service, but you were there.” Dan’s voice was flat and menacing. It probably didn’t have to be, but he couldn’t seem to help it. It did little good, since Sam Posey just smiled as though he had been waiting for this all along. Which, Dan realized, he probably had been.

“Yes, Deputy. I was there at the funeral, and I was talkin’ with that Detective Webb.”

“My next obvious question is ‘why?’”

“I had spoken with him shortly—very shortly—that same mornin’. Annie Ruth, bless her heart, had tricked the poor man into seein’ me. I didn’t make a good impression, so he left in a hurry.”

“So, you came after him?”

“I felt bad. I didn’t want him to think that I was tryin’ to profit somehow from his family’s pain.”

Dan was about to say something, but chose not to. Whatever Sam Posey was hiding, he wouldn’t get it out by normal means. So far, Sam was pretty forthcoming, though at his own pace.

“Our young detective friend is wrestlin’ with a whole lot o’ demons. Some o’ them he brought with him. Others…well, the others kinda’ caught him off guard once he got here. I wanted to try an’ help him understand just how much that kind of pain and anguish could cloud a fella’s judgement.”

“Is that all?”

Sam laughed quietly, almost bitterly, at that.

“You make it seem like that isn’t a lot…but I can tell you, Deputy, from experience. Those particular demons can really turn ya’ around.”

Dan could tell that the man was serious, so he simply nodded.

“Truth is, I just wanted to help him. I wanted to show him that all that anger was in the wrong place…I didn’t do a good job, I’m afraid.”

“How do you mean?” Dan asked.

“You get out to the movies much, Deputy? I like to, now and then. I ’specially like them detective stories. You always see some hard, determined types that just plain don’t stop at nothin’ to get the bad guy. Your Detective Webb reminds me a lot o’ those movies. He’s always lookin’ at folks like they was suspects, on account o’ he don’t want to miss nothin’.”

“He definitely is determined, I’ll give him that.”

“Oh, it’s more than determined. That man is driven to see the very worst in people. It’s what makes him a good detective, don’t get me wrong. But it also makes him always assume the worst. When I tried to tell him what I had seen, he assumed I was tryin’ to make a quick buck off o’ his pain.”

There was a sadness in Sam Posey’s eyes that he didn’t try to conceal. Dan knew he should press him about the note he saw him hand John at the funeral, but for some strange reason, couldn’t bring himself to do it. Instead, he simply looked down at the remaining coffee in his cup, and downed it in one gulp.

Sam seemed to recover himself a little, and got up from the table.

“I’ve enjoyed this visit, Deputy. I do hope you come again, but you’ve got to be goin’ fairly quickly. You didn’t bring a raincoat.”

Dan looked up at the man, confused.

“Raincoat?” he asked. Sam nodded solemnly.

“There’s a storm comin’ in, and fast, too. You should just beat it, if you leave now.”

Dan got up and started for the door, then turned.

“You saw a vision of rain?”

Sam tried to keep up the wizardly stoic face, but suddenly broke it with a wide, toothy grin.

“Naw. My shoulder hurts. Damned bursitis flares up when the weather changes.”

Dan grinned back as he walked out the door. He shook his head and walked to his car, then drove off.

He couldn’t have seen the smile slip painfully from Doc Posey’s face as he drove off. And he certainly couldn’t have heard the old man’s words as he watched the deputy drive away.

“God in heaven. What have I begun?”

Sam was true to his word about the storm. Dan barely made it back to Sales City as the first fat drops came down, followed by a torrent of their friends. As he drove down Main Street, he saw the Studebaker Webb was driving parked in front of the boarding house. Apparently whatever he had Gerald doing for him, he had finished by now. He had given some thought to straight out confronting Webb, but decided against it. It was getting dark, and he was tired. There would be time tomorrow. He drove on by, and headed home.

Had he decided to stop in, he might have learned some very interesting things. John Webb had indeed finished his little sojourn into Pelham, and had returned to the boarding house…but he was not done for the day.

The building that housed the Sales City boarding house was old-fashioned, even by Sales City standards. In its heyday, it had been an honest-to-God saloon, with all the unsavory characters and stories that you would expect from such a place. When Prohibition hit, the proprietor knew that it would never work out as a passable speakeasy, so he just outfitted the upstairs into bedrooms, and the boarding house was born. The building still had the rough-cut planks, and the floor was still the same grey, untreated timber. But most important, the downstairs still looked like an old western saloon. And in a town where there was little else for young men to do, it performed roughly the same function.

You could get a fair meal at the boarding house, and at a price that was reasonable enough for an honest workingman to enjoy it. Men like Arthur Stovall, who liked to spend an occasional evening away from the noise of family, would sometimes swing by after a hard days work to spend some time “with the boys.”

As luck would have it, tonight was just such a night. John Webb listened to the rain outside as it mingled with the conversations buzzing around the room. He didn’t exactly blend in. Everyone there knew who he was and why he was there, and nobody seemed to appreciate either.

As he sat down heavily at the long bar beside Arthur, he slapped a few quarters on the table, and was rewarded in short order with a steaming plate of baked chicken and dumplings, with fresh peas on the side. It smelled terrific, and John set to it quickly and without mercy.

After finishing half the plate, he paused long enough to raise one eyebrow to Arthur, sitting next to him. The man sat stiffly, and did not try to hide the ugly scratches that surrounded the upper left side of his face.

“How’s your eye?” John asked, simply.

Arthur reacted like he had been shot. He returned John’s look abruptly, then appeared to settle down a little.

“Looks worse than it feels. How’s your leg?”

“Feels worse than it looks. Thanks for asking.”

The two faced forward into the big wide mirror that lined the back of the room.

“I suppose now would be a good time to ask you a few questions, Arthur.”

“I suppose it would, at that,” Arthur responded carefully. There was a pause as John tried to decide on the most advantageous way of proceeding.

“What the hell were you doing at Grandpappy Island, today?!”

Arthur looked down at his own plate, without answering.

“Do you know how close I came to actually killing you?” John continued, “If you hadn’t turned to look right at me…it’s bad enough, but Dan almost saw you, too.”

Arthur looked a little confused.

“You didn’t tell Deputy Merrill that it was me?”

“No. I didn’t. I’m trying to keep this investigation going smoothly. I can’t do that with a town full of people who’ve just been handed a perfectly good suspect to lynch.”

“How do you know I didn’t do it?”

“Technically speaking, I don’t. But I don’t think you did it. My gut tells me that—and it’s a pretty smart gut. But I still have to know what you were doing there.”

Arthur looked incredibly guilty for a moment, then, with a heavy sigh, slumped his shoulders and began to speak.

“You might not realize this, Mr. Webb, but there just ain’t a whole lotta opportunities to get ahead in this town. Just scrapin’ enough money together to live off of is hard enough to do.”

John didn’t move.

“Uh, huh. I’m listening.”

“My father, God rest his soul, figured that anyway you could make a few extra pennies and still be honest about it weren’t too bad, so he started up a ‘personal financial concern’ here in Sales City, Georgia, where he could meet a ready need of good citizens at a fair price.”

“What, exactly, was this ready need that he met?”

Arthur looked down at his plate again.

“Moonshine,” Arthur said, finally.

John’s shoulders slumped, as the ridiculous reality of it all slowly crept in.

“Oh, for the love of…don’t you dare tell me you were out there guarding a still!”

“I’ll have you know that the Stovall recipe has been highly praised over the years. And I wasn’t guardin’ it. I was checkin’ on the upcomin’ batch when I heard y’all out there. I thought maybe you were one o’ them treasury agents ya’ hear about.”

John rubbed his hand over his eyes.

“Arthur, do you know how much trouble you could get in if you get caught?”

“Well, o’ course I do. But, damnit, that’s about the only thing in this town left for a fella’ whose last name ain’t Rivers! No offense.”

“Right.”

“You’re a decent fella’. I can see that,” Arthur said, “but let’s face it…when you look at me, you just see a farmer with a 4th grade education and dirt on his clothes. Your Aunt Wilhelmina and the rest o’ them Rivers, they see even less.”

“Arthur, I…”

Arthur Stovall put a hand to stop him.

“Ain’t askin’ for no kinda’ apology, least of all from you. But ya’ ought to know how things work around here, ’cause sooner or later, they’s gonna be findin’ ways to make you just one more thing they own. And when that happens, you might just start to understand why somethin’ as unimportant as an old still might actually be worth protectin’…just ’cause it’s YOURS.”

“I suppose so,” John offered.

“And you didn’t have to shoot me,” Arthur said, tentatively touching his face.

John eyed the man with something close to a lopsided grin.

“I didn’t shoot you, I shot AT you. There’s a difference.”

“Not from where I stood, there weren’t.”

“Hey, you would have been fine if you hadn’t tried to duck behind that tree. It isn’t my fault that my bullet splintered the bark like that. And it never would have happened at all if you would have just told me who you were in the first place!”

The two men were silent for a few moments, then John produced a few more quarters, and motioned to the man behind the counter. Within moments, he produced two bottles of beer and slipped back to his duties. Arthur looked up from his plate at the beer, then looked over at John.

“It’s the least I could do,” John said, “I shot you.”

Arthur reached for the bottle and took a thoughtful swig.

“You shot AT me. There’s a difference.”





Chapter 5

Thursday, May 26th, 1942

Everyone was moving at a quarter the normal speed. That was John’s first clue that he was dreaming. For some bizarre reason, he seemed to always dream in slow motion. The sky was an odd, and unnatural, shade of bright green, as well—which was also a really big hint.

John was standing on Broadway, back in New York, amidst the usual throng of tourists and hopeful actors and actresses. All equally wide-eyed and naive. This was a strange dream for John, because he never went to Broadway. It was outside his precinct, so work never sent him there, and the whole “happy, glittery lights” thing never seemed to sit right with him…

And then, of course, there were all the damned peacocks.

In exasperation, Dream-John forced out a calming breath, slid his hands through his hair and waited for something to happen. It always did. Being aware that he was dreaming, he knew the fastest way to wake up from it was to allow it to generate whatever imagery his mind had cooked up. Sometimes it was an amusingly bad put-together monster from the latest horror movie, or it was a knight on horseback to challenge him to a duel—of knitting. One time it was a chorus line of all the cases he’d been working lately. It was always something.

It was while he was waiting that he happened to glance at the Marquee to his left. When he saw it, he couldn’t help but stare, just as slack-jawed and gaping as the tourists around him. There, in bright brilliant illumination, were the letters:

E L P.

From somewhere in the crowd, he heard a child screaming. He tore his gaze away to scan the crowd, but couldn’t find the source. He heard it again, but it didn’t seem to come from any actual direction. That was when he started to suspect that it wasn’t part of the dream.

John woke up with a start, and was out the door, gun in hand, before he was finished blinking the sleep from his eyes. Rushing down the hallway, John was greeted by a small group of men who either had not heard the scream, or didn’t much care. The stares his entrance solicited ranged from amused to concerned…not surprising, since he was still in his skivvies and undershirt.

The scream came out again, even louder this time. As John tried to find the source of it, everyone in the room started laughing. Mr. Ellswhite, who ran the boarding house, smiled broadly and set a cup of coffee in front of the gentleman at the counter.

“Mr. Webb,” he said, “Why don’t you go put some clothes on, and when you get back, I’ll have a nice hot breakfast waitin’ for ya’, and I’ll explain all about the very interestin’ cry of our local peacocks.”

It was not a good start to the day, but with a shower, shave, and the promised breakfast, John Webb managed to endure the good-natured smiles and slaps on the back that his fool-hearted rush had earned him. He even managed to smile politely when Deputy Dan stopped in and they recounted the whole thing to him. To Dan’s credit, he just nodded and let it go. John wished he could say that he would have done the same, but truth be known, he thought otherwise.

“I’m headin’ up to have me a little talk with Hank Groves,” Dan said, “Sheriff thought you might want to come along; said I should have you listen to what he has to say.”

Dan said this all without the slightest hint of rancor or sarcasm, but John knew full well that Dan wanted him in on that interview about as much as he wanted a rash. It was just fine with John, anyway. He had already dismissed Groves, who owned the local liquor store, as a possible suspect.

“Actually, I’ve got a couple of things I want to check up on here in town. I’ll keep you posted on everything. Would you mind writing notes for me?” John replied.

Dan got the hint, and had no problem complying. With a quick nod to everyone, he left the boarding house and got into his squad car. John finished off one more cup of coffee then headed for the door.

He didn’t quite make it.

“Mr. Webb?” Mr. Ellswhite called. John turned, hand still on the doorknob. “You got a call here from a Nez Callahan. Says it’s important.”

John crossed back over past the counter to where the gentleman stood with the phone. He took the receiver from him, as Ellswhite gave him a look that suggested he not take too long.

“Hello?”

“Detective Webb, thank the good Lord I caught you!” Nez Callahan’s voice was just as loud over the phone as it was in person, making John ask himself, once again, how this person could possibly be a librarian.

“Nez? Do you have anything more for me?”

“Well, yes, I sure do. I don’t know why it took so long for it to sink in, but there it was, just starin’ me in the face this mornin’ like a big ol’ sack o’ potatoes!”

“What, Nez?” John tried to keep his voice from showing how annoyed he was.

“The girl’s name, o’ course! I was sittin’ here, right at my breakfast table, and it just sort o’ hit me!”

“What hit you?”

There was a pause on the phone. Long enough for John to wonder if maybe he had said this last bit a little too harshly. Nez might be annoying, but if she had information…

“Emma Lou,” Nez said, finally. “The girl just had to be Emma Lou Posey.”

John’s breath stopped for just a moment. He allowed his mind to run through about a dozen different thoughts before he responded.

“Emma Lou Posey. You’re sure about that?”

“Absolutely. It was the biggest thing to happen in Sales City. The poor young thing died o’ accidental poisonin’. Killed her, and the little baby she was carryin’.”

“Accidental? You’re certain of that part?”

“Well, I wasn’t there! But I remember the story well enough. Emma Lou mistook a bottle o’ turpentine for the medicinal her doctor give her. Horrible way to die. She went hard, they say.”

“Thank you, Nez. That helps a lot.”

“I’m just sorry it took me so long to remember…it’s just that the name threw me.”

“The name?”

“Posey. See, that wasn’t her name.”

For the second time in this conversation, John had to take a moment.

“What, precisely, do you mean by that, Miss Callahan?”

“Emma Lou. Her name weren’t Posey…leastways, not when she died. Posey was her maiden name.”

John felt the sudden need to sit down, but kept to his feet anyway. He was feeling a sense of urgency that he was struggling to contain.

“Okay, Nez. So, what was her married name?”

“Rivers,” she said, “She was Mrs. Roy Rivers.”

John’s head was swimming, but he managed to keep himself together enough to listen to the rest of Nez’s story.

“Her and Roy Rivers had just been married a few months—married young too, seventeen. Too young if you asked me, but I’m pretty sure there were what they called ‘special circumstance’ around it, if you know what I mean.” When John didn’t respond, Nez assumed that he didn’t, so she expounded. “Course, I’m just speculatin’ here, but when you got two young kids gettin’ married that young, and then they’s expectin’ right off—especially when one comes from the richest family in three counties, and the other’s a dirt farmer’s daughter…”

“Yeah, I got it, Nez. Thank you,” John said, afraid Nez would just keep going unless he cut her off.

“Right. Well, anyway, the paper prob’ly got the name wrong on account that she and Roy was just married that little bit o’ time, so ever’one still thought o’ her as a Posey. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

“I suppose not,” John said quietly.

“Well, that’s it. I hope it helps.”

“It does, Nez. Thank you.”

John hung up the phone and started out again, but he had a different destination in mind, now.

If he were still in New York, he would have no idea how to figure out which church one Emma Lou Posey might have attended. He wouldn’t have even considered it a given that she attended anywhere. But this was not New York. It was Sales City, Georgia, where everybody went to either the Methodist Church on Chelsea Avenue, or the Baptist Church on West Street. Nez had mentioned that the girl came from a poor family, so she went to the Baptist church. He knew this, because his family went to the Methodist Church. Rich and poor…they may worship the same God, but in a town like this, never in the same place.

As he sped down the dirt road, John couldn’t help but think about all those detective novels he liked to read in his off-hours. The heroes in those books were always finding themselves in situations that would unravel into something far more exotic and exciting than they anticipated.

John passed by an old man shooing a peacock off the hood of his truck.

“There’s definitely a reason you never see one of those books set in Coweta County,” John muttered to himself.

Inside of two minutes, John was parked in front of the Sales City Baptist Church. It was exactly as John had pictured, oddly enough. From the whitewashed wood siding to the tin roof and tiny bell tower, it was like one of those cheesy, Norman Rockwell calendar prints. In a bizarrely giddy mood for just a moment, John was inspired to put his hands together, with fingers entwined, and say in a sing-songy, childish voice:

“Here’s the church, here’s the steeple, look inside…”

From some unknown reserve of sanity, John felt himself being dragged back to the job.

“And see all the people standing around sad at a young woman’s funeral.” John took a lungful of that dusty Georgia air and got out of the car. He walked around to the side of the small, one-room church and plodded along the short path to the parsonage.

It was a far cry from the cozy brick cottage that his uncle enjoyed while he lived. It was painfully obvious that this particular building was constructed with faith—and not much else. And yet, there was something comfortable and reassuring about the little cabin. John couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but he was drawn to it in a strange way. He was still trying to wrap his brain around it, standing at the foot of the small porch, when the door opened.

“Well, hi there,” the woman said. If she was concerned that a stranger was standing at her door with a stupefied expression on his face, she hid it incredibly well.

“I’m sorry,” John said, “I was hoping to speak with the pastor…”

“Of course, of course. He’s right in the livin’ room. C’mon inside, Mr. Webb.”

Once again, somebody automatically knew who he was. It was creepy, and it didn’t matter one little bit that he was the only visitor in a town that knew itself in and out.

“I’m just not going to get used to that.”

“Beg pardon?”

“The way everyone around here knows everybody else. It’s like there are no secrets. I’ve lived in the same apartment in New York for six years, and I still don’t know any of my neighbors.”

The woman raised an eyebrow in mock astonishment.

“Then, however do you borrow sugar?”

John couldn’t help but laugh. And, at that, the pastor’s wife smiled, knowing that she had broken through. She was a kind-looking woman and, while the lines on her face betrayed that more years lay behind her then before, she had a vaguely ageless quality.

“You’re wrong about one thing, though…” she confided, “People around here gots plenty o’ secrets.”

John followed her inside, and was somewhat surprised to find a neat, tidy, and very welcoming little home inside the unhandsome little shack.

“Albert, we’ve got us some comp’ny.”

“Good,” remarked the pastor from a wood rocker, “I been waitin’ all day for a decent conversation.” The smile and quick wink were enough to earn him a playful swat from his wife as she passed into the kitchen. “Beatrice, be a dear and fix us some iced tea, please?”

The Baptist minister was a big man, and it was plain that he enjoyed a good sense of humor and a wellspring of kindness in equal measure. John wasn’t quite certain what specifically it was about the man that assured him of this, but it was somehow obvious, nevertheless.

“I don’t want to be a bother…” John said.

“Nonsense!” Beatrice replied from the kitchen, as she poured out three glasses. “We enjoy havin’ people stop by.”

“Mr. Webb, if ya’ don’t mind my askin’, how is your family doin’?” the reverend asked.

“About as well as…well, to tell you truth, Reverend, I couldn’t tell you. I haven’t really talked to them very much since I’ve arrived.”

“Doesn’t sound like an effective way to handle a family reunion,” Beatrice quipped.

“Or a murder investigation,” the good reverend finished.

John tried to think of something to say in response…and came up with nothing.

“Oh, don’t pay us any mind, John. Us old folks just gotta be nosin’ into everything, whether we got a right to, or not,” the kind old pastor assured.

“Besides, from what Gerald’s told me, you’re doin’ a fine job.”

That got John’s attention.

“Gerald? Gerald Peachtree?”

Reverend Albert Edwards smiled broadly.

“Gerald and I had a good talk last night. He comes by now and again to make sure we got everythin’ we need.”

“I didn’t know that Gerald attended your church,” John said, as Beatrice handed him the tall glass of iced tea.

“Well, he doesn’t. That is, he doesn’t attend this church, here. He’s a member up there at Ebenezer Baptist—the colored church. They don’t have enough to hire on a permanent pastor, so once a month, I head up there after services on Sunday and preach for ’em. There’s three other pastors from other counties that do the same, so they always get a sermon.”

“That’s very kind of you to do that.”

“Well, a preacher preaches. I suppose that, as long as God sees fit to put people in pews, I can see fit to preach His word to ’em.”

“To tell ya’ the truth, Mr. Webb,” Beatrice added, “If it weren’t for dear old Gerald, Albert would’a had to give up preachin’ up there a long time ago. We just don’t have the gumption to travel like that anymore. But Gerald comes, just as faithful as God’s own angels, to pick us up in that nice car the Wilhelmina let him use.”

“I didn’t know that,” John said, “As it happens, Aunt Wilhelmina has leant that car to me while I’m down, so I’ll be sure to make it available to Mr. Peachtree on Sunday, so you won’t be late for services.”

The good reverend smiled in appreciation.

“Actually, it is about one of your parishioners that brings me by today, though.”

“Oh? You’ve already got a murder suspect, then,” the pastor said guardedly. He clearly did not care for the thought that one of his flock might be a murder suspect.

“No, not really. It’s actually more of a side investigation. Something that may well have nothing to do with the murders…but I’m not taking any chances.”

“Well, that’s smart,” Beatrice chimed in.

“It’s a young lady…she was a member of the Baptist church many years ago.”

“Was? I take it she’s moved on, then?”

“Permanently. She died before I was born. Her name was Emma Lou Posey.”

The pastor took a reflective sip on his iced tea.

“Well, there’s a name I haven’t heard in many years. But yeah, I remember Emma Lou.”

The sad look on the old preacher’s face was almost enough to make John change the subject—tell the man to ‘Never mind, forget about it.’ But there were too many unanswered questions for John to turn back now.

“What can you tell me about her?”

Pastor Albert Edwards stared back at John, as if to gauge the level of importance of the question.

“Emma Lou is probably the saddest story I know. She was a real sweetheart of a girl, and the pride of Jim Posey’s life. If there were ever a more proud father, I haven’t seen ’im. But sweet as she was, she wern’t perfect. When a young, brash young man named Roy Rivers showed more than a passin’ interest, Emma Lou was swept clean off ’er feet. All o’ sixteen years old, Emma Lou didn’t know half what she ought to about the ways o’ men. Before too long, Emma Lou was pregnant.”

“I imagine that didn’t go over very well,” John commented.

The pastor chuckled. “No. It did not. Nach’rly, Jim Posey insisted that Roy do the right thing and marry Emma Lou. O’ course, the Rivers family weren’t at all happy about that. They kept on tellin’ Roy that he didn’t need some poor farmer’s daughter holdin’ him back, and he should just deny that anythin’ happened between them. But Jim Posey had two very important and compellin’ arguments to that suggestion: his shotgun, and his determination to use it.”

“So, Emma Lou was my father’s first wife.”

“You should know somethin’, John. Roy Rivers was just a boy back then, with nothin’ but privilege and spoilin’ for an education. What happened with Emma Lou changed him, made him see the world like it really was, and he became the good man he is today because of it. Truth be known, I believe that he would’a married Emma Lou, anyway.”

“I appreciate that, Reverend. But I need to know…what happened to Emma Lou? How did she die, and why was she buried under the name Posey?”

The pastor took another swig on his iced tea.

“When I said that the Rivers didn’t like the idea of Roy marryin’ Emma Lou…well, they liked the reality of it even less! Your Aunt Wilhelmina most of all. She and Opal were so cruel. Not a day went by that they didn’t torment Emma Lou. I remember because she would come by at least once a week, not to talk to me so much as Beatrice.”

“Now, Albert, let’s at least be honest, if we’re not goin’ ta’ be kind!” Beatrice scolded.

John gave a quizzical look, which the pastor just waved aside.

“Beatrice is just remindin’ me that I tend to lump Opal in with Wilhelmina, whether she truly deserves it or not. And I guess she’s right. It is true enough that Wilhelmina Rivers treated Emma Lou pretty awful, and Opal was always two steps behind ’er. But Opal, she was never vicious or truly cruel. She just never had it in ’er to stand up to her big sister.”

John thought back to the near frightened look on Opal’s face just last night. He had wondered about that at the time. It started to make sense now.

“So Wilhelmina made it pretty bad for Emma Lou,” John reiterated.

“That poor girl had nothin’ but misery in the Rivers home. I felt so bad for her,” Beatrice said.

“After a few months, Emma Lou was so desp’rit to please those two that she would’a done anythin’. I mean really, anythin’. That’s when it happened.” He took a moment to collect his thoughts. The pause seemed to take forever, but John didn’t dare break the silence. He could see how difficult it was to relive these events. “It was a Tuesday mornin’ when Roy woke to find his young wife as sick as anyone can get. She was so pale and her skin was so cold, Roy thought she was dead right there. But she didn’t have such good luck. He managed to wake her, but she was so confused that she just kept goin’ on about how she had fixed evr’ythin’ and how he didn’t have to worry no more. He called for the doctor, he got her water…he did ev’ry blessed thing he could think of, but it was too late. About an hour after she woke, the pain started. Her poor little body was gettin’ tore up on the inside, and all Roy could do was watch and cry for ’er. Shortly after sundown, she died. Wilhelmina was quick to tell ever’body that Emma Lou died ‘cause o’ the baby.’ But the doctor said that weren’t so. He told Roy and the rest o’ the family that he’d seen someone die like that before. He said that a local drunkard had too much of the drink for good sense, but not enough to make him forget evr’ything he wanted to, so when he ran out o’ liquor and moonshine, decided to follow it up with turpentine. Roy looked in the cupboard, and sure enough, the whole bottle they kept for cleanin’ was empty.”

“She killed herself?” John asked.

“There’s just a few folks who know about all this, mind you. Most ev’rybody round here has been told she died ‘cause o’ complications in childbirth,’ and they’re just fine acceptin’ it. For the rest of us, there’s a lot o’ questions left, but the only person that could’a answered ’em…well, she’s buried about a hundred feet behind me.”

“Under the name Posey,” John said, reminding the man that he still had one question left unanswered.

“Yes, that. Jim Posey never forgave Roy. He considered it to be Roy’s fault that she died, and that whatever had happened to her, it would never have happened if not for the Rivers. He insisted on buryin’ her under her maiden name, so that the record of her death would show the family that loved her, and not the one that killed her. As the oldest and most domineerin’, Wilhelmina was quick to agree, eager to have the whole incident wiped away.”

John was starting to feel tired. Not the kind of weariness that comes from lack of sleep or overexertion, but the vexing exhaustion of sharing a terrible secret. It followed him as he made his farewells to the elderly couple, stayed with him as he searched out among the gravestones to see Emma Lou’s grave for himself, and it refused to relinquish its hold as he drove down the dusty road, suddenly at a loss for where to go next.

* * *

At the Rivers home, Wilhelmina was busy fussing over the table setting. It was clearly busy work, but it kept her mind distracted, and she was glad to have it.

“Opal, when was the last time this silver was polished? I swear you just can’t seem to understand the importance of keepin’ a good home. What if someone was to stop over unannounced? There I’d be servin’ fine marmalade and Darjeeling tea on tarnished silver. I’d be a laughin’ stock as soon as the ladies at the civic center heard—and don’t you doubt for one second that they would hear… Opal, for lands sakes, can you hear me?!”

“Dear God, Sister, the way you’re catterwaulin’ there are folks as far as Charleston who can hear ya’!” came a voice from another room. It was familiar, masculine voice. And certainly not Opal.

“Arnold, what are you doin’ here? And where is Opal?”

“I sent her out for a few essentials. As for my bein’ here, I cancelled my meetin’ up in Atlanta. Family first, and all that.” He sauntered into the dining room, an open beer in hand.

“Is that,” Wilhelmina responded, pointing to the bottle, “the essential you sent her for?”

“Man cannot live on bread alone,” he said, and then took a swig to demonstrate.

“Your considerable supply of fine consumables in the parlor contain a large variety of whiskeys and liquors, but your selection of beer leaves considerable room for improvement,” he informed her.

“You know full well that I don’t approve of such common drink. It encourages decent men to overindulge,” she said, looking over the table setting once again.

“Oh, that’s right. Whiskey, sipped over a fine meal, or in accompaniment with a cigar, is always sufficient to sate a man’s appetite, but somethin’ so low-brow as beer, well it’s only good enough for tyin’ one on. Thank you, dear Sister, for remindin’ me how dangerous this evil drink can be.” He turned to leave, but Wilhelmina was not finished with this conversation.

“Arnold?” she asked. He turned his head to face her. “Arnold, is there anything you want to tell me about…about all this unpleasantness?”

That got Arnold Rivers’ attention. He walked fully into the room and sat down.

“Just what are you askin’ me, Wilhelmina?”

She was staring into the reflection of her face, held in the gleaming surface of a silver serving spoon.

“There have been rumors, Arnold. Whispers uttered quietly when no one believed I could hear. But I hear more than what people know, you can be sure o’ that. It has been suggested that some of your ‘new business ventures’ may not be the sort of arrangement our father would have approved of.”

“Wilhelmina, I…”

“I’ve always ignored them, of course. Left them off as no more than the jealous ramblin’s of the less fortunate. But with all o’ this happenin’, I can’t help but wonder.”

Arnold suddenly felt much more tired than he had a few moments ago. He allowed the bottle in his hand to slip down to a nearby tabletop with a slight clink.

“Since taking over the business interests of this family, I have worked very hard to expand the scope of our fortune. There was a time when the export of sorghum and cotton would have been sufficient to maintain our decidedly comfortable lifestyle. No more. Competition from coop organizations and corporate farms have driven the prices down to almost nothin’. I realized some time ago that we must either seek other means of income, or be reduced to…well, certainly not poverty, but sacrifices would have to be made in our day-to-day lifetsyle.”

“What are you sayin’, Arnold?”

“I sought out new investments. With our considerable assets, it wasn’t hard to find companies and individuals with promisin’ ideas. We have successfully invested in building projects in Atlanta, Birmingham, Charleston, even down in Florida. We have also reaped the benefit of successful partnerships in oil and steel concerns.”

“Arnold, I know all this. Do you think I don’t pay no attention at all?”

“What you don’t know is that a few o’ those concerns are owned by people that have, shall we say, a ‘colorful history.’ The sort o’ history that can sometimes get people to talkin’.”

“The kinda’ talk that people say when they think I can’t hear, for example.”

“The very kind. But I promise you, its just talk. There is absolutely no connection between those business dealin’s and what has been happenin’ here. If I even suspected that possibility, you can be assured, I would do somethin’ about it.”

Wilhelmina didn’t respond directly. She only turned her attention back to the silver. Arnold recognized that the conversation was at an end, and got up to leave.

“My boy’s dead, Arnold.”

She said it with such numb detachment that Arnold might have convinced himself that he had misheard her. But Arnold knew his sister well enough to understand that this was as close to an impassioned plea as she was capable of giving.

“I know. We all loved George. I hope that…”

“When Opal gets back, be sure she goes through all the silver and sees to it that it shines,” she said with an air of finality. Arnold took his cue and left.

* * *

Opal Rivers was not exactly what you would call a social butterfly. Don’t misunderstand, she was in attendance and heavily involved in every social event that was worth having, but when it came to recognition—that big moment when someone stands up in front of everybody and announces, “We’d like to thank (insert name here) for making all this possible…”

Well, it was never Opal’s name that they mentioned. That was usually when Wilhelmina stepped up. Wilhelmina was the face and the name that made everything turn around in Coweta County. Opal was the hands, feet, and hard labor. Important, certainly. But in society, hardly worthy of recognition.

Most people would have a problem with this. Opal Rivers was a woman of wealth and means. She was born to a position of respect in society. It was her right to be recognized by her peers. And perhaps, had she not been placed directly into Wilhelmina’s shadow all of her life, she might have grown to want all those things. But Opal lacked Wilhelmina’s drive and determination, as well as her desire to control everything and everyone around her. Instead, Opal always demonstrated the capacity to accept the situations fate had lain before her.

So it never bothered her when her sister, or one of her brothers, sent her off on some menial errand, simply because they didn’t want to be bothered with it.

Today was a perfect example. Arnold was perfectly capable of dropping in to the Boarding House and picking up a six-pack or two of his favorite beer, along with a bottle of Stovall’s Finest. But he didn’t feel like socializing with the common rabble that normally gathered down there, so he sent Opal instead. After all, it wasn’t really out of her way, since she already had to run into town to get a few cleaning supplies as it was…

It was really quite a typical day for Opal. That is, until she walked out of the boarding house and ran into Detective Webb.

He was on his way inside as she was exiting, and she nearly fell over him. It was only his quick reaction that kept her from falling and upending her package.

“Are you okay?” John asked, as he helped her regain her balance.

“Yes…thank you.”

Her answer was so quiet and timid it was almost a whisper. John smiled and nodded.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m glad I bumped into you.”

For the briefest of moments, Opal raised her head high enough to glance at John’s face. She almost looked him in the eye.

“Oh?”

“Yes, I…” John looked at the large package that Opal was carrying and suddenly remembered his manners. “Here, let me help you with that.”

Before she had a chance to object, John had swiftly removed the package from Opal’s hands. He couldn’t see the look of shame and horror that flashed across her face, since she quickly pushed it aside and resumed her normal quiet demeanor.

“That’s hardly necessary… I’m…I’m parked just across the street.”

“Which is entirely too far for me to let you carry all this by yourself while I’m standing around with two good arms,” he responded, using his most disarming smile. Opal decided that the fastest way to get out of this awkward situation would be to just let him help her to the car, and hope that he didn’t decide to look inside the package.

“As I was saying,” John continued, “I wanted to talk to you, without everybody around.”

“Ever’body?” she asked, walking toward the car.

“Okay, Wilhelmina. I know that she takes a lot of the credit for…basically everything you do. Everybody knows that, in fact. Which is why I figured that if I asked you any questions while she was around, the only answers I’d get would pretty much be hers.”

“I can’t imagine what you could want to know from me. I just don’t rightly know what questions I could answer.”

“Oh, just a few, really. Like, I understand that the reverend lived at the house, even though the church provided him with a parsonage. That seems kind of odd, and I was hoping you could tell me why.”

They had reached the car, and Opal was anxious to relieve John of that package. She had the trunk of the car open before he finished his sentence, and moved to take it from him.

“Oh, that. Carl jest never cared for puttin’ nobody out is all.”

“I’m sorry?” he asked. Opal had successfully managed to get the package out of his hands and into the trunk.

“Well, he figured that there were plenty of other folk that could use the parsonage who didn’t have a home o’ their own, so he let it out to young couples that were just getting’ started out, or folks who had fallen on hard times and needed a little boost.”

“And who’s in there now?”

Opal wanted nothing more than to just leave and get back to her duties at the house, but she could see that this young detective would not let her alone until he was satisfied.

“Well, nobody right now. There was a couple that jest had a baby, but they got themselves settled into a nice house out by the county line, with good solid pastureland. I expect they’ll be a new minister movin’ in soon.”

“I imagine so,” John agreed.

“Mr. Webb, I really do need ta’ get back now. I hope ya’ don’t think I’m bein’ rude, but…”

“No, of course, I understand. Everything being what it is, I imagine that Wilhelmina is really quite upset.”

“Yes,” Opal said, hesitantly.

“I know that, in situations like this, people often take great comfort in the routine of their daily lives. Little things become very, very important.”

“Sometimes havin’ ever’thin’ jest so can become the most important thing o’ all,” Opal said, with a great understanding.

“Having someone you can count on to keep everything running like clockwork, at those times…well, I can imagine how valuable a person like that can be.”

Opal didn’t exactly accept the compliment, but she blushed slightly. It was the closest that anyone had ever come to out-and-out telling her that she was valuable. She wasn’t quite sure how she felt about it.

As she quickly sidestepped over to the driver’s side, John stopped her once more.

“Oh, there is one little mystery I was hoping you could solve?”

Opal stared at him blankly.

“It actually has nothing to do with the reverend or George. But it’s been bugging me ever since I saw it.”

Opal’s hand was resting on the car door, which she had only managed to half-open.

“It’s that big tapestry at the house,” John continued, “I remember it as a boy, but nothing specific. I can’t explain why, but I just feel like there’s something about it…”

Suddenly, and seemingly without reason, Opal started to laugh. It was the type of laugh that you would never expect from someone like Opal—deep and unyielding. It didn’t just catch John off guard, it completely threw him.

“Did I say something funny?”

Opal was catching her breath now, and coughing with the effort. She waved at him as if to signal that it wasn’t intended to make fun or insult him.

“I am so sorry. It’s just…that big ol’ tapestry has been featured in magazines and newspaper clippins’, an’ pretty much ever’one around knows how Wilhelmina had it special made all the way out in England.”

“And that’s funny?”

“Well, no. But, yes. Ya’ see, Wilhelmina had it special made so that it would exactly match the crest and seal of the Rivers family that hails from England. That was her way of stayin’ connected.”

“I’m still not getting the joke.”

“That’s ’cause you don’t know our dirty little family secret. But you are a Rivers, like it or not…so you should.”

John waited for her to pluck up the courage to finish the thought.

“Your great-great-great granddaddy, Elijah Rivers, who up and founded this whole little town o’ ours—and pretty well the whole county around it—his name weren’t even Rivers. Don’t ask me what it was before he changed it, ’cause I don’t know—nobody does. But whatever it was, it weren’t a name worth havin’. He had earned him a reputation down in the swamps o’ Florida for crime and wrong deeds that would nat’rilly preclude him from earnin’ a respectful livin’. So when he settled here, he saw all them rivers, full o’ life an’ energy. And he was Elijah Rivers from then on.”

John was still trying to understand the joke, and Opal could tell.

“He was a fake, Detective. The first o’ many fake Rivers. Wilhelmina don’t like to face that, so she brought that nice, fancy seal to help herself forget. It don’t work, though. I can tell ever’ time she looks at it, all she sees is the lie. In fact, I think she’d tear that thing down today, but she’s afraid somebody would ask her why.” With that, Opal opened her car door fully and began to get in.

“Thank you, Opal. I appreciate your honesty,” John said as he started to walk away.

“Mr. Webb? John?” Opal called out, after looking to be assured no one was watching. John turned to face her again.

“Ever’body assumes that I’m this mousy little thing that cain’t stand up to Wilhelmina. And, maybe they’re right. But they are wrong about one thing…”

“What’s that?”

Opal paused, as if she were about to rethink the whole conversation and duck back into her car. Maybe, John thought, it would be better for her to do just that.

“They all assume that I’m embarrassed to be the younger Rivers daughter. But that ain’t it. The more I see my family do—the more I help them do—I’m plain embarrassed just to be a Rivers at all.”

With that, Opal got behind the wheel and drove off.

John stared at the departing taillights as she made her way back to the Rivers Estate. He couldn’t help but think to himself that he had just witnessed the single-most brazen act of bravery that the woman had ever dared to commit.

* * *

On the other side of town, a train was passing through, delivering sorghum, corn, and pecans to destinations across the Eastern Seaboard. Running twice a week, that train produced enough revenue to pay the salaries of 150 workers, fund the daily operation of 14 farms, 3 mills, and a loading depot, with enough left over to ensure that no one with the last name of Rivers ever had to worry about paying bills or putting food on the table. That train meant prosperity.

As Roy stared at the passing cars, he remembered the first time his father had brought him and his older brother out to the depot to watch the men fill those cars with Rivers product.

“You boys should feel a sense of pride,” he would say. “Every time you see that train go by; every time you hear that lonely whistle. It’s a testimony to the hard work and force of will that has been the hallmark of Rivers men since we came to this county.”

Roy could remember with a painful clarity how his father had told them that the strength to lead was required of all Rivers men. That they had a duty to uphold the town of Sales City because, in the end, no one else really would.

Evan Rivers died just 3 years later. Carl, as the oldest, was expected to take over the business, but he had already decided to devote his life to God, and would have no part in it. Roy was just a boy of 16, and the thought of that heavy burden terrified him beyond what anyone could have guessed. To hide his fear, he acted brasher, more brazen than was healthy or wise for one so young.

In the end, his boldness with one particular young girl placed him in a situation that made the challenge of big business pale in comparison. The memory of Emma Lou left a lasting scar on his soul, yet he hid a certain smile when her face appeared in his recollection.

When she died, he shut down. Business didn’t matter to him, and nothing could change that. Wilhelmina would end up handling most of the day-to-day operations, expecting Roy to eventually snap out of his funk.

When Roy finally did emerge from his self-imposed exile from reality, however, he did not go to an office.

He, like his brother, answered a more personal calling.

“Sheriff?” asked Dan, breaking the reverie. Roy turned to see him standing by the open door of his squad car. He had not even heard his deputy drive up.

“Dan,” Roy responded, with almost no inflection. “Anythin’ new?”

“Lots o’ dead ends,” Dan answered faithfully. “Went over to Hank Groves, just like ya’ asked.”

“And?”

Dan walked up to his boss, his hands shoved into his uniform pockets, affecting his very best ‘Awe Shucks’ posture.

“Poor ol’ Hank was stuck out at his mother-in-law’s the other night. Apparently, she’s got a touch o’ sumthin’ and his wife figured it was her duty to look after ’er. Which, o’ course, meant it was Hank’s duty, too. Ain’t no way he could’a done it.”

Roy only nodded.

“Same with pretty much ever’body, one way or another. I was fixin’ to go see Gerald, though. Prob’ly nothin’ there, but I was thinkin’ that maybe one o’ them times he went off with George on one o’ his ‘wild weekends,’ he met up with somebody…”

“You don’t gotta bother with Gerald, now,” Roy interrupted. “He’s got nothin’ worth nothin’ to say about George.”

Dan wanted to take the sheriff at his word, but something about the quick way he had dismissed him sent the hairs on the back of his neck to stand on end.

“I just thought since Gerald went with him so often…” Dan insisted, but Roy cut him off with a wave of his hand.

“Gerald Peachtree wouldn’t have any kind o’ information that would help. You saw that crime scene. That weren’t no bar fight. That there was pure hate, and nothin’ less. If George had ever met up with somebody who could’a done somethin’ like that, well then I guaran-damn-tee ya’, he would’a told me.”

Dan still was having a hard time with this, though. Ignoring a possible source of information went against everything he knew—against everything Roy had taught him.

“You’re prob’ly right, o’ course. It makes sense. Still, I jest think it would be best if I got a chance to talk with Gerald about the kinda’ places they would go, when…”

“Damnit, I said let it go!” Roy shouted, more loudly than he probably intended. “I already talked with Gerald. That’s a dead end, and that’s the last I wanna hear of it!”

Dan and Roy stood there, awkward and unsure. Dan wasn’t certain what was eating Roy, but the sheriff was clearly disturbed by the very thought of Dan questioning Gerald. He wondered how Roy would react if he told him about Webb’s mysterious appointment with Gerald the night before. He considered telling him, but decided to hold off until he knew more. No sense getting the man upset over nothing…and it gave him an excuse to talk to Gerald, without deliberately disobeying the sheriff’s orders.

Pushing those thoughts aside, Dan decided to ask the question that he had been working so hard to avoid.

“Sheriff?” he began.

Roy didn’t bother to even look at him. It was evident that this man had no real interest in any police work, at least not at the moment.

“You know I been keeping me and Fred real busy, between takin’ phone calls, trackin’ down alibis, an’ keepin’ ever’body calm the past few days,” Dan pressed on. The sheriff’s gaze never left the departing train, fading into the morning sun. “Fred’s been doin’ pretty good on keepin’ the day to day stuff straight, an’ he ain’t said as much as one word o’ complaint about the overtime. I got the widda’ Porter helpin’ out on the phone at the station, too. It’s been real good havin’ her ta’ take messages, an’ such…”

“You gettin’ to some kind of a point, Dan?” Roy asked between clenched teeth.

“Mr. Parrott—he’s been runnin’ himself jest ragged at the mortuary tryin’ to find somethin’ to help,” Dan continued, undaunted. “Mr. Ellswhite, at the Boardin’ House, has been bringin’ breakfast, lunch, and dinner down to the station every day, and won’t take one penny for it. Even ol’ Earl’s been keepin’ an eye out for anything weird goin’ on along the river.”

Finally, Roy Rivers turned his eyes away from the train, now long past. The sunken cheeks and haunted expression gave him the appearance of a man lost. It was a little startling for Dan to see the man he had admired for so long in such a state. Since he was a boy, Dan had admired the strength, determination, and out-and-out life that had been so evident in Roy Rivers.

“Spit it out,” Roy demanded.

Dan took a moment to collect himself. He’d already angered his boss—his hero—and it seemed as though he was well on his way to causing permanent damage to their relationship. A part of him kept wondering if it was worth it, but Dan’s own conscience won out. This must be said.

“It’s just that the town is seeing an awful lot of people workin’ real hard to catch this killer. And some of ’em are bein’ heard askin’ why you ain’t among ’em.”

Whenever you prepare to ask a question or make a statement like Dan just did, you usually have some kind of an image in your head as to what the resulting reaction will be. Whatever expectation Dan may have had, it was not realized. Roy Rivers’ face was virtually unreadable, as though Dan’s words came as no surprise and held no concern.

Dan fought the urge to ask if Roy had even heard him at all. It seemed as though an eternity went by before Roy responded.

“And what, exactly, did you tell them, in response to all those questions?”

Dan paused a moment, just long enough to make it seem like he was hesitating.

“I’ve been tellin’ ever’body the same thing. That we’re workin’ several leads, and you’re very busy coordinatin’ our efforts…” Dan paused for effect, then, “In short, I’ve lied.”

Dan allowed his words to sink in. He didn’t want to be cruel, but there came a time when a man had to be clear enough that his words could break through the haze of grief and anger.

Now was just such a time.

“Don’t get me wrong, Sheriff. I don’t think there’s a man alive that could hold up better’n what you have, considerin’ what all you’ve had to see. But that’s Roy Rivers I’m talkin’ about. And though it sure as hell ain’t fair, the simple fact is the folk of Coweta ain’t concerned about him—not one little bit. Na’ssir. They are scared and confused, and they are countin’ on their sheriff to set things right. Not Roy Rivers, but Sheriff Rivers.”

In the distance, the train whistle sounded faintly against the Georgia heat.

“It’s up to you, sir,” Dan finished. “You gotta decide who you gonna be today…the man, or the sheriff.”

Roy looked the deputy straight in the eye for a moment, as though seeing him in a way that had never occurred to him before.

“So, Dan. What do you need from me? You want my badge?”

“No, sir, I do not. What I want is to catch the son-of-a-bitch that killed your brother and your nephew, and I’ll do whatever the hell I hafta to do it…even listen to that natterin’ northerner son o’ yours goin’ on about how much smarter he is than ever’body else!”

This, finally, drew a slight smile across Roy’s face. He clapped a weary hand on Dan’s shoulder, much as a father would a son. He held it there for a moment, and took one more long look out across the unchanging Georgia plain.

“Thank you, Dan. I suppose it is time I got back to my responsibilities.”

“Far as I’m concerned, you never left ’em. Ya’ jest needed to take a step back and collect yer thoughts. Same as anybody does…now and again.”

The sheriff of Coweta County and his deputy stood in silence for a moment, then Dan pulled away. With a sheepish grin, he walked back to his car. Over his shoulder, he called back to his boss.

“I’m headin’ back to the station. I promised Fred I’d give him a chance to stretch his legs for a while.”

It wasn’t just a schedule update, and Roy knew it.

“I’ll see ya’ there. I got a couple o’ things I gotta see to first,” Roy replied. Dan turned, nodded, satisfied. Then, he got into his car and sped off back toward town, kicking up the dirt, sand, and clay that was Georgia. Now alone, Roy looked down along the tracks, toward a freight train long since out of sight.

* **

Coweta County, Georgia: Geographically speaking, it is an unassuming stretch of land in Northwestern Georgia, just a two-hour drive from Atlanta. Its abundant wildlife and winding rivers make it a pleasant spot, while the simple charm of those who call it home make it a nice place to live. Coweta County. On paper, it sounds just about perfect.

But to Annie Ruth Stovall, with four children to feed, Coweta County had a very different look and feel. Today, especially. Because on a summer day like this, when it was too hot to stay in the house and there just wasn’t anyone to lend a hand, it meant that wherever Annie Ruth went, she did not go alone.

“Mama, I’m tired o’ walkin’. I wanna go play,” begged her oldest daughter, Geraldine. To her credit, she managed to keep it just this side of a whine.

“We’re almost there, Sweetheart. Jest you remember to stay in sight onct’ we get to the playground,” Annie Ruth assured her. She hiked little Hazel Jean a little higher on her hip, as the little one-year-old began to stir in the midday heat.

Geraldine stamped her feet a little as she walked the next few steps, and her nose crinkled furiously. At the age of nine, she was young enough to still need a close eye on her, but old enough to resent it. Annie Ruth knew this, of course, just as she knew that, to Geraldine’s thinking, there wasn’t a single person or thing in Sales City that she didn’t know, and therefore, nothing that she should be afraid of. Annie Ruth just wished that last part was true.

By some standards, the little strip of grass beside the Methodist Church was hardly a playground at all. Just a few old swings, a rusty seesaw, and a picnic table. But there was plenty of shade, and on a day like today there would be other children for them to play with. Plus, there were bound to be other mothers watching, which meant she could pull away from the kids long enough to get some shopping done at the general store.

Hazel Jean stirred again, reminding her that she couldn’t quite get away from all the kids. But even with Hazel Jean still in hand, keeping Geraldine, Harold, and Carol Ann occupied would make buying the few necessities she could afford much simpler.

Just as she had hoped, the playground was full of children, and Mrs. Thorpe was more than happy to keep an eye on the little dears, and was even willing to let Hazel Jean set up camp on her lap—a blessing Annie Ruth would have been afraid to hope for. With a quick round of kisses and a reminder to Geraldine to keep watch over the younger children, Annie Ruth rushed to the General Store.

She was fortunate there, as well. Mr. Frank, the owner, was in sore need of eggs, since the Putnam’s chickens were put off laying by a fox that had been running loose near their property, and the Albright’s farm was quarantined because of a bad fever. Which left the Stovalls’ brown eggs looking suddenly very desirable. In short order, she had agreed to supply 10 dozen eggs a day for the next week, and in return she would get 10 pounds of flour, six bundles of burlap, and 3 new work shirts for Arthur. She was feeling rather good about the whole thing, and felt comfortable enough to splurge on some sugar, cocoa, and vanilla for a cake.

It was while searching for the vanilla that she heard a familiar voice call her name.

“Annie Ruth?”

She turned to see Sam Posey at the end of the aisle.

“Doc? It’s good to see you. I’m surprised to see you so far from home, though.”

“It’s Mr. Frank’s custom dog feed. I made the mistake o’ lettin’ that ol’ badger trade me a couple bags for some buckshot I had. Ever since, that old bluetick o’ mine won’t settle for anythin’ less. So I come up once a month or so and get ’im his supply.”

Sam came closer, as if to say something of a more conspiratorial nature.

“Actually, I was hopin’ I’d get the chance ta’ talk with ya’ while I was in town.”

“Really? And why’s that, Doc?” Annie Ruth asked, obviously curious.

“I been worryin’ about you a little, I guess. What with all this mess goin’ on…”

Suddenly a little thrill of fear went straight through Annie Ruth.

“What’re ya’ sayin’, Doc? You ain’t…you ain’t seen nothin’, have ya’?” Without realizing it, Annie Ruth had closed the distance between them, and had now placed a hand on his arm. Sam Posey looked at her curiously for a moment, and then realized her meaning.

“Oh. No. No. Nothin’ like that, I promise,” he quickly assured. Annie Ruth slumped with relief.

“Ya’ ’bout scared me ta’ death!”

“Oh, my Lord in heaven, I’m sorry, Annie Ruth. I jest meant that, well… I been thinkin’ about how you must be feelin’ right now. This whole business has got ever’body lookin’ over their shoulders—jest as nervous as can be. An’ I was curious as to how you was holdin’ up?”

“Well, that’s real nice of ya’ ta’ worry over me, Doc. An’ truth be known, I feel just as jumpy as anybody… I ain’t one to worry, not really, but I’ll tell ya’—I have been findin’ myself castin’ more than just a passin’ glance at the winda’ anytime there’s a shadow come acrost it. I know how silly that must make me look, but it’s true.”

“Not at all,” Sam said, encouragingly. “I’d dare say there’s a good many folk in Coweta County that’s lockin’ their doors at night for the first time, ever. An’ more ’an a few been findin’ themselves spendin’ more time in earnest prayer than they’d ever admit to.”

“Well, I can’t say as that’s a bad thing. I know quite a few folks as could use a bit more time on their knees,” Annie Ruth replied, only partially sarcastically.

Sam laughed quietly in reply, though the look of concern never left his eyes.

“I daresay, you’re prob’ly right. Though, at such a cost…”

“Such a cost,” Annie Ruth repeated thoughtfully.

“I don’t want you to worry none, though. It don’t help none, no how. ’Sides,” Sam said, hoping to lighten the mood, “if I were some fella bent on doin’ harm ta’ anyone, the last place on God’s green earth I’d come to do that would be the Stovall house. Even if I was to get past ol’ Arthur, that would jest mean I’d haf’ta face off against you. No man alive would be crazy enough ta’ do a thing like that!”

Annie Ruth blushed a little at the compliment.

“That’s kind o’ you to say, Doc.”

“Ya’ know, Annie Ruth, since we are kin, an’ we been friendly for a long time, now…don’t ya’ think you could jest call me Sam? Doc’s fine and good for most folks, I guess. But it just don’t seem right when you say it.”

“Alright,” Annie said. “After all, we have been friends now for…well, as long as I can remember, really.”

“Since the Pelham County Fair o’ 1902,” Sam said quietly.

“Good Lord. I was four years old, Sam…”

“But you remember it like it was yesterday,” he replied

“Emma Lou took me with ’er that day. We saw us a three-headed hog, and a monkey that smoked a cigarette. I had my first taste o’ cotton candy, and Emma Lou flirted with the boy runnin’ the Ferris Wheel so’s he’d let me ride, even though I was s’posed to be too small.” Annie Ruth smiled at the pleasant memory, but it was an incomplete smile, and Sam Posey didn’t need a special vision to know why. “We also got in line to talk to a young man they said could tell your future. ’Course, he must’a been tired by the time we got to ’im, ‘cause he couldn’ tell us nothin’.” Annie Ruth looked Sam straight in the face when she said this. “’Course, you and I both know that ain’t true, don’t we, Sam. I overheard you talkin’ to the fella’ behind us as we walked away. Emma Lou didn’t…but I did. You said…”

“I said, ‘That girl ain’t got no future,’” Sam interrupted.

Annie Ruth looked over the items on the counter, as though she were trying to pretend that this was just a friendly chat. But she knew they were past that.

“I guess it must be hard. Knowin’ things that are goin’ ta’ happen. Knowin’, maybe, that somebody aint gonna get to see the next sunrise. I think that, if I knew that kinda’ thing, it might be easier to lie to someone, right ta’ their face, then hafta hear the pain in their voice or the cries and pleas—as if you could somehow change it. Yeah, I s’pose I’d just plain lie. And I s’pose, after doin’ it for forty years or so, I’d get pretty good at it.”

“Yes,” Sam said bitterly, “you would.”

Annie Ruth pulled her attention from the cans on the shelf and looked at Sam, hard. There was a cold edge in her eyes that frightened the man a little.

“Well, I’m not cryin’. I ain’t got the time or the wherewithal to fall apart with bad news, and I know better’n to ask you to try an’ change things. So damnit, Sam, I don’t want to hear any lies. I jest want to know the truth…is ever’thin’ gonna work out alright?”

“Alright, Annie Ruth? I can tell you it’s gonna work out, but whether or not it’s gonna be alright…I just don’t know.”

Annie Ruth would be thinking about that answer for some time. It would invade her thoughts, making it difficult to concentrate on anything else. It would prevent her from sleeping as well. In fact, she was lying awake later that night, pondering its meaning, when a sound like distant thunder rumbled across the Georgia landscape.





Chapter 6

Friday, May 27th, 1942

Wilhelmina Rivers was, in a sense, a creature of habit. More precisely put, she was a creature of other people’s habits. She had become accustomed to her daily schedule, and enjoyed keeping it in its minutest detail. From her breakfast, which was perfectly laid out on the small table by her bedside, to her newspaper and coffee downstairs in the kitchen, to her daily drive into town, Wilhelmina was uncompromising in her schedule. And it never occurred to her that it was slightly more demanding on those who prepared her breakfast, laid out her paper, and got her car washed so that she would look her best as she drove by. The people who made her daily schedule possible were never a concern. Wilhelmina was a woman of means, and therefore a woman of privilege.

Had she given more thought to the people around her, she might have had a slightly better start to her day. As she rubbed the sleep from her eyes, and reality started to creep into the haze of waking, she became aware of three distinctly important things.

First, she realized that she had been allowed to oversleep, and then she noticed that her breakfast was not laid out, and then it caught her eye that the yellow and blue dress that she had requested for today had not been pressed and made ready for her. In anger and frustration, she got out of bed and rushed to her bedroom door and called out into the hallway:

“Opal? What in all creation are you thinkin’? I am far behind schedule this morning!”

There was no answer. Wilhelmina might have had a spark of concern, but it was overridden by her sense of outrage at what she could only perceive as a failure by her dutiful sister to meet her responsibilities. She walked back into her room and grabbed a dressing gown before returning to the hallway.

Wilhelmina had always suspected this day would come. Opal had always managed to keep her responsibilities despite any excesses she may have indulged in the night before, but it was inevitable. Wilhelmina marched down to Opal’s room and slammed her fist on the door repeatedly.

“Opal! Wake up, now. You have responsibilities!”

She continued to yell without result.

“I’ll not stand for this. I have warned you before that I would give you no sympathy should your quiet little habit interfere with your duties. Now get out here right now and face me!”

If Wilhelmina was expecting a response of any kind, she was to be disappointed. There was not so much as a rustle of bedsheets. Wilhelmina began to wonder just how much Opal had drunk the night before.

“Miss Wilhelmina?” came a familiar voice from behind her. She jumped visibly, turning to see Gerald standing at the end of the hall. She quickly clutched her housecoat to cover the single square inch of skin that might possibly be exposed and uttered her very best outraged gasp.

“Gerald, what on earth do you think you are doin’, standin’ there like some kind a’ peepin’ tom!?”

“Oh, Ma’am, I am so sorry, I didn’t mean ta’ scare ya’ like that!” Gerald said quickly, backing slightly down the hall.

“What are you doin’ here, anyway?”

Gerald looked as if he were trying to decide whether he was embarrassed, nervous, or just plain miserable.

“Well, Ma’am, I heard all the ruckus and…beg y’er pardon, Miss Wilhelmina, but ya’ couldn’ he’p but hear it.”

“Gerald, I ain’t got time for y’er yammerin’ right now. Would you j’est help me get this door open, so’s I can wake Opal?”

“That’s what I came up here to tell ya’, Ma’am. Miss Opal…she ain’t in there.”

*

The smells of fresh cut grass and summer flowers, carried along on a light breeze, usually can inspire even the most foul-mooded individual to a heartfelt smile.

Of course, it loses a lot of that effect when it is mingled with the scent of burnt metal, charred wood, and a sickly sweet odor that might be hard to pinpoint, but somehow places a person at immediate unease.

It was that odor that had put Dan in such an intolerable mood this morning. The four volunteers that he had managed to get to help with the unpleasant task before him could tell he was going to be a bear, and had the situation been any less than what it was, they would probably have told him he could do the job by himself and left. He knew this, just as he knew that the same thing affecting him had an adverse affect on them, as well. He made a mental note to find a way to thank them later, as he picked up a shovel and started back on the nasty chore of clearing debris.

From behind him, he heard the familiar sound of a car horn. Turning, he saw the well-known burgundy Studebaker that Wilhelmina Rivers drove through town everyday. She was the last person he wanted here right now, and the men around him knew it. They all managed to discreetly make a very wide circle around the deputy.

“Deputy Merrill, Deputy Merrill. I need your assistance, immediately!” Wilhelmina cried out as she exited the car and ran—yes, actually ran—across the field to where he stood.

“Deputy Merrill, I…” Wilhelmina stopped mid-sentence, as she suddenly noticed the sight directly behind him.

“My dear God in Heaven, Dan! What on earth has happened here?”

Dan turned to inspect the horrific scene of destruction he had been working through all morning.

“The granary exploded late last night. Sent pieces o’ metal an’ wood all over, not to mention all this burnt sorghum,” Dan said, then sneezed, as if to emphasize the point.

“Well, that’s just awful, but I don’t see how it merits takin’ up your time, especially when there is a much more pressin’ need at hand!”

Dan put up his hands placatingly.

“It’s not that simple, Ms. Rivers.”

“Dan, Opal is missin’!”

“I’m sorry…what?”

“Opal. She’s gone. I don’t know why, but when I woke up this mornin’ she was gone, and Gerald says she’s been gone all night. I have got to know where my sister has got to, Dan. You simply must help.”

“I will, Wilhelmina, I will. But get me up to speed a little bit here. How does Gerald know she’s been out all night?”

Wilhelmina took a steadying breath before beginning. Dan was glad to see it, but there was a little nagging at the back of his mind that was quickly working its way forward.

“Last night, Opal took the truck Roy uses to check on the livestock and drove it out to deliver some fried chicken and pole beans over to the McDermot house. Mrs. McDermot’s over in Atlanta nursin’ her Mama right now, so’s the only one takin’ care o’ those young-uns is that worthless husband o’ hers, David…” Even Wilhelmina could tell she was starting to ramble. “Anyway, Opal felt sorry for those kids, ’cause she figg’ered that man wouldn’t know how to fix a proper meal, so she took the truck and off she went. Gerald had offered to take her, but she told him it wouldn’t be necessary…”

Dan got the picture. The Rivers liked to pretend that nobody knew about their little indiscretions, but it just wasn’t so.

“You figure she might have wanted to run some ‘other errand’ while she was out?”

Wilhelmina nodded stiffly, uncomfortable with revealing something so private about her sister, even couched in innuendo.

“Gerald saw that the truck weren’t back this mornin’, and I had already discovered her absent from her room. That’s when I came lookin’ fer you.”

Dan was getting more and more disturbed by this turn of events, which he only partially managed to hide from Wilhelmina.

“Tell ya’ what. I’ll be done here real quick, then I can head on over to see David McDermot, find out what time Opal came over with dinner, then I’ll shoot on over ta’…”

Dan caught himself before he said “Hank Groves’ Liquor Store.”

“Well, I’ll jest see what old David has ta’ say, and I’ll take it from there. In the meantime, I want you to go to the sheriff’s office and tell Fred to get out there and look for yer truck.”

Wilhelmina nodded gratefully, and started back toward her car, apparently oblivious to the nervous looks Dan was making over his shoulder back to the wreckage behind him.

Halfway back to the car, Wilhelmina turned again, as if to search out some kind of answers among the twisted metal and burnt sorghum.

“How does somethin’ like this happen, Dan?” she asked.

“Oh, ya’ know how it is with these old silos, Ma’am. Grain gets left in too long, starts to ferment, gas builds up, turns the whole damn thing inta’ some kinda’ bomb, just waitin’ for the sun to heat it up an’…”

Dan left the obvious result unsaid.

“Well, thank you so much for that science lesson, Deputy Merrill. It ain’t as though I been livin’ around these things longer ’an you been born, after all.”

Dan smiled sheepishly at the biting sarcasm.

“Yes, Ma’am. Of course.”

“What I’m askin’ is, how did this happen in the middle o’ the night, when there ain’t no sun to set it off?”

It was a good question. It was, in fact, the very question that had inspired Dan to drag four volunteers out here to sift through the rubble. The problem was, in order for Dan to tell her that, he would also have to tell her why he was so determined to search through every inch of the damage site, and why he was trying so hard to get her out of the area before…

“Deputy!” came a shout from one of the volunteers, “Deputy, we found somethin’!”

Dan took the opportunity the interruption provided him and ushered Wilhelmina the rest of the way to her car.

“Ma’am, I gotta take care o’ this. But I won’t be too long, ya’ have my word. Now, let’s not waste any time, ya’ hear? You get on down to the station and talk ta’ Fred. I’ll handle everything here.”

Wilhelmina seemed satisfied to put her curiosity on hold for the moment. As she drove off down the road, Dan’s shoulders slumped down in an odd mixture of relief and foreboding.

With leaden feet, he walked to where his four volunteers were gathered. The center of their attention was half-buried under sorghum, ash, and a piece of sheet metal off the silo, but it was unmistakable. It was the source of that putrid odor. It was a body, and just as Dan had feared ever since Wilhelmina had driven up, it was wearing the remains of a very well-made sundress.

It was fully three hours after Dan had discovered and identified Opal’s body at the silo explosion that Sheriff Roy Rivers and Deputy Fred Flandon were driving at ridiculous speeds down Highway 47. Roy was angry, and it showed in his driving.

Fred could clearly see how upset the sheriff was, and how that was affecting his driving, but he was too terrified of the man to say anything. Truthfully, Fred had always been a little afraid of his boss. But the events of the past few weeks had engendered a deep and honest terror of the man. Opal’s murder had deepened that fear a little more, so when Roy had stormed into the office and barked at Fred to get in the squad car, it was only an extreme act of willpower that kept him from wetting himself. Of course, it occurred to him now that, had he not employed that act of self-control, the sheriff probably wouldn’t have wanted him along for this near-suicidal race down the road…

The sheriff had yet to locate John Webb. This was the cause for his dangerous driving. He had already secured Wilhelmina and Arnold at the Rivers Estate, with Gerald and a few others he trusted in place to keep them safe. But with this morning’s murder, it was becoming entirely too clear that their killer had very specific targets, and whether John wanted to admit it or not, he was a Rivers.

That’s why Roy’s first stop that morning had been to the Boarding House. John was supposed to have left word as to where he was going in case there had been some break in the case and they needed to reach him. But Mr. Ellswhite couldn’t tell them anything. Apparently, John had left rather early that morning, before anyone else, and left no word or message. Since then, he had driven to every place that had been on John’s list of planned visits to try and locate the man, with no luck.

And now, he had to put that search on hold.

Dan had found something at the explosion site. That was why Roy had rushed back to pick up Fred. It was why they were racing down to the Stovall home as fast as the car would carry them. Not that speed was an issue. You could walk to the place in half an hour, but the sheriff was mad, and driving fast was just one of the ways he showed it. So, fortunately for Fred, the terrifying ride only lasted about a minute and a half.

Unfortunately for Fred, the sight that greeted them when they arrived at the Stovall home only served to deepen the sheriff’s bad mood. There in the front yard, in plain sight, was the all-too familiar Studebaker that John Webb had been driving.

“How did Mr. Webb know we was comin’ for Athur Stovall?” he asked, before common sense told him to shut up.

“He didn’t,” Roy said through clenched teeth. It was at that moment that Fred realized how great a mistake it was that he didn’t just pee his pants back at the station when he had the opportunity.

Fred had been there when Ephraim Moss had gotten too drunk for his own good and started shooting up the boarding house. He had broken up more than his fair share of fights between angry neighbors. He had even single-handedly faced down the Rivers’ prize bull when it had broken out of the pen and started terrorizing picnickers in a nearby meadow.

All these things were familiar to him, as they were regular occurrences for a small Georgia town.

Walking up to a man’s home to place him under arrest for suspicion of three murders, however, was very far outside of his realm of experience. At this moment, Fred was at a total loss for how to hold himself. He tried to think of detectives he’d seen in movies; how they had held their hand with a thumb hooked into their belt, close to their gun, just in case trouble came, and how they kept their hard eyes fixed on the ground before them, until that fateful moment when they raised them up to look the suspect straight in the eyes.

It didn’t quite work that way for Fred. His thumb kept slipping, and his hand would slap with a sad and pathetic sound against his holster. He tried to keep a hard gaze, but it felt more like the face he made when he accidentally drank someone else’s beer, and when he stared down at the ground he became instantly nervous that he would walk into a branch.

Watching Roy didn’t help either. He walked with a steely determination that had nothing to do with professionalism, and his hand went nowhere near his gun. In all likelihood, in his current frame of mind, he would be more likely to cause more harm with his bare hands than he possibly could with his sidearm.

Somehow, the two managed to reach the Stovalls’ front door at the same time. Roy knocked on the door hard, demanding. He looked as though he were actually waiting for the opportunity to break it down if no one answered, but if so, he was disappointed.

Annie Ruth opened the door within a few seconds.

“Sheriff Rivers, Fred. It’s so nice to see you. We were just talkin’ ’bout you,” she greeted them cheerfully. When it was evident that their arrival was not nearly so happy an occasion as she had imagined, she stepped back, involuntarily, as if in preparation for an escape.

“There somethin’ wrong?” she asked, a little more warily. Her eyes told that she already knew the answer was yes.

“We’d like to talk with your husband, Ma’am,” Roy said coldly, then stepped forward to demonstrate that it was only phrased as a request out of courtesy. Annie Ruth moved to one side and graciously ushered them inside.

“He’s in the kitchen with…”

“With Detective Webb,” Roy finished irritably.

Arthur Stovall was sitting quite comfortably at his kitchen table, as he and John Webb laughed easily in mutual good humor. The scene of it was unnerving, even for Sheriff Roy Rivers, as he stood watching them. John was the first to notice them, as he raised a half-empty glass of iced tea.

“Well, hi there. I’m afraid you just missed lunch,” he said. Roy just stood there, unsure how to proceed.

“Nonsense!” Arthur said, good-naturedly. “We can always make room at the table for friends…Annie Ruth, set up some plates for our guests.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Fred said, holding up a warning hand.

Maybe it was the shock of Fred growing enough spine to speak, or maybe it was the embarrassment of realizing that Fred only managed it because Roy was apparently unable to do so himself. Either way, Roy stepped forward to reassert his control on this situation.

“Mr. Stovall. I need to ask you some questions.”

If someone didn’t know her better, they would think that Annie Ruth’s stoic demeanor as her husband was being led off in handcuffs was due to shock at the unbelievable drama being played out in front of her.

Both Fred and John, however, did know her better than that. They could clearly read the intensely burning anger in her eyes. It was easy enough to recognize. They had seen the same look on the face of the sheriff, as he proceeded to ask Arthur Stovall about his actions and whereabouts the night before. They watched him go from a quiet, professional questioning to a full-blown interrogation in a matter of questions.

When it was all said and done, Sheriff Rivers had managed to convince himself, if no one else, of Arthur’s guilt.

For a brief moment, John considered holding back just long enough to offer some sort of reassurance to Annie Ruth that Arthur would not be mistreated at the sheriff’s station, but something about the look in his father’s eyes suggested to him that Arthur could very well be in danger before he even got that far, so he jumped in his car and followed the squad car in. He still only had sketchy details about the morning’s events, but he had learned enough to know that Opal had been killed, and stuffed into a granary on the edge of town. He understood that the granary was then blown apart by a homemade bomb, and that the primary igniter, aside from the sorghum itself, was moonshine.

Roy Rivers had been a little sketchy on how he had made the immense leap from moonshine to Arthur Stovall directly, but John figured that his best bet at keeping Arthur alive long enough to get a fair shake was to get Roy calm enough to see the possibility that there could actually be numerous people besides Arthur who would have ready access to moonshine.

It was clear that it would take some considerable effort.

As they pulled up to the sheriff’s office, Dan came out the door to escort the prisoner inside. It was clear, by the look on his face, that Dan was just as concerned about Stovall’s safety as John was—albeit for different reasons. John wanted Arthur Stovall to get fair treatment because he believed the man to be innocent. Dan was concerned about the backlash should Roy decide to give in to his anger. The result was the same, and that was good enough for John.

To his surprise, John followed Dan, not to a cell, but to a small storage closet that had been hastily cleared and outfitted with a table and chair. Arthur was directed to sit, and then Dan turned around and exited, motioning John with him. He closed and locked the door behind him.

“I fig’gered it’d be a good idea to let ’im sit and worry for a while,” Dan explained. He didn’t have to. It was part of procedure in New York to seclude a suspect before questioning them. They often referred to it as “tenderizing.”

“John,” the sheriff’s voice rumbled. He had removed his hat and was holding it with a death grip in his right hand.

“We need to talk.”

Apparently, John’s interrogation would occur without delay.

Nodding slowly, John walked to the nearest desk and took a seat.

“Ask the question, then.”

Understandably, Dan looked confused.

“Ask what question?” he asked.

“The sheriff wants to know what I was doing over at the Stovalls’ today.”

“He damn sure does,” Roy said through clenched teeth. “He also wants to know why you decided not to tell us where you’d be today. And why you been all over the county, askin’ all kind o’ questions that’s not got one damn thing to do with this investigation.”

John knew well enough that this was no time to be flippant. The sheriff had every reason to be angry. John had purposefully kept him out of the loop. The trouble was, he was fairly certain that the sheriff really didn’t want to know what he had learned.

“I was at the Stovalls’ to get some answers, just like I’ve been doing since I got here. I don’t know the people around here like you do, or Dan, or Fred. I don’t have the option of drawing on personal experience to judge who might be hiding something. So I leave that to you. I have, instead, focused my attention on some of the less obvious leads.”

“What’re you talkin’ about?”

“E…L…P,” John said slowly.

“The message George left?” Roy asked.

John was almost—almost—tempted to smile at the fact that the sheriff was still clinging to basic assumptions, despite the obvious evidence in front of him.

“It was a message. That’s for certain. But it wasn’t George who left it.”

“How could you possibly know that? And what does that have to do with the questions you been askin’?”

“George didn’t live long enough to leave a message. Not with the kind of wounds he received. In addition, I conferred with Mr. Parrott over a detail that we all overlooked that morning.”

“What was that?” Dan asked, not liking his professionalism called into question, even slightly.

“His fingers,” John said simply. “That message was scrawled on the wall by someone’s finger. That much was obvious. But in all the confusion that morning, no one—not even myself—thought to look at poor George’s fingers to see if they had blood on them.”

“There was blood all over ’im,” Fred said from his vigil by the door of Arthur Stovall’s impromptu interrogation room.

“Castoff blood,” John replied. “Blood left from the attack spurted in predictable patterns. But for George to have left that message, he would have had to dip his fingers into his wounds and allowed them to be coated completely. But George’s fingers only had streaks of castoff blood. You can ask Mr. Parrott yourself, if you’d like…”

“So that means…” Dan began

“‘ELP’ was a note, left by George’s killer…for us. That is what I have been looking into.”

“How?” Dan asked.

“I…” John paused just for a moment before going further. It occurred to him that revealing too much about George’s personal life might cause Roy to completely shut him down before he got anywhere.

“Well?” Dan insisted.

“I had gotten some information that George was looking up some old newspaper records in Pelham.”

“Gerald,” Roy said with disgust. He clearly did not like how closely Gerald had become involved in his family affairs.

“Gerald pointed me in a direction, that’s true. But that’s all. He didn’t know what George was looking for. Fortunately, I was able to track down that he was researching obituaries. Specifically, with the last name of Posey.”

“Posey?” Roy asked, suspiciously.

“One name in particular. Emma Lou Posey.”

“ELP,” Dan remarked. He was so intrigued by this new turn of events that he didn’t notice the sudden lack of color on the sheriff’s face.

“Suddenly my ‘outside investigations’ don’t seem so unnecessary, do they?”

“So why keep us in the dark?” Dan asked, “Once you realized how important this could be, you should’a called us all in, but ya’ didn’t. Why?”

“’Cause he didn’t trust us yet,” Roy said quietly. This time, no one missed the look on his face. “He still don’t. He’s only tellin’ us now ’cause he ain’t got no choice in it.”

Dan was confused. He could see that something important was happening between Roy and John, but whatever it was, it was something neither wanted to give voice to. It was obvious that he would have to take this situation head on if he were to get any answers.

“Alright, enough is enough. Clearly, the two of you know somethin’ that I don’t, and I am gettin’ plain fed up with ever’body trying to keep my eyes shut! So whatever weird little secret the two of you are sharin’, let’s get it out here in the open, ’cause as tired as I am o’ all these secrets, I’m even more tired of findin’ bodies.”

After a moment of silence, Roy managed enough composure to turn toward Dan and look him in the eye.

“Damn, Dan. That’s twice in one week you’ve yelled at me. I don’t know if you’ve gained a lot o’ nerve, or just lost a lotta respect for me…either way, I gotta say I don’t like it.” Then his voice softened slightly. “But you happen to be right. John stumbled on to a nasty little family secret, and he was keepin’ quiet about it on my account. I’d like to think it was out o’ some feelin’ for family ties, but truth is I think he was more concerned about the possibility that I might have been the killer.”

“How could…”

“Emma Lou Posey,” Roy said stoically, “was my first wife.”

*

Arthur Stovall had plenty of time to take stock of his surroundings, not that there was much to see. Dan had done a very thorough job of clearing the tiny room. So, when the door opened, Arthur was glad just to have a break from the monotony.

“Well, it’s about time, Dan. I was startin’ to feel like I’d been forgotten!” Arthur said, trying to keep up an air of good-nature.

But it wasn’t Dan that walked into the room. It wasn’t Fred. It wasn’t Roy.

“Well, it seems we get to finish our conversation after all.”

Arthur looked at John with obvious suspicion.

“I liked where we were havin’ it before. The new settin’ ain’t to my likin’.”

“Mine either,” John agreed, “but it seems the sheriff has some evidence that you’re the man we’re looking for, and I either have to prove him wrong, or find you a damn good lawyer. You know a damn good lawyer?”

“Oh yeah, lots. On account o’ me an’ lawyers travelin’ in the same kinda’ circles all the time.”

“I guess that just leaves us with proving him wrong, then.”

Both men paused. John was waiting for the right moment to continue, his entire conversation already planned in advance. Arthur, he knew, was desperately trying to catch up. This was the critical moment. This was the point where the guilty man will reveal himself, or the innocent man will be seen for who he is. John was absolutely certain that Arthur was innocent, but in order to convince the sheriff, who was listening, unobserved, by an air vent that happened to carry sound from the room very well, he had to get Arthur to reveal something about himself. Something that an innocent man wouldn’t even think about being important, but a guilty man will hide at all cost.

“Are you so sure I ain’t the guy?” Arthur asked. It was exactly what John was looking for. Doubt.

“I am. And I think I can convince the sheriff. But you have to answer my questions. All of them. No matter what. Understood?”

Arthur simply nodded his response.

“I’m serious about this, Arthur.” And if there was any doubt, his tone of voice cancelled it out. “I ask the questions, you give the answer. No pauses, no stopping to think, no half-answer delays. I don’t care if it’s the dumbest question you ever heard—you just answer and we move on.”

Arthur nodded again. John saw the look of fear in his eyes. It told him that he was ready.

“How long have you lived in Coweta County?” John asked.

“All my life…uh, forty-eight years.”

“Good. When was the last time you saw Reverend Rivers alive?”

“It was the Saturday before last, in the store. He…he was buyin’ eggs.”

“And the last time you saw George Rivers?”

“Uh…uh…the funeral. Ever’body was there. And George, he was found the next…”

“Yeah,” John said quietly, “he was killed that same night.”

“I was…”

“How many siblings does your wife have, Stovall?”

Arthur looked as though he was about to ask a question, but an arched eyebrow from John was all he needed to be reminded of his earlier demand.

“Two. Oneida and Ophelia.”

“And where are they, currently?”

“Well, Oneida, she moved down to Florida about three years ago. Ophelia lives just the other side o’ Atlanta.”

“Are those the only siblings Annie Ruth has ever had?”

“Well, no, actually. She had an older sister. But she died when Annie Ruth was real young. She don’t really talk about her much.”

“But she does talk about her some,” John encouraged. He had started pacing by now. The culmination of this interrogation was fast approaching, and John was building up a great deal of nervous energy.

“Just once, really.”

John didn’t even waste his voice. He sat across the table from Arthur and folded his arms. Waiting.

“I didn’t pay it no mind. She got real sick after her last baby come, an’ the doctor told me she was bound to start actin’ strange…maybe even seein’ things that weren’t there…”

John slammed a fist down on the table. The act was so sudden it caused Arthur to jump.

“Dammit, Arthur, do I look like I care? Answer the question!”

Arthur swallowed hard as he tried desperately to settle his nerves. He was unaccustomed to being intimidated. But this was not a situation he had ever imagined himself in.

“She had a fever, is what I was sayin. She started tellin’ me this crazy story about Emma Lou, and how she didn’t die on account her mixin’ up her medicine, the way ever’one thought she did. I jest thought she was riled up about her own young’un, ’cause it was such a hard birth, and I tried to stop ’er, quiet ’er down—but she weren’t havin’ it. She said that…that Emma Lou was killed on purpose.”

“By who?”

“I never believed ’er. It was just the fever talkin’!”

John got up from the table and walked to the door.

“We had a deal Arthur. I ask the questions, you answer them. I don’t offer considerations for you being uncomfortable. You don’t want to give me a name? I’m done, then.” John’s hand got as far as the doorknob.

“Wilhelmina Rivers.”

He said it quietly, as though it physically hurt him to say it.

“Annie Ruth said that Wilhelmina hated Emma Lou. She told me that Wilhelmina plagued that girl night and day about how much an embarrassment she was, and when she couldn’t harass her inta’ leavin’…she found another way o’ getting’ rid of ’er.”

“Turpentine.”

Arthur looked up in shock. John’s expression revealed nothing, however.

“Yeah,” Arthur continued. “Hardly anybody knew. The doc kept it hushed up real good, ’cause…’cause they thought Emma Lou took it herself. But Annie Ruth went up and sat with ’er for hours whilest she was dyin’. Apparently, Emma Lou told her diff’ernt.”

John still had his hand on the doorknob. Not because he was debating leaving, but because he couldn’t seem to make himself move. It was the last piece of this particular puzzle, and he still couldn’t completely see it.

“Do you believe her?” John asked.

“I already told you, I…”

“I didn’t ask the question before. I’m asking it, now. Do you believe that your wife was telling you the truth?”

“We ain’t never spoken of it since that day. I ain’t never brought it up, and she ain’t never mentioned it neither. I guess, when it come right down to it though, I suppose I kinda’ do.”

“Thank you, Arthur,”

John leaned his head against the door and took a few moments to breathe, slowly, methodically. It was as much for Arthur’s benefit as his own. John knew he needed to clear the air between them before he could move on.

“You thirsty, Arthur?”

“Nah.”

This surprised John. Not that Arthur wasn’t thirsty, but that he took the question in such stride. There weren’t any false niceties. Just a simple, quick negative. It was atypical behavior. It was also an indication that Arthur was focused on concluding this interrogation. John wasn’t sure what that meant in the grand scheme of things. He walked back to his spot across the table.

“Alright, then. Let’s push on. Where were you last night?”

Arthur slumped and rolled his eyes.

“I just told you that, back in my kitchen!”

“Just answer the question, Arthur.”

“I was fixin’ a broken bit of tubin’ on the still, alright? I accidentally broke it off the other day when…” Arthur lowered his voice unconsciously, “when I got startled.”

John nodded his understanding without comment. Arthur may not know that the sheriff was listening in, but John did—and had no desire to explain why he had failed to mention that their prime suspect was also the mysterious runner from Grandpappy Island.

“How long were you there, Arthur?”

“Well, I started out perty late…about 10 o’clock. And it takes a while to work in the dark, so it was around 1, maybe even 2, when I finally got ta’ home.”

“Out until past 2 a.m., then up at sunrise to a hard day’s work. That’s got to take a toll on you,” John observed. Arthur let a little bit of a mischievous grin slip out.

“Well, I’ll be all right, jest so’s I can catch up later tonight.”

“Yeah, I know that routine,” John said, seemingly slipping into a more conversational mode. “Actually, it seems as though a lot of people were having a sleepless night last night. According to Dan, he’s talked to a whole lot of people who reported hearing an odd sound. They said it sounded something like thunder, but a little different. Did…you happen to hear anything like that, Arthur?”

Arthur paused for about a half a second.

“Well, come to think of it, I did—I jest figgered it was thunder. I heard it as I was headin’ home.”

“On your way home, huh? That would be about right. Everyone Dan talked to said they heard that sound right around 2 a.m.. Hey, was Annie Ruth awake when you got home?”

“Yeah, she was. She didn’t act like it, but I could tell she was. She always has this weird, funny little look on ’er face when she’s sleepin’. Well, she had a look on ’er face when I walked into the room, and I recognized it—you can be damn sure o’ that—but it weren’t the one she has when she’s sleepin’. That were the look I git when I done made her good an’ mad.”

“She was angry?”

“Yeah. So I let her pretend to be asleep. By mornin’, she was jest fine. Women are like that sometimes, ya’ know: mad as hell one second, sweet as molasses the next.”

“Yeah,” John chuckled.

“I know I ain’t s’posed to ask questions, or nothin’…but what does any o’ this have to do with Rev’rend Rivers?”

John paused for a moment, looked back over to the door. In all honesty, he was surprised Dan and Roy hadn’t burst through already. It had taken a lot of convincing for them to let him do this interrogation, and he didn’t want to push his luck by playing things out too far. It might just be time to wrap things up.

He got up and walked back to the door, opened it, and ushered Roy, Dan and Fred into the room.

“This isn’t about Reverend Rivers’ death, Arthur, or about George’s, either.”

“Then, what?” Arthur asked, his earlier feeling of intimidation coming back sharply with everyone in the small room.

“We’re talking about Opal Rivers. The fact that she was brutally murdered at 2 a.m. last night.”

“What!?”

“That big boom ever’body heard last night—that was the sound of a grain silo explodin’,” Dan announced. “Opal’s body was stuffed inside it at the time.”

“Well, you can’t think I had anythin’ to do with that!”

“Hard not to, considerin’ how the starter for that partic’lar explosion was none other than Stovall’s finest.”

“Moonshine?”

“Ya’ know, when your pa started that little sideline durin’ the Prohibition days, nobody said nothin’,” Roy said. “Hell, it’s a damn good product. I ’specially like them fancy bottles ya’ put it in. Makes it seem like drinkin’ some’in real special. Ever’body knows those bottles. Them’s Stovall bottles.”

“We found the broken remains of nearly three dozen of those Stovall bottles among the wreckage of that silo,” Dan finished.

John could still see the look on Arthur’s face as Fred shut the door to the small jail cell. It was the look of an innocent man who knew that his fair trial would never come. As John pulled his car back out onto the road, he couldn’t help but wonder if there was some other tact he could have taken to help the man. He had been convinced that scaring and bullying the man would show the sheriff and Dan alike that he wasn’t holding back. He just couldn’t possibly have known how damning Arthur’s own words would be.

Emma Lou Posey—Annie Ruth’s sister. Possibly killed by the Rivers family forty years earlier, possibly a suicide, possibly dead by accidentally drinking from the wrong bottle…whatever the cause, her death was at the heart of this whole mess, and John was still entirely too far away from the answers he needed.

Dan watched from the window as John drove off. Dan had questions too, but his were more focused on John Webb than anything else. There was something about the man that just didn’t sit right with the young deputy.

The truth was, Dan didn’t think Arthur was guilty, either. None of the murders seemed to fit with the man. Reverend Rivers’ murder was entirely too straightforward for a crime of passion, like revenge. If Arthur Stovall had really wanted to kill the man out of some sense of outrage for what had been done to his wife’s family, Dan felt certain that they would have found the good reverend beaten to death—not shot. And certainly not with a pistol.

As for George…Dan had a hard time believing any human being could be capable of that level of brutality, but Arthur? It just wasn’t in the man’s nature. Whoever had taken the axe to poor George had enjoyed what he was doing. That man, whoever he might be, had felt a kind of release with every bloody swing. Dan had hunted with Arthur, and had witnessed the man’s compassion as he quickly finished off a deer. He didn’t enjoy killing.

That brought Dan to Opal’s death. He still didn’t know if Opal was still alive when the silo exploded, but a sinking, sick feeling in his gut told him she probably was. Either way, her death combined both the elements of a cold, methodical planner and a hot-blooded murderer who was looking for his next thrill. The man who would go to those lengths to end Opal Rivers’ life would not have just set the bomb in place then walked away to get home before it went off.

In fact, this last murder was the only one that Dan had any kind of real experience with. He remembered a lecture back at the Academy, where a fire marshal was explaining the mindset of an arsonist. He had told them that an arsonist was usually close by, and would actually be likely to be amongst the gathering crowd gawking at the flames as the building or house went up. According to the fire marshal, there was a need to see the fire that went above and beyond his need to avoid getting caught.

Whoever killed Opal had watched as the silo blew up.





Chapter 7

There was a quiet, still peace about the Rivers home. But it wasn’t the sort of peace that you would find in a house filled with contentment. It was more like the peace of the grave. No one spoke, and there was little movement beyond what was absolutely necessary. Wilhelmina Rivers lay very still on the antique settee in the parlor, eyes fixed, unmoving and hard, upon the grandfather clock against the wall.

Arnold Rivers stood at the parlor entrance, unsure what to do. She had finally stopped crying only an hour ago, and was now completely unresponsive to anyone—himself included.

He looked to the four men, hand-selected by his brother, who stood vigil by the windows. There were men at every window and doorway, and even more making rounds around the house, all to ensure their safety. Arnold knew that the prime suspect for the murders was behind bars, but he couldn’t seem to let himself take comfort in that.

“Mr. Rivers?” came the timid voice of Annabelle, the upstairs maid. “There’s a gentleman on the phone askin’ for you. He said he was with the Imperial Steel Company.”

Arnold nodded and sent her off. He felt sorry for the poor girl. She had volunteered to stay at the house when most of the servants had been sent away. He also felt guilty for accepting the offer and possibly placing the girl in danger, but he couldn’t even begin to sort through all the day-to-day details of maintaining the Rivers home, and he needed someone for that, especially with Wilhelmina in her present state.

Arnold looked over to his sister once more. The doctor had called it a shock, similar to what soldiers experienced when they saw something in the war they couldn’t handle—they just shut down and blocked everything out while their mind tried to sort through it. He was confident she would come out of it when she was ready. Arnold wasn’t so certain. Facing reality had never been Wilhelmina’s strong suit.

With a sigh, he left the parlor and walked to the living room phone, where the receiver had been carefully laid on a doily, lest it scratch up the polish on the mahogany end table. Little details of a well-to-do Georgia household. They seemed so pointless right now, and yet so very comforting.

“This is Arnold Rivers,” he said as he picked up the receiver. Then, after a moment, “Yes, I am very aware o’ the importance o’ that meetin’, and I’ve no intention of missin’ it, so don’t you give it a second thought.”

The person on the other end of the line was quite agitated, but Arnold did not have the patience, and he did not rank sufficient importance for Arnold to bother with placating him.

“I am currently attending to very important matters here at home, but I will be finished in sufficient time to make the appointment.” Another pause, as Arnold listened half-heartedly. “As a matter of fact, it IS more important than your meeting. Nonetheless, I will be done in sufficient time to get back to Atlanta. If my word is not enough reassurance for you…well, I just don’t care. If your boss requires further reassurance, then you can have him call me directly. And, while you are at it, let him know, as well, that the next time he sends some flunky lawyer to inquire about my schedule, it will be the last time he and I do business in any fashion, whatsoever.”

Slamming the receiver down felt good, but it didn’t quite relieve the tension that had been mounting since he had returned home. He realized that it would only be so long before the business here in Coweta was made publicly known. With that kind of thing in the wind, he might have difficulty getting certain parties to do business with him. His business associates were often very skittish when it came to publicity.

This buy-out of Imperial Steel was a perfect example. Rivers, Incorporated, would be a “paper owner” of the new holding company. The original owners would enjoy full control and 60% of the net profits, while Arnold would maintain a nice, pristine image that would attract a wider customer base than the previous owners could have managed with their “colorful” history. And if, on occasion, one or two of those “new customers” never actually picked up the product they had paid for, Arnold would certainly not feel obligated to mention it, and he felt confident that the controlling parties would handle the situation. His company profited, and that is all he cared about.

But if the current owners were to find out that his entire family was the focus of a multiple murder investigation, then this whole deal would fall through. Arnold had to play down the situation without drawing any extra attention.

Picking up the receiver once more, he dialed a familiar number and waited until the party picked up.

“Gerald, I am sorry to bother you, but I have a favor I need from you…”

*

At an unmarked stretch of Georgia highway known to county road workers as Mile Marker 43, an off-duty New York detective was conferring with a Georgia sheriff’s deputy. Actually, John and Dan weren’t exactly putting their heads together. John stood with his back to the deputy, leaned over the hood of his car. He was staring at a topographical map of the county.

He would have preferred a street map, but none such existed. When he had asked, he only got stifled laughs from Dan. It seemed that the need for a street map had never come up, since few visitors came and no one who lived here had any need. However, a college professor from Emory university had come through several years before and had conducted a survey for something called a seismographic study of Coweta County, and had created the topographical map as a result. With Dan’s help, John had been able to draw in the various roads that led here and there across the county.

They made no sense, and followed no order—at least, none that John could follow. He was used to New York, where roadways were designed purposefully to get you from one place to the other as quickly and efficiently as possible. According to Dan, roads in Georgia were laid out according to what homesteads were in place at the time they were laid out.

“Now this road, here,” Dan said, indicating the stretch of red clay they were currently occupying, “this road was laid out so’s to connect the Hamilton home with the Starkey home, then on over to the Wilber’s farm, then cut over to the Posey house, then back to town. Now, accordin’ to your reasonin’, they shoulda’ jest made four differ’nt straight roads to town, then make one big one all the way ’round, so’s ever’body could git where they needed right quick. Or, jest make roads so that the important folks could git ta’ town easy. Fact is, though, when they laid out these dirt roads, they weren’t so heartless as ta’ leave nobody without a ways inta’ town, but they didn’t have the means to spend labor on all ‘ose roads. So, they made one big road that meandered around ’till it hit ever’body someways. And, maybe it might take a little longer ta’ git where ya’ want, but nobody around here is ever in that big of a hurry, so who cares?”

John half heard him as he studied the points he had marked on the map. He didn’t like having the deputy around, and he knew well enough that Dan would prefer to be somewhere else. But the sheriff had been insistent that Dan follow him around, whether he liked it or not. And the truth was, it was John’s own fault. He had raised enough questions about Arthur’s guilt that the sheriff had taken extra precautions to keep his family safe, in case the real killer was still out there. And, as the sheriff had pointed out, whether or not John considered himself family, he was still Roy Rivers’ son.

So, there he was, his efforts at defending Arthur Stovall against a premature lynching having earned him a babysitter.

It’s true what they say. No good deed goes unpunished.

“Can I ask you a question, Dan?”

“Unless you can find someone else ta’ talk to, I guess so,” Dan responded, absently.

“I’ve heard some rumors…about some of Arnold Rivers’ newfound business associates.”

Dan smiled, “Yeah, I heard them rumors, too. I wouldn’t worry too much about it, though. Folks ’round here don’t trust anyone who don’t get nostalgic at the sight o’ a confederate flag. So, o’ course, when Arnold goes and throws the Rivers’ money in with a bunch o’ Italians from Florida…well, imaginations do wander.”

“Still…”

“John, this ain’t New York. We don’t got a mafia. The closest we got to organized crime is when the Turlinger boys get together for a few rounds and end up peein’ on the courthouse lawn.”

“How would that be organized?”

“They pee in shifts.”

John waited for just a moment to let that sink in.

“This town is weird.”

“Seriously, though. You don’t really think that any o’ this had anything to do with Arnold’s business partners, do ya’?” Dan asked.

“No, not really. I just don’t want to leave anything to chance. But the fact is, none of these murders fit a professional.”

“Yeah, well, they just plain don’t make sense any way around.”

“I know.”

“No, I mean they really don’t make any sense. I been tryin’ to wrap my head around this for a while now, but its just getting’ more and more confusin’.”

“What are you talking about?” John asked.

“You said it yourself. Carl Rivers was killed face to face. Cold-blooded. Simple.”

“Yeah.”

“But when poor George was killed, that was a whole other story. There wasn’t nothin’ cold-blooded about it. The way he cut inta’ him—it was pure…”

“Rage,” John finished the thought.

“In a word, yeah. And then there’s Opal. She gets blown up. Blown Up, in a granary. That’s…That’s…Hell I don’t know what that is!”

John remained quiet for a moment. He just stared down at the earth, as if deep in thought, until Dan assumed he was completely lost in thought.

“A warning,” John finally said, then looked up from the ground to stare Dan straight in the eye. “When I look at Opal’s murder, separate from everything else, it feels like somebody is trying to send someone a warning.”

“What do you really expect ta’ find in that map, anyways?” Dan asked finally-if, for no other reason, to change a suddenly uncomfortable subject. He had been waiting patiently for over an hour while John thoroughly traced through and pored over the incomplete map without saying much of anything about it, but his patience was limited.

“I don’t know, about as much as I would expect to find by looking over Grandpappy Island a week after Uncle Carl’s death. But we did that anyway, didn’t we?” John said, looking over his shoulder to the deputy.

“I should point out, we did find somethin’ now, didn’t we?” Dan said in defense.

“Exactly. Sometimes, even a dumb idea will turn something up. We tried yours, and it worked out. Now we’ll try mine.”

“Alright then,” Dan said as he walked over to the car. “Would ya’ mind at least tellin’ me what exactly your ‘dumb idea’ is?”

John pointed down to the marks on the map.

“I’m looking at the spots where the murders were performed, trying to see if there is a connection, geographically.”

“And you needed a map for that? Hell, ever’body knows where they all happened. This is a small town in a small county. There ain’t no kinda myst’ry there.”

John sighed in exasperation. He was getting tired of explaining himself.

“Things look a lot different on a map. Sometimes, when you get a ‘God’s-eye view,’ you can see things that you’d never notice.”

“Like what?”

Pointing to the first mark on the map, John began his explanation, “This is where Carl died. At the Parrott River bridge. It is exactly seven miles, as the crow flies, from the Rivers home, where George was killed, which is about 7 miles from the silo, where Opal was killed.”

Dan looked at him with an odd look on his face.

“That’s what you come up with? Seven miles to seven miles to seven miles?”

“It’s a pattern…maybe. It might also be a coincidence. But if it’s not, it could help us track where the next target is.”

“Alright. Fair enough. What else ya’ got?”

“Well, this a topographical map, so I’m having to guess at roads and modern landmarks. But it does show where the natural ridges and hills form in this area, and that led me to this:”

John flipped the map upside-down and started tracing out several lines across the maps.

“Driving a car across the county at night might draw attention—especially in a small town in a small county, where everybody knows everybody’s business. So it only makes sense that our killer would be traveling on foot whenever possible. I found these sections of naturally occurring ridges and ditches that connect our murder sites, combined with areas here and here,” he gestured on the map, “where heavy wooded areas would cover passage.”

John looked up at Dan. He breathed in the air around him, and was struck once again by that naggingly familiar scent. What was it about that peculiar smell that he found so distracting?

“We cover those areas,” John said simply, “and we might just get the jump on our killer.”

*

Lots of things can happen in a small town, especially when you’re not looking. The truth is, there really are very few actually quiet places. But the sounds, sights, smells, and feelings of everyday life tend to get lost in the great background noise of existence, and before you know it, you are standing there, oblivious to everything around you—even yourself.

But sometimes, when it seems really quiet, when you’ve been cut off from the bulk of the cosmic white noise, a person might find themselves face to face with their own consciousness.

Just like Arthur Stovall. He had been locked up for five hours now, with absolutely no one to talk to. Fred wouldn’t even look at him, and Arthur’s futile attempts at conversation early on had proven to be a waste of time. In the eyes of Deputy Flandon, Arthur was a murderer of the worst kind. At the moment, the poor deputy couldn’t make up his mind whether he was more angry or frightened of the man in the cell.

The truth of the matter was, Arthur couldn’t seem to make himself blame Fred. He was reacting pretty much the same way Arthur would. He could just imagine how he would react if he were sitting in Fred’s place, left all alone to guard a man that he was certain had brutally murdered friends of his. Of course, this line of thought did nothing to calm his nerves. Because now Arthur was starting to wonder about what thoughts were running through Fred’s mind. Exactly how far was Deputy Flandon willing to go to win the approval of Sheriff Roy Rivers? To what extremes would he go to be thought of as more than just ‘the other deputy?’

Worse yet, would anyone so much as bat an eye if he did?

That was when the full weight of his situation fell on him. Arthur realized, perhaps for the first time, what it might actually feel like to be taken from his wife and four children. Even more, he was dealing with an unmistakable fear at what fate awaited him. A trial, and with the way it looked like things were stacked against him, Arthur held little hope of it coming out in his favor. He’d heard stories about the prisons in Georgia, and the kinds of things that happened to a man once he was inside one of them. These were not stories told in mixed company, but amongst sober, fearful men gathered around a bottle of Stovall’s Finest, attempting to become less sober and less fearful.

Arthur had never met anyone who had ever been in prison, so he didn’t know these things first-hand, or even second-hand. But in his soul, he knew them to be true, now.

It was at this disturbing and disheartening thought that the telltale bell attached to the office door rang, attracting the attentions of the prisoner and his jailer.

The door opened, and the familiar face of Earl Cameron popped in.

“Sheriff?” he asked.

“He ain’t here right now. What’cha need, there, Earl?”

Earl stepped in and closed the door behind him.

“Actually, Fred, I was kinda’ hopin’ he weren’t here.”

It got quite still and quiet, then. Arthur noticed Fred’s hand drift down a little to his gun belt. He wasn’t sure if it was an instinctive response, or if Fred was just taking the sheriff’s orders about keeping Arthur safe very seriously.

“What do you need, Earl?” Fred asked again, with a decided edge to his voice.

“I was wantin’ to talk to Arthur, there.”

Fred shook his head so hard it seemed it might shake loose.

“That’s jes’ not gonna happen. Sheriff Rivers was real clear on that point—he don’t git no visitors, an’ I don’t let nobody near ’im. Sorry, Earl.”

“Ah, hell, Fred. Do ya’ think I’m gonna try and let him loose on ya’? It’s just…”

“I don’t care what ya’ intend. I ain’t disobeyin’ an order. The only folks what git to talk to that there man is police—and Mr. Webb, on account o’ him bein’ part o’ the investigation.”

“Well, there ya’ have it then!” Earl said with a toothy grin, “Mr. Webb gets ta’ talk to ’im ’cause he’s on the case. So am I.”

“You are not, Earl Cameron!”

“I am so. Weren’t it me that found the good rev’rend’s body in the first place? Weren’t it me that boated Dan and that Webb fella’ out there ta’ Grandpappy Island? And, weren’t I right there when the bullets started flyin’ all o’er the place? I’d say that makes me part o’ it all three dif’ernt ways!”

“First off,” Fred countered, “all that just makes you a witness, not an investigator. And second, there was just the one bullet, and it was Mr. Webb what fired it, so you weren’t in no danger no how!”

“Well, I didn’t know that at the time. All I knew was that somebody was shootin’ at somebody else.”

Fred was shaking his head in pure exasperation.

“Earl, it’s real important that you understand this, ’cause I’m not sayin’ it again. The sheriff and his deputies—namely me an’ Dan—are paid by the county ta’ uphold the law. Mr. Webb, who is also a professional lawman, was invited to assist. You, on the other hand, were not asked to help, nor were you hired to help. Therefore, you ain’t helpin’.”

Earl stopped to look at his shoe for a moment, and it looked as though he were just going to leave it at that, until he looked up and locked eyes with Fred.

“So, what yer sayin’ is, if I was hired on, you’d jest hafta let me have a little set-down with Arthur if I wanted?”

“Well, yeah, I guess, but…”

“Move on over then, dep’ty. Cause I was give two dollars by Dan—excuse me—Deputy Merrill, to take him and Mr. Webb out to Grandpappy Island, and—I am quotin’ this here part, lest ya’ doubt me—to be available to assist as the sitch’ation needed.”

“To be available to take ’em up the river if they needed, yeah. But that’s all he was sayin’!” Fred persisted.

“Don’t matter none. I was hired to help, an’ I was asked to help. I gots the right to talk to that man, an’ I mean ta’ do it!”

Fred was starting to realize that he was losing a battle of wits to Earl Cameron. He didn’t like it, and he didn’t like that it would certainly get back to the sheriff and Dan.

“Why do you even want ta’ talk wi’ Arthur, anyways? Why’s it so damned important?”

“Because…” Earl trailed off.

“Ain’t near good enough, Earl. I got standin’ orders, an’ they stand for anybody, even the sheriff included, to keep that prisoner safe. So, if I suspect that somebody’s comin’ here to do him harm, they ain’t getting’ past me.”

“Harm?! Why, I known Arthur Stovall my whole damn life. I ain’t never held a grudge ’gainst him, nor him for me. I wouldn’t never hurt him, and that there is a fact.”

“Well then why, if ya’ ain’t gonna hurt ’im and ya’ ain’t gonna try and let him loose, why are you so hell-bent on seein’ the man? You gots to answer me that question, or by God, you’ll turn around an’ forget about it, right now!” Fred demanded. Apparently, that was something Earl understood.

“If what they’re sayin’ is true, and Arthur really did…well, if what they’re sayin’ is true, then I gotta know why. Like I said, I’ve known Arthur all my life, and I thought I pretty well knew the man. Hell, I fished with ’im. I’ve always known he weren’t no angel, but somethin’ like this? I just cain’t git my head wrapped around it, and I ain’t gonna be able to sleep until I do. Let me talk to ’im. You can listen in, I don’t care. Maybe he’ll tell me somethin’ he won’t tell you.”

Fred looked pained by his own indecision. He knew Earl was being sincere, but he knew how the sheriff would feel about him letting anyone talk to Arthur. What finally made the decision for him, however, was Earl’s last argument. Maybe Arthur would come clean to a friend. Then Fred could personally hand over the man’s confession. That might even be enough for folks to call him a hero. Or, at least, it would be enough that people would start thinking of him as a real deputy.

“You got five minutes. I’m standin’ right behind ya’, so don’t even think o’ doin’ nothin’ funny.”

Earl smiled and walked to Arthur’s cell. For the next five minutes, Earl talked. He asked Arthur if he was the man who killed the reverend, and George, and Opal. He asked Arthur if there was something they did that nobody knew about. He asked as many questions as he could think of.

Throughout the conversation, however, Arthur said nothing. After five minutes, Fred didn’t have to interrupt. Earl got up, thanked the deputy, and walked away.

Twenty minutes later, in the overwhelming quiet of a county jail cell, Arthur Stovall broke down and cried aloud, and without shame.

Fred Flandon, who sat with his back turned against that cell’s occupant, hardened himself against the gut-wrenching cries of the condemned man, thinking to himself, “if ever I heard the genuine wail of a guilty man, I heard one today.”

*

When it comes right down to it, most human beings can recall one single perfect moment in their life that they go back to whenever they need to be reminded that good things really do happen to them. It might be something from childhood, such as a thirteenth birthday party or a day at the fair. It could be a wedding day memory, or the birth of a child. Regardless of what the memory is, however, it will be added to with every recalling, becoming more perfect each and every time.

Sam Posey was no exception. And, as he sat at the counter at the Boarding House, reviewing the small world around him, he was in desperate need of a perfect memory.

It was 1905, and one of the most beautiful spring days the state of Georgia had ever seen. On that day, a much younger Sam Posey had taken his sweetheart, Eleanor Winston, to a picnic by Wamble’s pond. He could recall in his mind clearly how the flowers were in full bloom, as the lilac scented breeze gently rolled across the grassy plains. The pastoral sounds of cows gently and contentedly mooing could be heard, just above a whisper.

Eleanor had packed ham sandwiches with potato salad and lemonade. Sam had brought his old guitar and strummed through all four of the songs he knew, while she listened attentively. Sam knew how badly he played, but Eleanor always asked him to do it anyway, and she always smiled so brightly when he did. She looked so beautiful. Sam could hardly restrain himself from breaking his own promise to wait until tonight before making his big presentation. The weight of the small box in his pants pocket was a constant reminder that today was so much more than an average day…

He broke from this image and ordered another coffee. He never allowed himself to stay in that memory any longer than that moment. Because, beyond that, it was no longer a safe, comforting memory. If he allowed himself to dwell on any part of the memory past that picnic, he would have to relive the day he saw Eleanor dying. Any farther, and he would see, in equally vivid clarity, his vision of Eleanor’s last breath, just six months away. It was what caused him to lock the engagement ring in a drawer and stop courting her.

To this day, he tried to tell himself that it was because he believed his breaking off ties with her might change things enough so that she wouldn’t die. But a part of him knew that it wasn’t the case. He broke it off with her because he was afraid. He didn’t want to see her go. He didn’t want to have to say goodbye.

Either way, it didn’t work. Eleanor died six months later of a heart attack, and even though Sam was not by her side when she passed, he saw it every night in his dreams. It was a goodbye that never ended, and a heartfelt pain that time refused to ease.

It was the pivotal moment in his life. After his horrific vision of Eleanor’s death, Sam no longer did his little act at the fairs and carnivals. He set fire to the artful signs he had spent so much time in making, touting himself as ‘The man who saw all things hidden.’ He took what little money he had and invested it in the family farm that he had let go for so long.

He set about running that farm like any other man would do. And, although the life of a farmer was something that he had absolutely no desire for in the past, he soon found that he had something of a knack for it.

Oddly, though, it was right around then that everyone started calling him “Doc.” Maybe it was because his demeanor changed, maybe because he became known as a man who could be counted on in times of need. Maybe, however, it was because his gift wasn’t just a sideshow gimmick anymore. Sam never actually had to set up a booth at the fair. Rarely did a night go by that someone didn’t stop by his place with a question. Only now, the questions weren’t casually thrown out to amuse. People came by now to ask Sam the kind of questions that people needed to know. Sam Posey, carnival oddity, got asked how much change a fellow had in his pocket, or what color eyes a young lady’s intended had. Doc Posey, respected farmer and neighbor, was asked where a missing horse had gotten off to, or if the drought was going to continue much longer.

Sam never asked for money when he gave answers, but every person that came by always left something behind in gratitude. Sam always accepted, gratefully. He knew the value of pride. And he knew what it would cost for someone to accept his help without doing something in return.

Doc Posey he had become, and he wore it as well as could be expected.

Some days, though, it was harder than others.

“You need a refill, there, Doc?” asked Mr. Ellswhite.

Sam was about to argue that he had just gotten another cup, until he looked down and realized that, at some point, he had drained it. Mechanically, he nodded an affirmative, but said nothing. A part of his mind was still by that pond.

“If you’re waitin’ on that Mr. Webb, I got the impression he’s gonna be out for a spell…”

“No, sir. I’m not waiting for Mr. Webb. I don’t think he would be all too happy to see me, anyways,” Sam replied, then thanked the man as he topped off his coffee.

The door behind him opened, and Sam didn’t need to turn around to know that it was Gerald Peachtree. Sam sat rock-still as Gerald climbed onto the stool beside him and flagged Ellswhite with a smile and a raised hand.

“Mr. Ellswhite? Could I trouble you for two o’ them fine barbecue sandwiches I been smellin’ all day? And if it ain’t no trouble, I’d surely like to have a container o’ that potato salad, as well.”

Ellswhite smiled at the compliment, and hurried back into the kitchen to complete the order.

“How ya’ doin’, Gerald?” Sam offered quietly.

“Why, and good afternoon to you, Doc. What brings you down to Sales City today?” Gerald asked companionably. Doc Posey smiled in return, but there was a sadness behind his eyes that left the little man beside him a little unnerved.

“It’s good to see you, Gerald. As it happens, I needed to stretch my legs a bit, so to speak. The only way to really appreciate the ‘airs of home’ is ta’ get a good lungful o’ what’s around ya’.”

“I s’pose that’s so.”

Sam looked at the mirror. He saw his face, as if for the first time. He couldn’t help but wonder if he looked so old because of the years, or because of the things he had been forced to see.

“Plannin’ a trip?” Sam finally asked.

Gerald turned and looked at him curiously now.

“And what would give you that notion, Doc?”

Sam smiled.

“It’s a bit late ta’ be getting’ dinner. And I figgered you weren’t the sort o’ man that would be eatin’ two whole sandwiches, plus a big ol’ mess o’ potato salad all by y’self, now would you?”

“I suppose not,” Gerald said cautiously.

“‘Course, a couple o’ sandwiches and some potato salad would do a fella’ pretty well on a long car trip…in case he gets hungry on the way.”

Gerald didn’t respond.

“Mind ya’, I’m jes’ thinkin’ out loud, Gerald. And it ain’t none o’ my business any which way. I’m jes’ thinkin’ out loud.”

“’Course you are, Doc,” he said, believing none of it.

“Just like I might think—out loud, o’ course—that you’re startin’ ta’ look a little peekid, but that certainly don’t mean I know that you’re getting’ sick.”

“Sick?”

“Oh, now don’t let me put no thoughts inta’ your head, now. I certainly wouldn’t want ta’ do that. ’Specially on account o’ how you help so many people, and how so many o’ them folks count on you.”

“’Course not,” Gerald said, still cautious.

“But o’ course, if you was to feel poorly, I would certainly hope that you would have the good sense to put off any thoughts o’ travellin’,” Sam said.

As though someone had suddenly turned a light on, Gerald sat a little straighter in the stool.

“Just plain cancel the trip, huh?” Gerald asked.

“That is, if ya’ were travellin,” Sam added.

“Right.”

Sam looked down at his now empty coffee cup and hopped off the stool.

“Well, you jes’ think about what I said, now. After all, a whole lotta people around here count on you, so’s you gots to take care o’ yourself. ’Cause, some times a fella’ may feel on top of the world one minute, than out o’ the blue, he’s gonna feel real poorly. When that time comes, he best just stay on home.” With that, Sam Posey walked out into the night and disappeared, leaving Gerald to ponder his words.

A few hours later, a very agitated Arnold Rivers was driving down a dark dirt road, headed toward Atlanta. He should have been grateful that Gerald was able to help him sneak out and into his car, but he was more angry about having to make the drive by himself.

He couldn’t believe that Gerald had taken ill at the last second. The drive would take several hours and he was tired enough having to deal with Wilhelmina all day. He would have preferred taking it easy and relaxing while Gerald did the driving. It would also have been helpful to have his new partners to see the level of importance he had already attained by having a personal servant at his beck and call. Men like this appreciated power and authority.

Not that it mattered. Arnold had worked very hard to make sure every aspect of this new partnership would transpire precisely as he had envisioned it. This final meeting, though important, was, in many ways, a formality.

Up ahead, Arnold saw a dim light moving around across the side of the road. It looked as though someone were trying to signal him, so he pulled over and started to get out of his car.

The light coalesced into the shape of a man, and he realized someone was trying to use a flashlight to get his attention. Most likely someone with car troubles who needed a lift.

“Need a little help?” he asked, rolling down his window.

The figure ahead hardly seemed to move to Arnold. But with a sudden jolt, the hand that gripped the flashlight thrust that unbearable glow into Arnold’s face, and the other hand leapt suddenly into view, revealing a small .38-caliber pistol.

Arnold Rivers heard a loud pop. He would never hear anything ever again.





Chapter 8

Friday, May 27th, 1942

It just didn’t seem fair. Earl had been through so much over the fast few weeks, it was only right that he take a little time off. Especially considering that he had, in that short amount of time, found the dead body of Reverend Rivers, been smack-dab in the middle of a gunfight, and learned that one of his oldest and dearest friends may well be a crazed murderer. He had hoped that he might get Arthur to shed some light on all this—maybe even say something that would prove, if even just to him, that Arthur truly was innocent. It was not to be. Arthur would not even raise his head to look poor Earl in the eyes.

After that wasted conversation, Earl decided that he needed to get far away from it all. So, after running back to his house for a few necessities, Earl set out to visit his cousin in Birmingham. It seemed perfect. He could spend a week or so away from all the killing and pain, while fishing on a completely new river. It was just what Earl needed, and all he had to do was get out of town.

Perhaps there was a little voice that nagged at the back of Earl’s head to ignore the car that was pulled off to the side of the road. Perhaps, somewhere in his subconscious, a persistent urgency was trying to tell him to step on the gas and keep his eyes on the road ahead of him. It didn’t matter, because Earl was a Georgia-born man of the south, and generations of courtesy, kindness, and manners trumped even the strongest sense of self-preservation.

For this reason, Earl really had no choice but to stop and get out when he saw Arnold Rivers’ car off to the side of the road. He recognized it easily enough. There were only a very few brand new cars in all of Coweta County, and all but two of them belonged to the Rivers family.

“Mr. Rivers? You alright in there?” Earl asked. He received no answer. “Mr. Rivers? Arnold?”

When he still got no answer, the hairs on the back of his neck stood straight up, and there was a leaden feeling in his stomach. Earl Cameron knew what he was going to find behind the wheel, even before he inched his way up to the drivers’ window. He even tried to stop and turn around. He figured it would be no great tragedy if someone else were to make this particular discovery. But try as he might, he could not get his own body to turn around, any more than he could force his legs to cease their slow but steady progress toward the car. What was worse, he could not seem to quiet his disobedient lips and tongue from flapping out their stupid questions:

“Mr. Rivers, are you alright? Is ever’thing okay?”

When he finally did come abreast of the driver’s side of Arnold Rivers’ car, Earl was damnably determined not to look inside, but to his own detriment, he did anyway. As he stood there, face to what was left of the face of Arnold Rivers, Earl had just one question on his mind.

“Why cain’t you dead folks just leave me alone!?”

* * *

Saturday, May 28th, 1942

In a big city, such as New York, Chicago, or even Atlanta, when there is a murder scene, you’ll have a whole team of police and medical examiners poring over every nook and cranny to find even the slightest clues in order to find the guilty party.

In Coweta County, there was Mr. Parrot.

He was already feeling a little over-utilized in his capacity as volunteer medical examiner, especially since he had never had to actually investigate anything until recently. Being called out here at two in the morning to do this seemed a bit much to ask—especially since his only company out there on that dark Georgia road was Earl Cameron, who was less than comforting.

“Earl, could I get a hand over here?” he asked to the huddled figure 10 yards away.

“Whatcha need?” Earl asked cautiously. He had made it perfectly clear that he wanted to be nowhere near the body, and was reluctant to even be there at all, except that Parrot needed him to show him where, exactly, he had found the car.

“Don’t fret. You won’t have ta’ lay so much as a finger on Mr. Rivers, here. I just need you to hold this fishin’ line so’s I can figg’er out where he was shot from.”

Earl slowly came up and took the end of the line from Mr. Parrott, then watched as he fished it through the highest of the three bullet holes in the windshield.

“Where’d you learn how ta’ do that?” Earl asked, as his curiosity overrode his distaste.

“I been talkin’ to that Webb fella’. He’s been down ta’ the funeral home a couple a’ times this week, askin’ all kinds o’ questions about them bodies we got—even went with me ta’ look ’em over a bit. Real sharp eye, that fella’.”

Mr. Parrott was now holding his end of the fishing line at a point where he imagined the bullet had connected with Arnold Rivers’ skull.

“Lift y’er end up there, Earl. Try an’ get it so that there ain’t no bit o’ line touchin’ any o’ the sides, there…”

Earl complied readily, fascinated by the whole procedure.

“So, that Mr. Webb feller, he told ya’ all about how they solve them crimes up in the big city?” Earl asked.

“Well, he told me a bit. I was mench’nin’ to him about old Jack and Bob Halbert, an’ how we all kinda’ wondered about when Frank ended up shot in the head when those two went huntin’ a couple years back. Ever’body knows them two brothers got on about as well as a snake an’ a preacher’s wife, but Jack swore it were an accident, so it went down on the books as a accident. But there was somethin’ that just seemed off ta’ me about it. I could never put my finger on it, but somehow that hole in the back o’ Frank’s head seemed…odd. Step back a ways, Earl. There’s good. See how the fishin’ line comes up to y’er middle? That’s about where you’d hold a gun if you were gon’ shoot somebody, I guess.”

Earl was standing about 35 feet from the car.

“Anyways, when I told Mr. Webb about those Halbert boys, that’s when he told me about how they use string to figg’er out where a fella’ was standin’ when he took a shot at somebody. I wished I’d a known about that back then, but I guess it’s never too late to learn somethin’, right Earl?”

“What was Mr. Rivers shot with?” Earl asked. Maybe it was the clinical way in which Parrott was going about the task, but Earl was starting to get over his fears a little.

“Well, I ain’t had the chance to dig nothin’ outta his skull, yet…but them holes in the winda’ sure ain’t big enough for a shotgun slug. And, sinced he was shootin’ ’from the hip,’ as they say, it sure weren’t no rifle. I figg’er it was a .38, just like what killed the reverend.”

Earl was quiet for a moment as he looked down at the line in his hand, then followed it up to Arnold Rivers’ car. There was a strange expression on his face.

“Mr. Parrott?” he asked.

“Yea, Earl?”

“Does it seem to you that this is an awful far distance to shoot from? I mean, like you said, ‘from the hip?’ I don’t know, really. I ain’t never shot nothin’ but my old squirrel rifle, but whoever done killed poor Mr. Rivers shot him clean in the head three times, without missin’. That just seems…hard ta’ do.”

Mr. Parrott stopped and stared at Earl as though he had just discovered the man standing there. It made Earl feel nervous all over again.

“Ya’ see, Earl,” he finally said, “that’s what they call in the investigative biz’ness a ‘real good observation.’ A REAL good’en.”

He might have said more, but the headlights from an oncoming car distracted him.

“Well, lookey here…Coweta County’s finest have finally woke up.”

Dan’s patrol car pulled in just behind Arnold’s car. It was evident that Dan was still a little bleary-eyed from having been awakened at the late hour. John, on the other hand, looked a little more aware as he exited the vehicle and approached the body.

“Thanks for waiting, Mr. Parrott. Can you tell us anything that isn’t obvious?” John asked as he peered into the car. Mr. Parrott couldn’t help but notice that the man still had a slight limp, though he tried to mask it.

“Well, me an’ Earl here was just finishin’ up findin’ out how far away the shooter was.”

“And?” Dan asked.

“Earl’s standin’ at the spot.”

Both men turned to see where Earl still stood, dutifully holding a piece of fishing line.

“That’s a hell of a shot,” John commented.

“That’s what I said!” Earl chimed in.

“You said right, then. Dan, how far away do you think that is?”

“Maybe thirty to thirty-five feet. How many shots were fired, Mr. Parrott?”

“Three. All in the head. No misses.”

The four men stood in silence for a moment, contemplating the meaning of it all.

“There’s somethin’ else,” Mr. Parrott said suddenly, “Somethin’…well, hell, it’s somethin’!”

“Well, what is it?” Dan asked.

“I found a note.”

“Note?” John said with renewed interest. “What kind of note?”

“The short kind. Look here,” Mr. Parrott said, as he directed both men back toward the car. With very delicate care, he reached with two fingers to remove a wrinkled slip of paper off of the dash.

“Are ya’ sure it’s from our killer?” Dan asked.

“Well, I cain’t really swear to it, but I’m fairly certain that Arnold didn’t go around jottin’ little snippits down in his own blood.”

“That’s a good point,” John quipped, taking the note and reading it by flashlight.

“Just couldn’t let this one go…”

“What couldn’t ya’ let go?” asked Earl, from his safe vantage point.

“No, that’s what the note says. ‘Just Couldn’t Let This One Go. Dot—Dot—Dot.’ Exactly.”

John stared at the note as though he might, by careful inspection, magically force more meaning out of it.

“Well, at least it ain’t initials this time,” Dan said. “So, what do ya’ think he means? What couldn’t he let go?”

“Was it even him?” John asked absently.

“Beg pardon?” Mr. Parrott asked, trying desperately to follow the conversation.

“Well, we can’t just assume that the killer was referring to himself. Maybe the note was addressing some character flaw the killer saw in Arnold—like he was pointing out that there was something Arnold couldn’t let go. Or, he could have been stating that he couldn’t let Arnold go.”

“This is givin’ me a headache,” Dan complained.

“I don’t suppose, by any chance, that you happen to recognize the handwriting on this little note?” John asked.

Mr. Parrott shook his head.

“Cain’t say as I do.”

“Alright,” John relented, “we’ll pick this up tomorrow. What else you got, Mr. Parrott?”

“Not a whole lot, I’m afraid.”

“Was the car moving?” Dan asked.

“Naw. There ain’t no skid marks, or any sign that he braked suddenly. But the car was still in drive when Earl found ’im.’ Most likely, Arnold pulled up ’cause he saw somethin’ up ahead. That’s when ’e got hisself shot.”

“An ambush,” John commented. Dan managed to shake the sleep from his eyes as he walked up to where Earl was still held the fishing line.

“Earl’s standin’ in the middle o’ the road, which means our killer was, too. I’m thinkin’ that he wasn’t trustin’ in Arnold’s good nature to brake for a fella’ standin’ in front of ’is car, holdin’ a gun.”

“Yeah. Sounds reasonable,” John answered. Dan walked from Earl to the side of the road, knelt down, and pulled a flashlight from his belt. He shined it around for just a moment.

“Bingo!”

John moved over beside him to see what he was looking at.

“That right there…” Dan said as he reached down and touched a wet spot on the ground with two fingers, “ain’t clay.” He rubbed his two fingers together for a second, then tentatively brought them up to his nose and inhaled.

“Brake fluid. Somebody parked a car right here.”

John looked around for a moment.

“Earl stopped to help a car along the side of the road. Do you think maybe Arnold Rivers did the same?”

“Like you said,” Dan said, “an ambush.” With that, he got up from his perched position and walked back to Earl. A puzzled John followed, just footsteps behind him.

“Mr. Parrott, would you be so kind as ta’ turn the lights on?”

“Beg pardon?”

“The headlights on the car. Turn ’em on.”

Without really knowing why, Mr. Parrott reached into the driver’s side of the car and switched on the headlights. The effect, in the dark Georgia night, was considerable.

“Aw Geez, Dan!” Earl exclaimed, “you tryin’ to blind us?”

“That’s kinda’ the point, Earl. That’s a damned hard shot, all by itself—as you already pointed out. Throw in blindin’ headlights, and you got yer’self a ‘one-in-a-million’ shot. Only, this fella’ did it three times.”

“Yeah?” Earl said. He clearly wasn’t following Dan’s train of thought. But John was.

“And, when you figure in the level of planning it takes to determine where Arnold was going to be, so that the killer could set up a broken down car that would cause our victim to pull over…”

“Then it all adds up to one thing,” Dan finished.

“And what would that be, exactly?” Mr. Parrott asked.

“Our killer is a professional,” John said, then turned directly to Dan.

“And suddenly my earlier questions about Arnold’s business associates don’t sound so paranoid, do they?”

It was one of those classic scenes that deserved a moment of silence, as every man present contemplates the varied implications of what had just transpired. It was not to be, however, because at that moment Mr. Parrott chose to remember something that overshadowed everything.

“So…which one of us is goin’ to tell the sheriff about all this?”

* * *

As it happened, Mr. Parrott need not have worried. None of them were faced with the unpleasant task of informing the sheriff of his brother’s demise. That fell to Deputy Fred Flandon. Mind you, it wasn’t their intention of sticking poor Fred with the duty. But when it came to delivering the news, they ran into a formidable obstacle.

They couldn’t find him.

They tried to inform Sheriff Roy Rivers of the tragedy immediately by making a stop at the Rivers home. There, John and Dan made two very interesting discoveries: First, that Arnold Rivers had slipped out about 8 p.m., claiming that he wanted to take a moonlight stroll through the garden for a moment. Second, that Roy Rivers, having realized that his brother was no longer safely tucked away at the house, left immediately to search for him. He had been gone all night, and no one had heard from him since.

After getting statements from everyone present, both John and Dan were forced to admit to their own exhaustion. Dan left to get a few hours sleep at his home, and John decided to remain, in case Roy showed up. He did not.

Roy Rivers had spent the entire night on a desperate hunt for his brother, fearing the very worst. Despite his best efforts, his search was unsuccessful. Rather than go home, he decided to check in to the sheriff’s office first thing in the morning. It was there that Fred was forced to explain everything, and the sheriff’s fears were confirmed.

It was not a pleasant moment. An angry Roy Rivers is not a thing that anyone should ever want to see. Certainly, it was the very last thing that Fred wanted to see. As Roy stormed around the room, Fred kept thinking back to the look on the man’s face just a short time earlier as they drove out to the Stovall home. Back then, Fred had observed the smoldering resolve in the sheriff’s eyes, and had been frightened by it. That morning, the look on Roy Rivers face was that of nearly uncontrollable rage, and it absolutely terrified the deputy.

The angry ranting and enraged outbursts lasted for a good 10 minutes, during which Fred foolishly tried to answer the questions yelled out to him. This, of course, led to more yelling. When Roy had finally expended sufficient fury on his deputy to temporarily quell his inner demons, he sent one last murderously hateful look at Arthur Stovall, who was still sitting in his jail cell through the whole exchange, and walked out. The sound of Roy Rivers’ squad car tearing up gravel as he sped away was somehow amplified in tone, so that it seemed to be as furious and out of control as its driver. John and Dan arrived just 15 minutes later, bounding in, full of caffeine and adrenaline.

It was the sort of entrance that would have been comical in any other situation. They were both talking at about a mile a minute, jumping over each other’s sentences, and thoroughly incomprehensible to anyone but themselves. All Fred knew for certain was that they were very excited, which he took to be a good thing. Since he didn’t know what the focus of their conversation was, and they clearly were not about to stop and fill him in, Fred simply waited until he caught a reference that he could latch on to and, with some luck, remind the two that he was actually in the room. Maybe at that point they might decide to include him a little bit. Or, at least let him know why they still had Arthur Stovall locked up when last night fairly completely ruled him out as the killer.

“The maid said that Arnold slipped out around 8 o’clock,” said John.

“That gave him about two hours to plan everything, if the phone call is connected.”

“You really think it’s a coincidence?” John asked. “Look, whoever Arnold was talking to, it got him pretty upset. Upset enough to make a fast getaway out from under protective custody. Our killer was waiting for him, which tells me that Arnold’s phone call was designed to get him out on the road—and away from safety.”

There was a pause as it all started to register.

“We need to find out who placed that call,” Dan was saying, as he rifled through the top drawer of his desk.

“We’ll run over to the post office before we go to Mr. Parrott’s and find out who was manning the switchboard last night,” John responded. This was Fred’s opportunity.

“I know who was at the switchboard last night,” Fred offered. Both men stopped and turned to face him. Suddenly Fred was not so sure he liked it better when he got noticed.

“I…I been courtin’ Alison Turnbell. An’ we was s’posed to go see a movie last night, only I had to work ’cause o’…”

“This story have a endin’, Fred?” Dan asked, interrupting.

“Well, yeah. Anyways, I had to work, an’ then Alison’s friend Minnie, who was s’posed to run the switchboard, she got ta’ feelin’ poorly. So Alison, she fig’gered if I had to work, she might as well, too. So, she did. An’ that’s hows I know that Alison Turnbell was workin’ the switchboard last night.”

“Okay, that’s…helpful,” John said, “Get Miss Turnbell on the phone, and see when she could come in and answer a couple of questions for us.”

Fred nodded his head vigorously and went to the phone on his desk.

“Oh, and Fred?” John added.

“Yeah?”

“You could have just told us who was on the switchboard last night.”

Fred shuffled his feet a little before answering.

“Yeah, I know. Only, the thing is…Alison’s a bit of a looker, an’ it took me an awful long time ta’ get her to agree ta’ go out with me in the first place. Seein’ as how I had to cancel, I doubt she’s goin’ ta’ give me a second chance.”

“Okay…” John wasn’t getting where Fred was going with this.

“Well, hell. If I ain’t goin’ to git to go on the damn date, I surely at least deserve to get some credit for getting’ the date in the first place,” Fred insisted.

John chuckled slightly. He could appreciate that.

“Alright, so that makes things easier. Now we just need to find the sheriff.”

“Oh, he just left here about ten minutes ago.”

Again, Fred was the recipient of the uncomfortable stares.

“I prob’ly should’a mentioned that earlier.”

Alison Turnbell had, indeed, been at the switchboard the night before, and she remembered the phone call coming in for Mr. Rivers, easily enough. There had only been three phone calls from out of town that night. One was from Edna Lowry’s nephew, whose wife had just given birth to an eight-pound, three-ounce girl. The second was from Jimmy Campbell, who was feeling a little homesick and a lot frightened since his unit was heading off to the Pacific in a few days, and wanted a comforting word from his father.

John and Dan listened as patiently as they could, while she rattled off the mundane details of the incoming calls from the previous night. They were sitting at her kitchen table as she poured herself another cup of coffee and started in on another long rambling tale. It was clear that Alison was the sort that enjoyed her job. It made one wonder how many conversations carried on across the phone lines were privy to the unfailing ear of the faithful switchboard operator.

“How about Arnold’s call?” John finally asked, trying not to sound as irritated as he felt, “The maid said the caller was from a company called Imperial Steel, but no one seems to know anything about them. Is there anything you can remember about that phone call?”

“Well, lots, I guess…the fella’ had a funny little accent, that’s fer sure.”

“Foreign?”

“No, not foreign. He was southern, sure enough, but like I said, he sounded funny.”

“Funny, how?” Dan asked.

“Well, I can’t say exactly. It just sounded differn’t. Not like he was from another country or nothin’, just…well, it was kinda’ like he was thinkin’ about evr’thin’ that came outta his mouth.”

“A fake accent, you mean?” John suggested.

“No. It weren’t fake. Or at least, if it were, he got it down perfect. Look, I hear people from all over the country, an’ jest about ever’body has some kind’a accent, an’ they’re all a little bit differn’t, even if they just live across the state. But I ain’t never heard nothin’ quite like that fella before.”

Dan took a swig from the coffee in front of him. He had a look on his face that spoke volumes, but he clearly didn’t want to say what he was thinking.

“Something on your mind, Deputy?” John asked pointedly.

Dan looked up at him, then sighed heavily.

“Just a theory—and not what you’d call a good one.”

“Well, I’m coming up with a big bag of nothing, so if you’ve got an idea, let’s here it.”

“I was talkin’ with an ol’ friend o’ mine the other day. He moved up north to New York a few years ago. Accordin’ to him, evry’body up there still thinks he sounds like he’s fresh off the farm. The thing is, when I talked to ’im, I couldn’t even tell the man was from Georgia. Ta’ me, he sounded like just one more damn northerner—no offense.”

John smiled blandly at the insult.

“Are you trying to tell me you think your friend did it? Because you’re right…that’s not a good theory.”

“You move somewhere, ya’ kinda’ take on the accent. Don’t have to try, don’t have ta’ think about it. Just happens. Only, it ain’t never quite like ever’body else. Ya’ always keep a little bit o’ where ya’ come from,” Dan explained.

“So, you’re thinking that maybe Alison’s mystery man sounds a little off because he picked his accent up.”

“Exactly.”

“So, we’re dealing with a transplant.”

“There is a whole lotta industry an’ business openin’ up in Florida right now, an’ there’s people comin’ in from all over the country—hell, all over the world. Lots of ’em.”

“Didn’t you say Arnold’s new business partners were based out of Florida?” John asked.

In reply, Dan took another sip of coffee.

“Wow, you guys are like real cops!” Alison burst out in surprise.

“Miss Turnbell, I appreciate your help,” Dan said matter-of-factly. It was a fairly clear signal that the conversation was done. After all, they still had several stops to make today.

He got up, and John followed. Alison Turnbell rose as well, and walked them out to the door.

“It was no trouble, an’ I was jest happy to help. You’ll let me know how ever’thing turns out, won’t you?” she asked, lowering her eyes just enough to direct Dan’s gaze toward her breasts.

John could definitely see why Fred was so taken with the woman. Pity that. She seemed the type that was easily swayed. And right now, it seemed she was swaying toward Dan.

“Actually, Miss Turnbell, I’m a little concerned.”

“Beg pardon?”

“Dan, if it was this easy for us to determine that Miss Turnbell had useful information, it might not take long for someone else to figure that out.”

Apparently, Dan caught on to what John was trying to pull and was happy to oblige.

“That’s true,” he said. “As a witness, she is—potentially—in danger.”

“My dear lord, you just can’t be serious!” Alison exclaimed.

“I’m afraid so. But don’t you worry none. I’m gonna have Fred come down and keep an eye on ya’.”

“Oh,” she replied. The look on her face was sheer disappointment. Fred was right. As it stood, he would not be getting that second date. At least, not without a little help.

“Actually, Dan, are you sure we can spare Fred right now? After all, he is our biggest source of information right now, and pulling him off the streets could set us back a lot.”

“Really?” Alison asked, with a little more interest in her voice.

“Oh yeah,” Dan replied. “Fred’s been incredible. Why do ya’ think we been keepin’ him so busy?”

“I had no idea.”

“O’ course, Detective Webb is right about the kind’a danger we put ya’ in. No, it don’t matter if it sets us back a bit, Miss Turnbell, your safety is our top priority. I’ll send Fred straight over. An’ besides, we can still keep in touch by callin’ ’im on your phone, if that’s alright?”

“Well, of course. I would hate to think that the whole investigation is put in a bad way on my account,” Alison answered, with a much greater enthusiasm than just a few minutes earlier.

“You are a very brave woman, Miss Turnbell,” John said as he headed out the door, with Dan immediately following.

“We’ll send Fred over right away. You keep this here door locked ’til you hear him come knockin’,” Dan told her.

“Yes, sir. I will,” she said, then shut the door. Within seconds, the satisfying click of the lock sounded, and the two men walked back to the car.

“That was a nice thing you did for Fred back there,” Dan said as they got into the vehicle.

“We did. I doubt I could have gotten the woman quite as thrilled about having Fred over without your help.”

Dan started the car and pulled out onto the road.

“I owed him. He would’a had his date if I hadn’t made him work last night.”

* * *

Gerald was out of sorts. The morning had been hard enough on the poor man, but having to stay here at the Rivers’ home was almost more than the little man could bear.

His day had not started well from the start. Reporting in for work, he found that the entire household was in an uproar, with Deputy Merrill and that New York detective stomping around, causing all kinds of commotion. In moments, Gerald learned the cause of the disturbance. 10 minutes later, he confessed his part in Arnold Rivers’ escape.

Maybe Gerald expected that the two would be sympathetic. Maybe he expected that they would appreciate the fact that he was—technically—following orders when he drove Arnold’s car around to the back of the house so that Arnold could make a quick getaway while everyone thought he was taking a stroll through the garden.

Whatever Gerald thought, he was disappointed. In fact, the reaction he received was far from kind or sympathetic. Upon delivering the news that he had aided Arnold, he was immediately taken into a side room and questioned. This was not a friendly chat. It was an out-and-out interrogation, without any regard to his feelings or comfort. For a good half an hour, Dan and John took turns demanding every detail. No matter how cooperative Gerald was, however, the two were not satisfied.

There was, however, one detail that Gerald did hold back. He did not mention his conversation with Sam Posey. He couldn’t really explain why he felt it important to hide this particular fact, but he was compelled to keep it a secret.

Fortunately, it apparently did not occur to either of his questioners that Arnold would have even wanted Gerald to go with him, so there was no need to explain his absence.

Eventually, the questions did stop, and Gerald was ordered to stay at the house until they returned.

At first, Gerald was relieved. There would be plenty of household chores that could occupy his time and keep his mind off of the terrible events, and Miss Wilhelmina would certainly not hesitate to put him to work.

It wasn’t until after Dan and John left that Gerald realized the terrible truth. He had been left there as a punishment.

“Gerald? Gerald, can you come here a moment?” Wilhelmina asked. It had been the fifth such request today. Gerald slumped his shoulders and marched dutifully into the sitting room where she had set up camp.

“Yes, Ma’am. What can I do for ya’, Miss Wilhelmina?”

“I just wanted ta’ see if you had received any word yet?”

It was the same each time. Every few minutes, Wilhelmina Rivers would ask if anyone had heard from Arnold. Everyone had given up on trying to remind her of the truth. The simple fact of it was that no one wanted to have to sit through the harrowing screams and ear-shattering wails that accompanied each revelation, especially since she would just decide to forget all over again, and then ask where Arnold had gone.

After a while, Gerald decided to present a truth she could deal with. He told her that Arnold had left to take care of some business in Atlanta—which was true enough, so long as he didn’t mention what had happened on his way there. It seemed to satisfy Wilhelmina, however, and now she was content to pester Gerald about when he thought Arnold would be coming back.

“No, Ma’am, I ain’t heard a thing, yet. But, ya’ know, these things can take a awful long time.”

“I suppose you’re right, Gerald. Thank you. You…you will tell me just as soon as you hear something.”

“The moment I hear from Mr. Arnold, I’ll let you know.”

“Thank you…oh, and Gerald?”

“Yes, Ma’am?”

“I haven’t heard from Roy today. He usually stops in ta’ say hello. I do hope nothin’ has happened to him today.”

“I’m sure he’s fine, Miss Wilhelmina. He probably jest has his hands full with…” and at that point he wondered how much of Wilhelmina’s reality had been taken over by her delusion.

“He’s probably just busy keepin’ ever’body in Coweta County safe.”

It seemed to satisfy her. The vacant smile returned to her face.

“Yes, you’re probably right. I really must talk with him over dinner tonight. I am deathly afraid that he is runnin’ himself much too hard. It’s fine that he wants to be sheriff, and it’s all right and good that he takes it all so seriously—but he just doesn’t seem to know where his priorities lie.”

“Priorities, Miss Wilhelmina?”

“Why, Gerald, you surely should know. Family. Family should come before anything. Ya’ start puttin’ things like career, friends, or romance before y’er fam’ly, and there is just nothin’ but disaster.” Her voice had drifted down to barely more than a murmur. “You’d a thought Roy would’a learned that by now…”

Gerald couldn’t understand the rest. He waited a few more minutes, but he knew that his audience with the woman was done for now. He walked away to find some bit of busywork to occupy him until she called again.





Chapter 9

“Ya’ll wanna tell me again why ya’ jest now got ta’ pullin’ me out’ta that cell?” Arthur Stovall asked from the back of Dan’s squad car.

“It was for your own good, Arthur. There was a whole lotta folks here in town that was pretty well convinced that you were a cold-blooded murderer,” Dan said.

“Well, havin’ the sheriff haul me outta my own home and throw me behind bars prob’ly had a lot ta’ do with that perception.”

“Well Arthur, stop and think a moment,” John said. “How do you think it would have gone if we had let you out of jail before word got around that the killer was still on the loose? For that matter, how do you think you would have reacted if someone you knew were named as a multiple murderer, and you had every reason to believe it was true, and then you saw them walking past your door?”

Arthur got very quiet as he considered this thought.

“I s’pose I’d a’ had my shotgun loaded an’ ready real quick.”

“So would a lot o’ people. That’s why we waited until ever’one was good an’ convinced that you was innocent before we let ya’ loose,” Dan chimed in.

“So, I guess a good ol’ ‘thank you’ would be in order here. Almost takes the sting out’ta bein’ accused in the first place. Still falls short on makin’ up for the way I was treated once I was arrested and stamped as a murderer, but I guess that’s a bit much ta’ ask,” Arthur said sarcastically. It was said to no one in particular, but John knew that it was really aimed for him. Arthur may not find it easy to forgive the interrogation, or the painful truths John had forced out of him.

“You think I was too rough on you, Arthur? Then think about the look on the sheriff’s face when he arrested you. Think about what he was thinking when he got there and found me sitting with you in your kitchen. If I had let up on you—even a little bit—he would’ve kicked me out of the sheriff’s office and started in on you himself. How do you think THAT would have gone?”

Arthur didn’t answer, and John didn’t feel like turning around to see what kind of look he had on his face. He had been rough on him at the interrogation. There were answers he needed, and it was the only opportunity he had to get them. Even then, John had known that Arthur was innocent, but he still had the information John wanted.

“Still, those questions you asked…”

“Believe me, I know. If someone that I considered a friend had done that to me, I’d probably never forgive them. If you want to hold that against me, you have every right. But I’m going to ask that you hold off on hating me for just a little bit, because I need a favor.”

“And what would that be?” Arthur asked.

“I’m still convinced that Emma Lou’s death is tied up in all of this somehow. Unfortunately, I’m fast running out of people I can ask about what really happened back then. So, if I’m going to find anything out, I’m going to have to ask Annie Ruth.”

“You gonna talk ta’ her like you did me?” Arthur asked. His voice has hard when he spoke, and John could only imagine what his face looked like at that moment.

“No, sir. I’m just going to ask her what she remembers about Emma Lou’s death, then I’ll just shut up and listen.”

“’Cause, if you so much as say one thing ta’ upset her…”

“Arthur, I promise. If you want, you can stand behind me with a loaded shotgun and open fire the moment I say anything of the sort.”

“Hey, now,” Dan interjected, “I gotta problem with that!”

“Why? You want to be the one pulling the trigger?” John quipped.

“Partly,” Dan said with a half-smirk. “But mostly, I jest let this fella’ out a’ my jail, and I’m not in mind to put him inta’ any kind a’ tem’tation that would force me ta’ put ’im back in!”

“Won’t happen, Dan. I can promise you that,” John offered.

Dan sighed, as though he were forced to make some concession he was loathe to.

“Arthur, you have my word on it. Mr. Webb here will be on his best behavior.”

Apparently, that was enough for Arthur.

“Thank you, Arthur. I hope someday I can do something to show you how very sorry I am to put you through all of that,” John said finally. His response was a very genuine chuckle from the backseat.

“Dear Gawd, John, you sure don’t know nothin’ about Southern folks, now do ya’?”

John wasn’t really sure what that meant, but it must have been true, because Dan was joining in the laughter. They were still laughing when they pulled up to the Stovalls’ home.

The thing that John had not considered, however, was that Arthur was a lot more forgiving than his wife. Annie Ruth was not moved by John’s professions of remorse, nor did she seem to be impressed by his explanations of why Arthur had been held in jail for the better part of the day. From the moment John set foot on the Stovalls’ front porch, he was the recipient of the world’s most life-threatening glare.

If Arthur noticed, he didn’t show it. He simply walked up to the door, where Annie Ruth was standing with a frying pan in hand, and gave her a quick peck on the cheek.

“Hey there, Darlin’. Mr. Webb wants to have a chat with ya’, an’ I told ’im it’s fine with me…if y’er willin’,” he said lightly, then looked back at John and grinned his toothiest smile. “Good luck.”

Then he disappeared from view as he entered the house. John could hear the excited squeals of children from inside.

“Annie Ruth, I just wanted to say that…”

“You’re not seriously thinkin’ about talkin’ ta’ me like we was still drinkin’ ice tea in my kitchen, are ya’? ’Cause you might r’member that that didn’t work out so well for my fam’ly.”

John looked through his life experience to try and find something useful to this particular situation, and came up empty.

“You’re right. The chance for me to act like a friend is gone. I blew that. So, I won’t bother with the pretense. We’re this close to naming our killer. And I think that you might have the last clues I need. So, I guess your decision is simply whether you would rather talk to me, or hit me over the head with the frying pan.”

She thought about it. And judging by the look in her eye, neither John nor Dan would have cared to guess how close she actually came to choosing the frying pan. Eventually, however, she moved aside to allow them entry into her home.

Once again, John found himself seated at the Stovalls’ kitchen table. It was a little different, this time. There wasn’t any laughter or smiles. Arthur wasn’t there, either. He was out in the yard with the children, listening with rapt attention to the hundred little things that they wanted to tell him about what had transpired in their lives since he had to go ‘visit a friend’ in town.

“Alright, then. Y’er here. I’m here. Ask y’er questions,” a very hostile Annie Ruth said.

“Annie Ruth…” John began, then rethought his opening when he got a murderous look from the woman across from him, “Mrs. Stovall, we’ve gotten some evidence that just might tie our murders together. Maybe even lead us to the killer. And I believe that you have the missing piece to this whole puzzle.”

“Ya’ think I know who did this?”

“No. At least, not directly,” Dan chimed in.

“I think that Uncle Carl was killed because he knew something…something about your sister,” John announced.

“Ophie? What could she possibly have ta’ do with any o’ this? She ain’t even been in town in four months…”

“Not Ophelia. And not your sister Oneida, either.”

At this, Annie Ruth was clearly getting nervous.

“Well, I’m afraid you’re out o’ luck, then—’cause I’m fresh out of sisters.”

John paused for a moment as he ran through the best way to proceed.

“I need you to tell me everything about Emma Lou.”

“How did…”

“I can’t get into all the aspects of our investigation, Annie Ruth, but I need you to trust me a little bit. Somehow, Carl’s death—and afterward, George, Opal, and Arnold—they’re all connected with what happened to Emma Lou.”

It was a hard pill for Annie Ruth to take, and she struggled with it for some time. But as difficult as it was to accept, she eventually was convinced that John was genuinely trying to discover the truth about what really happened. As Dan watched, she and John began a journey through time, to a moment that Annie Ruth would much prefer to forget.

As the story unfolded, Dan could understand why:

Although Annie Ruth was just a child, she still remembered the events with startling clarity. Being only four years old, her parents tried to shield her from what was happening. But, as all children can tell you, there is very little that happens in a home that small ears do not hear and small eyes do not see. While she didn’t know why Emma Lou suddenly got so sick, she knew that it was far more serious than any other time before.

It was a confusing time for Annie Ruth. Emma Lou had just moved away to live with her new husband, Roy, and his family only a few weeks before. And now, with hardly any warning, it seemed that she was to be taken from them forever. Once, while she and her parents were visiting, Annie Ruth took the opportunity to slip into her older sister’s bedroom and hide behind the dressing screen, next to the rocking chair piled high with blankets. From that vantage point, she heard the doctor whisper to her parents when Emma Lou was too delirious to comprehend what was happening around her. Much of the conversation was beyond her, but she still remembered hearing him declare that there was no hope for her—or the child.

At firs, she was terrified by this, because she believed the doctor was referring to her. But as the doctor continued, it became clear that he was referring to another child. Emma Lou was pregnant. Mind you, Annie Ruth had no greater knowledge about pregnancy and related matters than any other four-year-old. It seemed perfectly logical that Emma Lou should be pregnant, because, as far as she knew from her wealth of experience, it was something that happened a lot when people got married. But the idea that someone could actually get so sick strictly because they were pregnant was a revelation.

The doctor and her parents talked for a little while more, then left the room to let Emma Lou rest. She didn’t seem to be resting to Annie Ruth, however. She tossed and turned fitfully, and moaned and cried as though she were in the most horrible pain imaginable. It was more than Annie Ruth could bear to see her sister go through, and since she had no medicine or medical knowledge, Annie Ruth did the only thing she could think of to comfort her sister. She emerged from her hiding spot, walked to Emma Lou’s bed, and crawled in beside her.

It must have had some benefit. Emma Lou broke from her delirium long enough to recognize her baby sister and, with tears in her eyes, she held her tightly.

“Emma Lou?” Annie Ruth asked, “If bein’ preg’nt hurts ya’ so much, then I’d think ev’erbody ’d be all right if ya’ di’nt wanna be. I don’t want you ta’ be preg’nt if it hurts ya’.”

Emma Lou squeezed her tight and whispered in her ear.

“It ain’t the baby what’s hurtin’ me, Annie Ruth. What’s hurtin’ me, it’s hurtin’ the baby, too. An’ that just breaks my heart.”

“What’s hurtin’ ya’, then? I’ll tell ’em, an’ we can git ya’ some med’cine fer it.”

Emma Lou smiled at the genuine concern.

“Ain’t no medicine for it, Annie Ruth. An’ the doctor already knows what’s wrong, so they’s no need to be tellin’ him.”

“Then why’d he say it was the baby?” Annie Ruth asked innocently.

“Doc thinks I done somethin’ bad, an’ he don’t wanna say it in front o’ momma and daddy. But I want you ta’ know somethin’, an’ I need you ta’ believe me: I didn’t do nothin’ ta’ hurt this baby. Nothin’. Don’t let anybody ever tell you diff’ernt.” Emma said these words with tears in her eyes. “I wanted ta’ make Roy proud. He’d a’ been a real good daddy. I know he would.”

Emma Lou began to shake again, and Annie did not know whether it was from the crying or the pain.

“You best go, now, Annie Ruth. You’ll get in sore trouble if they find you here.”

Reluctantly, Annie Ruth got up from the bed and tiptoed to the door. She opened it just a crack to be sure no one was watching, then started to leave. Before she could go, however, she had to ask one more question.

“Emma Lou? Are you gonna die now?”

There was a heavy silence before her sister answered.

“Yes, Annie Ruth, I am.”

Annie Ruth didn’t know what to say in response, so she simply blew her sister a kiss, then closed the door behind her.

Annie Ruth told this story with a face that only barely hid her feelings, and when she was done, she looked boldly at John and asked him directly:

“So, detective, ya’ get any missin’ puzzle pieces out o’ that?”

“Annie Ruth, I know that Emma Lou died from poisoning. Supposedly she drank turpentine, either by accident, or…”

“It wasn’t by accident—and it weren’t the other thing y’er thinkin’, neither. Emma Lou was killed on purpose.”

Though this came as a genuine surprise to Dan, it didn’t seem to faze John too much.

“And how do you know that?”

“Because Reverend Rivers told me.”

John blinked.

“And when was this?” Dan asked.

Annie Ruth acted a little nervous at that. They were clearly getting into an area that made her uneasy.

“Annie Ruth?” John asked, “when did you speak with Reverend Rivers?”

“The day before he went missin’,” she said quietly.

“What?!” Dan asked, incredulously.

“Why didn’t you mention this earlier?” asked John.

“Didn’t seem important. I didn’t know that Emma Lou had anythin’ ta’ do with all these killin’s, and it weren’t no surprise him stoppin’ by. The rev’rend paid calls to half the folks in this county.”

“But it wasn’t just a ‘pastoral visit,’ was it, Annie Ruth?”

Annie Ruth sighed heavily.

“The rev’rend wanted ta’ talk ta’ me…about Emma Lou. It seems that he knew a awful lot about what happened back then. He knew more ’an anybody, in fact,” Annie Ruth stated, “He was real upset. I still don’t know quite why, but he was definitely bothered by somethin’. He sat here at this table an’ told me that the story ever’one took for truth about how Emma Lou died was a bold-faced lie. Emma Lou didn’t drink turpentine by accident, and she didn’t do it ta’ try an’ kill the baby.”

“So what does that leave?” John asked.

“You may not like this particular story,” she warned. John stared stoically, as though he didn’t hear her.

“Tell me.”

“Rev’rend Rivers was still at seminary when Emma Lou died, but he came all th’ way down from Kentucky as soon as he heard. He said that he expected to find ev’ryone cryin’ an’ upset, and they were—a’cept for Wilhelmina. She was, as the good rev’rend put it, ‘cold as a stone in winter.’ He wanted to know why, so he asked…and he asked…and he asked.”

Annie Ruth simply stared at the table as she told her story, so far. But at this point, she raised her eyes to stare at John dead-on.

“Carl Rivers was undecided on the point of whether Wilhelmina finally confessed because she felt a little bit o’ remorse, or if she was jest happy to have somebody ta’ brag to. I have my own thoughts on that, but that ain’t important. Wilhelmina told him that she had convinced Emma Lou that if she was goin’ to be bearin’ a Rivers’ child, then she should do ev’rythin’ possible to make sure it were healthy, so she gave Emma Lou some medicine, and told her ta’ drink it ev’ry mornin’. That’s what she told her. An’ that’s what Emma Lou did.”

“But it wasn’t medicine, was it?” John asked.

“No. Mostly, it was turpentine. She told Carl that she added a little bit o’ honey an’ moonshine to cover the taste an’ smell. That’s how Emma Lou died, detective. That’s why I lost my sister.”

The three stood in silence for a moment. No one knew quite what to say next. After a while, however, Annie Ruth placed her hands upon the table, as a signal that it was time to conclude the interview.

“Well, that’s about it. The good rev’rend wanted ta’ get that off his shoulders, an’ he did. He muttered somethin’ about makin’ things right as he was leavin’. I thought maybe he had a mind to tell people the truth, at the time. Maybe he had that idea, I don’t know. He never got the chance.”

“Annie Ruth, these are serious charges…” Dan offered.

“They aren’t charges at all, dep’ty. The rev’rend didn’t tell me nothin’ I didn’t already know in ma’ heart. I kept my mouth shut all these years—I ain’t changin’ that now.”

“Still…”

“Did the reverend say anything else?” John asked, interrupting.

“No…well, yeah, actually. It didn’t make no sense, but he said it three or four times while he was talkin’. It was important to him, I guess.”

“What did he say, Annie Ruth?”

“He said, ‘the seeds of evil will ever bear fruit.’”

Dan looked at John quizzically.

“Mean somethin’ ta’ you?”

“Not yet,” John responded.

They made their goodbyes and left the house. Though he didn’t exactly run, John was keeping a pace that required Dan to put forth an effort to keep up with him. When they reached the car, Dan grabbed John by the arm and forced him to turn and face him.

“I got this real uncomf’terble feelin’ that I’m not exactly on the receivin’ end o’ all the facts, here.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You’re actin’ like ya’ know somethin’ an’ ya’ jest don’t wanna tell me. So, what’d’ya say ya’ jest come out with it, an’ pretend fer a moment that you an’ I are workin’ on the same side!?”

John stared back as though he were going to argue, but then just slumped his shoulders and took a long sigh.

“I’m starting to see an unpleasant pattern, Dan.”

“How d’ya mean?”

“These murders do have a connecting factor, after all. We just didn’t have all the facts until now.”

Dan let John’s arm go.

“Emma Lou? That’s your connectin’ factor? Somethin’ that happened nearly forty years ago?”

“You heard Annie Ruth. Carl Rivers was going to reveal what had really happened. Someone was willing to kill to keep him quiet.”

“First off, we don’t actually know that the rev’rend was gonna say anythin’ at all. Accordin’ ta’ Annie Ruth, he just said he was fixin’ ta’ do somethin’, but he never got specific. Second, if someone had a’ killed him, why keep goin’ with the rest o’ the family? Hell, Emma Lou was dead an’ buried before George was even born. Opal weren’t never nothin’ more ’an a shadow ta’ Wilhelmina, an’ Arnold was still in diapers back then. What do they have ta’ do with it?”

“Carl was killed because he was going to bring shame to the Rivers family. Our killer would stop at nothing to prevent that. George was killed for the same reason.”

“What?”

At this point, John realized he may well have talked himself into a corner. He hadn’t told anyone about his interview with George’s friend, and he wasn’t sure he was ready to reveal George’s secret if he didn’t have to.

“George had been looking up Emma Lou’s death out in Pelham, remember?”

“Yeah, you still haven’t quite explained how you knew that.”

“I went up there with Gerald, like I said. I discovered that Roy was checking through the papers to find out what he could about Emma Lou’s death.”

“Why Pelham?”

“Because all the papers that mentioned the death in Sales City had been removed and destroyed a long time ago. Funny thing is, when I went to look at those same papers George was researching, they’d been removed.”

“Wait a minute, y’er sayin’ that you think George knew about Emma Lou? I mean, really knew?”

“Yes. Most likely he first learned about her from Uncle Carl. My guess is that he said something to the wrong person at the funeral. It probably was just some idle conversation, his way of relating to the dearly departed, but our killer must have taken it as a threat.”

Dan paused a moment as he thought this over.

“There’s a whole lotta ‘I guesses’ an’ ‘probablys’ in that story. An’ it still don’t explain Opal or Arnold.”

“That’s because they were killed as a distraction. Those murders were meant to draw us off the track. Don’t you remember how we both thought that they seemed different than the first two? It’s because they were.”

“So…he killed the Rivers family to protect the Rivers family?”

“Don’t you just hate it when mass murderers don’t make any sense?”

“And you figured all this out ’cause you went up to Pelham? What made you think ta’ do that in the first place?”

“I was running a hunch,” John lied. “You would’ve done the same.”

“That’s just the thing. I was goin’ to.”

“What stopped you?”

Dan shuffled his feet a bit before answering.

“I was told not to.”

“By who?” John asked suspiciously.

“The sheriff,” Dan replied.

* * *

“So, you’re telling me you’ve known where the sheriff was all along?” John demanded as they drove at breakneck speed down the Georgia road.

“No. I just know where he goes when he doesn’t want to be found.”

Dan was driving. His knuckles shown white as he gripped the steering wheel. He didn’t like where he was going; didn’t like what he was doing; and didn’t like what it all meant. It was just all falling into place, and whether or not he wanted to admit it the clues were starting to point toward Sheriff Rivers.

He added it all up once again, hoping to find some gaping hole that would allow him to stop the car, but he could find none.

The sheriff had been strangely absent during most of the investigation. The sheriff had openly and directly blocked Dan from investigating the one aspect of George’s murder that pointed back to him. The sheriff was one of the few people in the county with the required skill to fire the shots that killed Arnold. And, lastly, the maid confirmed that the sheriff did indeed enter the Rivers house moments before Arnold’s phone call, so that he was able to listen in to the phone conversation from another phone in the house.

He glanced at the seat next to him, where detective John Webb sat so calmly, coolly, and apparently unfazed by what they were doing. He envied his distance. Roy’s own son, and he seemed to accept all this as if it were any other suspect they were going to bring in.

*

Less than two miles away, a lone man stood by the feed depot and waited. Roy had always felt a degree of comfort in this place. It was where his father would take him and tell him about the future that lay before him.

That future. His father had believed in it so profoundly. Roy could tell, even as a boy, that his father saw in him a leader. The head of the Rivers family and the Rivers fortune—that was Roy Rivers’ destiny.

It was not to be. An act of cruelty ended that for Roy 40 years ago.

If only that was the end of it all. It seems that some evil never really ends. Some deeds have a way of coming back. Roy’s hand lightly fingered his badge, then drifted down to the gun encased in his hip holster. How many times had those items given him comfort? How many times had he looked to his position as sheriff as a healing balm to ease the guilt of what had been done to Emma Lou—to ease the pain of his own inaction when Emma Lou had needed him? He had tried so hard to ignore the truth, but it did him little good. The facts of it had finally caught up with him. Emma Lou, his young bride, was dead. Not by accident, and not by her own hand. Roy knew that his own sister had acted to kill her.

Roy had genuinely loved Emma Lou, so much more than he had ever openly acknowledged, even to her. He had loved her. And yet, when she died, he lacked the courage to stand up to his own family on her behalf. Even Carl had pulled him aside and insisted, for the good of the family, that Roy remain silent. And damn him if he didn’t. Roy held his tongue, bit through the pain of it all, and acted the part of the grieving widower.

And, in doing so, made himself believe that it was done, and the awful secret was as well buried as Emma Lou. He still believed that when he met and married John’s mother, Linda. He should have known better.

He still had no idea how she learned of Emma Lou, but she did, somehow. It horrified her to think that she was married into a family so full of hate and evil.

He could see her so easily, even now, standing in the entry to their home, with their young son in hand. He begged her to stay. He asked her to look at him as the man he was, not the boy he had been. It changed nothing. She caught the train out of town, and filed for divorce from Connecticut. He received the legal document, with a single note attached:

“The seeds of evil will ever bear fruit.”

It was her way of explaining her decision. He never told anyone about that note, except his brother. He met with Carl shortly after the divorce papers arrived, right at this spot. That was when he asked Carl to keep an eye on John. He knew that he would never be allowed to be a part of the boy’s life, but Linda thought very highly of Carl. Carl would be able to be the father figure Roy could not.

A lonely whistle broke the silence. Roy watched the train approaching.

This spot. It had always held such meaning for him, from those childhood moments with his father, down to this…which is why Roy was standing at the feed depot that day.

This was where he wanted this to end.

“Sheriff?”

Roy turned to face his son. He stood there with his gun drawn. Roy knew what it meant. It was finally done.

“I think we need to talk,” John said, without wavering. Roy could see in his eyes, however, that he had nothing to say.

“So this is how it ends, huh?” Roy remarked, almost casually, “All the searchin’, all the evidence, all the hopes for the killer to be some deranged out-of-towner…”

“Take your gun out of your holster—slowly.”

Roy didn’t move. He simply stared at his son. His gaze was so intent that he couldn’t see anything else. He couldn’t even see Dan approaching from another direction, ready to cover him should he make a sudden move.

“After everythin’, after what I done… I thought, maybe, I had a chance to make things right. It jest don’t work out that way, though, huh?”

“Dad, please. Don’t make this any harder than it has to be,” John urged, having to yell above the noise of the oncoming train.

“After ev’rythin’, I still hoped…” Sheriff Roy Rivers seemed to falter for a split second, then straightened with a renewed strength, as he knew what he had to do.

“Just come with us, now,” John urged him, sensing what was to come next.

“I was afraid it was gonna be you,” was all he said. Dan could not have heard, but John did. They were words that would forever ring in his ears. It was the last statement Roy Rivers ever made.

As the train sped on to the point where Roy stood on the platform, he jumped.

John and Dan rushed forward at the same moment, but not nearly quickly enough. Together, they watched in shock and horror as the train that carried Rivers Sorghum across half the country rolled by.





Epilogue

Monday, May 30th, 1942

It was a bright sunny day in Sales City, Georgia. There was a gentle breeze that flowed across the landscape, offering a moderator to the heat. The blue sky was dappled with just enough clouds to inspire daydreams. It was, in a word, picture-perfect.

Dan Merrill, acting sheriff, would normally enjoy this day. But he was too busy trying to explain what had happened—to the people of Coweta County, and to himself. He and Fred had been taking turns answering phone calls all afternoon, and he was near to exhaustion already.

When the phone rang again, he was sorely tempted to let it ring. But Dan was a consummate professional, though a tired one. With a sigh, he reached across his desk and picked up the receiver.

“Coweta County Sheriff, how can I help ya’?”

“Dan! It’s Elijah Morton.”

“Elijah? Oh, hell, yeah—I almost forgot I’d called ya’.”

“I know. Sorry it took so long, but I got some details about that Webb fella’ for you.”

“Yeah, ’bout that…”

“Man, I hope y’er not puttin’ too much faith in this guy,” Elijah interrupted, instantly catching Dan’s attention.

“How d’ya’ mean?”

“Don’t get me wrong—I mean, if you think you can trust the man, then I don’t wanna speak ill of ’im. It’s just that…well I’d just keep a close eye on him, is all.”

Dan suddenly became interested. The case was closed, sure, but there was certainly no harm in hearing what Elijah had to say, anyway.

“Just tell me what you know,” he said.

“Well…and this is why it took me so long to track him down…he isn’t—exactly—on the force right now.”

Out of reaction, Dan stood up.

“He’s not a cop?”

“No, he’s a cop. A suspended cop. But a cop.”

“Why was he suspended?” Dan asked, with a sinking feeling in his stomach.

“Well, from what I hear, he went kinda’ nuts and beat a suspect near to death.”

“He did what?!”

“It’s not as bad as it sounds, I guess. His partner got killed, and he was interrogating the shooter. I guess the guy got a little too smug. Maybe he said something to set him off. I don’t know. But according to the staff sergeant I talked to, Webb just went berserk, pulled his gun out, and started beating the guy with it. He’s still in the hospital.”

“My God.”

“They must have figured that Webb was suffering from some kind of mental break, because they didn’t file criminal charges. But he is suspended until they do a psychological review. Fact is they’ve been looking for him.”

“Wow. Thanks Elijah.”

“Hey listen, you’ve spent time with this guy, so maybe you know him a little bit. If you think he’s a decent enough person, then do him a favor. Tell him to get his butt back up here as fast as he can.”

Dan tried to absorb it all.

“Okay, Elijah. Thanks, again.”

“Anytime. And hey, Dan?”

“Yeah?”

“Next time, just call me to say hello, alright? I got my hands full chasing crooks without hunting up deranged cops on top of it, okay?”

“You got it.”

As Dan hung up the phone, he wondered what kind of man he really had been running around with all this time.

He was still pondering that when the door opened and Sam Posey walked in. That old man fixed Dan with a gaze that would have frozen most men to the bone.

“Doc,” he said flatly.

“Sheriff,” Sam responded.

“Funny you should stop by. I just had me a real odd phone call.”

“That a fact?”

“Yeah.”

Sam stood there, just inside the doorway, and suddenly he didn’t look so confident and self-assured to Dan. In fact, the man looked downright apologetic.

“Sam, I don’t like bein’ in the dark. An’ it seems ta’ me like I been absolutely blind since this whole mess started. It also seems ta’ me like you haven’t been,” Dan suggested. Sam said nothing. Exasperated, Dan continued, “There’s a whole lotta questions I could be askin’…a whole lotta questions maybe I should be askin’…but when it comes right down to it, the only one that jest keeps jumpin’ inta’ my head is…am I gonna be able ta’ live with this?”

Sam pushed out a sigh, then walked over to Dan’s desk and sat down.

“The only fella’ what can answer that question is you, Sheriff. You…are the sheriff, right?”

“Until they find somebody better for the job.”

“Oh, I don’t see that happenin’. But the point is, if you are the sheriff, then your sole concern is protectin’ the people o’ this county.”

“I suppose so.”

“Then you can rest easy, ’cause we got the right man for that.”

“You sure about that?”

Sam smiled and allowed himself a little chuckle.

“Ain’t your shift jest about done?” Sam asked.

“About ten minutes ago, actually.”

“Good. Over there in Roy’s old desk, if you look in the second drawer…”

Dan reached down into the top drawer of his own desk and pulled out a bottle of Stovall’s Finest.

“Already found it.”

* * *

John Webb was enjoying the day. Mind you, there was plenty on his mind, and there were a hundred nagging questions left floating around in his head, but he sought to look past all that, to the simple pleasure of a nice day.

As he walked up to the front door of the Rivers Home, he breathed in the air around him and was struck, once more, by that nagging aroma that had haunted him throughout his stay here.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Webb,” Annabelle said as he walked through the door.

“Good afternoon. Any change?”

Annabelle just shook her head sadly. Wilhelmina had been unresponsive since they had broken the news to her about Roy. The doctor said it was a stroke. She knew what was happening around her, but she was unable to respond to it in any way. He had little hope of her recovery.

John contemplated this as he climbed the stairs to her room. He had been debating about this for some time, but he knew that he had to speak with her.

Reaching her room, he opened the door and peeked his head inside. The nurse that had been assigned to her was sitting by her bedside, reading aloud from the Bible.

“Hi,” John said, smiling. “Could I have a moment alone with her?”

The lady smiled and put the Bible aside.

“Of course. I’ll be in the kitchen. It’s nearly time for her supper, anyway.”

“Excellent,” John said, “and could you see to it that no one comes in? This is kind of private.”

She smiled, nodded, then walked out, closing the door behind her.

John stared at the door for a moment, then walked to the now vacant seat and settled in.

“Hi, Aunt Wilhelmina. I wanted to say goodbye before I go. I’ll be catching the next train shortly, but, uh…” John took a moment, then laughed softly, “you know, I thought I’d know how to say all this. I’ve been thinking about it and planning for it, and here we are, and I can’t think of how to start.”

He laughed again.

“How about this,” John said, as he leaned in to whisper in Wilhelmina’s ear.

“Roy didn’t kill anyone.”

He couldn’t swear to it, but John imagined that her eyes widened just a little bit. He backed up a little bit and sighed deeply.

“You can imagine how surprised I was when I came down here to find out who killed Uncle Carl, only to discover…that he killed himself. And, to top it off, my big lead to this discovery was that half-baked psychic, Sam Posey. God, when I think back to that moment at the funeral when he handed me that note that said I would find the gun in the river, just below the bridge…and the capper—that if I looked under the trellis, I’d find his suicide note. It just boggles the imagination, you know?”

John sat back and stared at the ceiling, then dug out a worn slip of paper from his pocket.

“This is powerful stuff, too. I think you’ll get a kick out of it: ‘My life is a lie,’ he starts out. ‘I have lived with the guilt of silence for too long. I have put forth an image of a Man of God, but I carry with me a burden—the burden of the part I played in the murder of a young woman, whose only crime was trust. Her name is too painful for me to utter, even to write. I will only mention her by the initials, ELP.”

John stopped for a moment.

“ELP—remember that? He goes on, of course. ‘That my family is so steeped in self-righteousness and cruelty that we could perpetrate this crime, and then work so hard to cover it up all these years, sickens me. And I am no better than any, for I have worked harder than any to hide it. I have conspired with Wilhelmina, I have assisted Opal, and I have encouraged Roy to keep silent with the rest of us. And, possibly worst of all, I would keep my secret even now, if recent events had not served to utterly convict me. Our one bright hope, that I believed to be protected from our sin, I fear is now just as tainted and broken as the rest of us. The seeds of evil will ever bear fruit.”

John looked down at the letter for a little, then put it away.

“Uncle Carl sure could turn a phrase, huh? When I read this, I felt such a blinding rage. That…that someone who meant so much to me should be taken away, and all because of some crime that happened years ago. I just had to take it out on someone.”

John took a moment to collect himself, as if he were still undecided whether he wanted to continue or not.

“The problem was, I just couldn’t figure out who! I drove around for a while, sorting it through, and then it hit me.”

At this, he stood and walked around for a bit, as if the sheer energy of his confession was overcoming him.

“I blamed you, Wilhelmina. After all, I had already learned from everyone in town that, when it came to the Rivers family, you pulled all the strings. Plus, he did mention you in his suicide note, before anyone else…so I drove over here. I had it my mind that I would sneak up to your room and smother you in your sleep.”

“But poor George, he had to be the first one to cross my path. He must’ve heard something outside and came out to take a look. Isn’t that something, Aunt Wilhelmina? As little as you thought of your son, he died trying to protect you!”

John sat back in his seat, forcing himself to calm down.

“It wasn’t until after I had finished taking the axe to George that it occurred to me that killing you just wasn’t enough. I figured that, since you took someone away from me, then I could take someone away from you. I could make you suffer; I could see you in the kind of pain that I was feeling.”

“Of course, if I had known you a little better, then I would have realized that I killed the wrong family member. George was always a disappointment. Be honest, you were a little bit relieved when you heard that George was dead, weren’t you?”

John took a deep breath to steady himself. He felt like he ought to be enjoying this moment more. After all the planning, all the machinations set into play to bring him to her bedside to deliver this message…but all he really felt was tired. He was almost tempted to just walk away, forget about this place, and try and put his life back together. But he had come this far, and in an odd sort of way, it seemed wrong not to finish this out. It was the difference between revenge and justice: revenge was based on whether or not you felt like getting even. Justice was meted out whether you wanted to or not.

He looked down at Wilhelmina and continued.

“I’m not really sure what inspired me to write the initials. Maybe I hoped that you or Roy would recognize them. But it wasn’t to be. Nobody gave it a second thought. So, I had to find out about your dirty little secret myself. And the more I learned, the more I hated you, and the more I wanted to take away from you. Opal was a simple matter—although I didn’t expect the granary to explode. I didn’t know they did that. I just thought she’d burn up.”

John got up and walked over to the window. He looked over the treetops and paused for a moment.

“I had to get a little creative with Arnold. Fortunately, he loves to talk about work. That’s all he did at the funeral. I learned all kinds of details about his new business partners, and about the big business meeting on Saturday. It’s amazing how you can push a man to do almost anything if you just know the right words to say. And there are so many things you can do to disguise your voice over the phone. Apparently, though, I need to work on my southern accent… No matter. It worked well enough. And it couldn’t have worked out better to frame dear old Dad.”

He went back to the side of the bed, but didn’t sit down.

“He was a lot smarter than any of us gave him credit for, you know. I thought he was just avoiding everyone at the end. In fact, it wasn’t until I was standing there, facing him, that I realized what he was really doing. He must have realized that there was only one way to catch the killer. And that was to make himself the target. He probably figured that the killer would eventually come looking for him…and I did. I guess that was too much for him to take, huh?”

John leaned over her and, with great care, kissed her on the forehead.

“Don’t worry,” he whispered, “I’m not going to kill you.”

Straightening up, he smiled a sad smile, then walked to the door and left the room. He never saw the tear that rolled down Wilhelmina’s cheek.

Outside, he started down the stairs, but was assailed by that all-too-familiar smell once again. Looking around, he finally saw its source. A vase filled with small flowers, some purple and some white. While he was still staring at it, Annie Ruth crept up behind him.

“You weren’t thinkin’ about leavin’ without sayin’ goodbye, were ya’?”

John turned quickly, to hide being startled, and smiled.

“Not at all. In fact, that’s why I’m here.”

Annie Ruth smiled and nodded.

“Arthur wants to say goodbye, too. He’s gonna be headin’ over to the Boardin’ House to have a beer with ya’—’Course, I’m not s’pposed to know about the beer part.”

They both laughed a little at that, then John nodded toward the vase.

“Could you do me a favor? I have been smelling this all over the place, and it’s been driving me crazy. It seems familiar, but I don’t know where from.”

Annie Ruth looked over to the vase.

“That’s Quisquallis. It grows wild all over Coweta County, so I’m not surprised you were smellin’ it. As fer it bein’ familiar…well, y’er mother might’a had some. I recall I gave her a nice cuttin’ of it when the two o’ you left, on a count o’ she liked it so much.”

Suddenly, a memory came to John that filled in that last gap.

“It didn’t last too long,” John said, “She worked at it for a full year, but the weather just wouldn’t let it thrive.”

He smiled, as a man does who has suddenly been relieved of a burden.

“That has been bugging me since I got here.”

“I got some news…” Annie Ruth said with a sly grin.

“Oh?”

“I been suspectin’ fer a while, but I just got word from the doctor this mornin’.

“The doctor?”

“Me an’ Arthur are havin’ us another baby,” she announced, “an’ I was thinkin’…”

She looked down at the floor for a moment.

“If it’s alright with you, Arthur an’ I agreed that—if it’s a girl—we wanna name it Linda Sue, after your mama.”

John didn’t quite know what to say. He stammered for a moment like an idiot, then finally smiled.

“Of course, I’d be honored.”

Annie Ruth beamed widely at that. She grabbed his arm and led him out.

“Things’r gonna be real diff’rent in Coweta County, now. They’s just so much that’s changin’ I can hardly take it all in!” she said, shaking her head. John understood. The Rivers family had been at the center of everything that had happened in the county—and beyond. With them gone, people would have to figure out how to adjust.

“I’m not worried in the least. I think that the new sheriff will do a fine job, and the family business is in the very best hands I could hope for.”

Annie Ruth shook her head again, as she thought about that.

“There is definitely gonna be some talk about that, I can assure you!”

“You don’t think I got the right man for the job?” John asked idly.

“Oh, certainly, he is the fella’ for the job. I cain’t think o’ anybody who knows more about the workin’s o’ the Rivers’ comp’ny, but…”

“But what?” John asked innocently.

“Oh, stop it, John. You know as well as I do that Gerald’s gonna be havin’ a time an’ a half convincin’ folks ’round here ta’ do business with a black man!”

John smiled dismissively.

“Gerald will do just fine.”

“And you’re sure you don’t want to stay around fer a while? I mean, ya’ got ever’thing a man could want here…”

“It’s just not my life, Annie Ruth.”

“I know…” she said, with a sad smile. “It just don’t seem fair, somehow. All this, by rights, is yours. Y’er the last o’ the Rivers, really.”

“I’m not a Rivers, Annie Ruth.”

“I know that. I s’pose that’s why it don’t seem right, you leavin’ all this behind like y’er doin’. More ’an anybody, you deserve it.”

They walked toward the door, and John looked over his shoulder at the wall, now vacant, that once held a tapestry.

“I want ta’ thank you again fer lettin’ us move in here, John. ’Specially now, with the new one on the way,” Annie Ruth announced, breaking the momentary silence.

“Thank me? I should be thanking you. I can rest easy knowing that Annie Ruth Stovall is taking good care of Aunt Wilhelmina.”

“Well, you can rest easy, then. I’ll watch over her night an’ day. I know that sounds odd, with what happened to Emma Lou, but it seems ta’ me that it’s time ta’ let that whole business go. An’ this is a good way to do that.”

“I’m glad you feel that way,” John said, an oddly restful look on his face, “because I want Wilhelmina to live a very, very long time.”
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