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“Quitting is not the answer. Life is not fair, and you can't quit every time something unfair happens to you.”

John Grisham
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Chapter 1
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Lily walked into my office. I wiped the sweat from my face but kept reading the weekly edition of the Laurel Bugle. “Do we have another fan?” I asked her without glancing up.

“You’ve been reading that same paper for two days, Roy. What’s wrong?”

“Wrong? Nothing’s wrong. That’s the problem. We haven’t had anything to do in weeks. It’s hot as hell and I’m bored stiff. In New York we had more crime than we could solve.”

“Why don’t you go back to New York then?” she snapped.

I looked at her over the top on my paper. “I’ve been thinking about it.”

“So do it then. See if anyone in Laurel County cares,” she said with a pout.

I folded the paper and put it down. “I’m sorry, Lily, but I’m not used to this. I need to stay busy. I feel like I’m wasting all the cop training I suffered through.”

“Well, since you aren’t too busy, I just got off the phone with Mrs. Ernestine Walden. She must be ninety years old but she lives alone way out by Raccoon Creek and just about every summer, when it gets real hot like it is today, she calls me and complains about the horrible smell that comes from the stream. She says it’s worse than it’s ever been. She’s called everybody in the county and nobody seems to care. Why don’t we ride out there and see what’s going on?”

“You want me to investigate a stinky creek, Lily?”

“It’s better than reading a small town weekly newspaper over and over again until you wear the print off the pages. You never know what you’ll find out there. Maybe an animal’s dead, or a noxious gas is seeping from the earth. Who knows what’s going on but something caused this poor lady to call in and ask us for help. Isn’t that what the sheriff’s department is supposed to do, help the people of Laurel County?” She had her feet spread and her arms folded. She was hot, but not because of the summer heat wave. 

“You win, Lily. We’ll go see Mrs. Walden. Would you like to give her a call and tell her we’re coming?”

“I told her we’d be there in a half hour.”

“Pretty confident aren’t you?”

A bright smile flashed across her lips. “I know our County Sheriff cares about the people here in Laurel and won’t let anything bad happen to them, even a smelly creek.”

“You have more confidence in your county sheriff than I do.”

“I know.” And she grinned again.

I got up and grabbed my hat. “Where does Mrs. Walden live?”

“On Carleton Road past Howe’s Mill,” she told me.

We headed east out of town then veered north towards Howe’s Mill and the town around it. Soon, after passing the Tastee-Freez, the houses changed and I knew we were near the mill. Most were small, wood bungalows sitting on tiny lots. Few had lawns and often several old and clearly non-operational cars would be parked on the dirt in front of the house. 

Then off to our right we passed the mill, a huge brick structure built sometime in the last century. Five stories tall, the walls at the bottom were six feet thick. Most of the upper floors held weave rooms each filled with over a hundred looms all originally run from belts hung from massive shafts on each floor and powered from one gigantic steam engine in the basement. 

In the front, closest to the road, were the new offices in a recent two story addition built after the war. The mill was doing well. 

Down the road and on the left we passed Howe’s Mill High, another ancient brick building but this one only two stories tall. I could see part the baseball field in the rear of one side of the school. On the other the bleachers from the football field reminded me of the times I played there as a Laurel Cougar.

The town of Howe’s Mill came next and was much smaller than Laurel, just a collection of stores on both sides of the road and only one block long. Almost as soon as we got through it we were in the country.

“There’s Carleton Road,” Lily said at last, pointing to our left. I took the turn and we wound past small farms for several miles before the roadside became heavily forested. Then the smell started. I wanted to roll up the windows but knew if I did, we would swelter inside the hot car. I suddenly began to understand Mrs. Walden’s problem.

Lily noticed the stink as soon as I did. “Whew, I didn’t think it would be this bad,” she said while waving her hand in front of her face.

“I must admit, I’m shocked. This is terrible,” I told her.

“That must be her house,” Lily said as she pointed at a small two story Victorian badly in need of a roof with one wall nearly covered in vines. I checked the mailbox by the road then turned down the drive and parked close to the front porch.

A small gray-haired woman came out of the house wearing a light cotton dress and leaning heavily on a cane. She waited for us at the top of the stairs.

“Hi Mrs. Walden, I’m Lily Brooks. We talked earlier.”

“Lily, land sakes, I’m so grateful you came all the way out here. I’ve been trying to get someone to help me for years. You two come into the house now. It’s cooler in there and the swamp jasmine growing over the window helps keep that awful stink down.”

We followed her inside and down the hall to a sitting room on the right. Here the odor was almost gone and a sweet smell came from an open window where the vine, loaded with yellow flowers, covered the window. 

She turned to me, “You must be Sheriff Martin,” she said. “I want to thank you so much for coming. Heavens, I hadn’t expected anyone so important. I’m Ernestine Walden and I’ve lived here for most of my life. Please won’t you both have a seat?”

“Thank you Mrs. Walden—”

“Oh Lordy, call me Ernestine, Sheriff. That Mrs. Walden stuff makes me sound so old.”

She said it so honestly that I couldn’t help a smile. “Certainly Ernestine and I hope you’ll call me Roy.”

“Roy it is then. I’ve got a feeling we’ll get along just dandy.”

“So do I, Ernestine. Now, please, tell me about this horrible stink.”

“It’s been here every summer for at least five years. It gets worse every year. It comes from Raccoon Creek. Thanks to the Lord, I’ve been here for more than sixty years. This was once a wonderful place. The creek was beautiful and full of fresh fish. They would literally jump out of the water into your creel. You didn’t need to throw a line out. Now they float by belly up.”

“Do you think the dead fish cause the smell?” I asked.

“Oh my heavens, Roy, I actually don’t know, but wouldn’t it take a lot of dead fish to make all that stink,” she answered.

“You’re probably right,” I agreed. 

“Land sakes, there’s more than just the fish. The creek is thick with plants growing where nothing grew before. They’re mostly underwater but they almost seem to choke the flow of the stream. Every year they get thicker and the smell gets worse. No siree, Roy, if anyone listened to me, I’d say the plants bring the stink, but maybe whatever causes the smell brings the plants.”

“Pardon me, Ernestine, but I have to wonder why we haven’t heard from your neighbors about this, or have we, Lily?” I glanced over to her. 

She answered me right off. “No, Roy, Ernestine is the only one who called.”

Ernestine nodded her head softly. “God bless them but they’ve been gone a year now. Four families once lived down here. I’m the only one left. Mike McGee drowned in the creek. His wife went to Knoxville to be with the grandkids. The Marshall’s house burned to the ground. They found poor Gene in the ashes. His wife moved to Miami. The Greeley’s took money from an outfit called The Howe’s Mill Reclamation Project and live in Houston now. Those same people keep sending me letters too, but I’ve been here too long. I’m not leaving.”

“Have they threatened you?” I asked.

“They tell me if I don’t sell they can take my place away from me. Is that true, Roy. Can they take my property?” 

“Unfortunately that depends. I’m not a lawyer and I don’t want to give you advice. If they have no legal grounds to take your property, however, they can be jailed for the threat. Do you have one of their letters?”

“I certainly do, Roy, right on top of my desk. Would you like to see it?”

Lily sat next to the desk. She hopped to her feet. “Is that it laying open right here?”

“Why yes dear. I had it out thinking you might like to see it.”

“You can stay where you are Ernestine. I got it.” She picked it up and brought it to me.

I sat back in the chair and read the letter over slowly. “First off this address is a post office box,” I said. “Do they have a physical location, a building, an office, anything?”

“Not that I know of,” she said.

“That bothers me but it doesn’t mean very much unless they aren’t on the level. Have you called the phone number they give here?” I asked her.

“Oh, my Lord, I sure have, but it sounds like I get an operator or something. They always say Mr. Moore isn’t able to take my call and ask me to leave my number.”

“How many times have you called?”

“Well, not that many and none lately, it seems such a waste of time.”

“You don’t plan to move, do you?”

“Heavens, Roy, I’m eighty-seven years old. The next place I’ll reside will be next to my husband in the Sacred Lawn Cemetery outside Laurel.”

“Have you spoken to this Harrison Moore?”

“Once, he called me back the next day.”

“Did you tell him you wish to remain in your home?”

“I did, but land sakes he said something strange. I don’t know if he knows how old I am or not. Maybe he could tell by my voice or it could have been in a county record somewhere but he told me he didn’t think I would live here much longer no matter if I moved out or not.” 

Lily’s mouth dropped open. “Roy, that sounds like—”

I held up my hand to stop her. I didn’t want Ernestine to hear that we both considered what she’d just told us as a possible death threat. “I would like to talk to this Mr. Moore. Would you mind if I used your phone to call him?”

“Help yourself, Roy. It’s in the hall by the coat tree.”

The stink hit me again as soon as I left the sitting room. The phone hung on the wall over a small table with what looked like an address book on the top. It was an old fashioned job with a black microphone attached to the wooden phone box and an ear piece hanging on a hook and attached by a wire. I picked it up and put it to my ear then gave the handle on the other side of the phone a crank. I heard ringing.

Someone answered. “Hi Ernestine, how can I help you today?”

I was taken aback by the personal attention. “Oh, hello, actually I’m Sheriff Martin using Ernestine’s phone. Who are you?”

“Good morning, Sheriff. I’m Maxine from the phone company here in Howe’s Mill. We only have a few folks with these old phones so it’s pretty easy to know who’s calling.”

“I wonder, Maxine, if you could identify the owner and location of a phone number that I have here.”

“What is the number?”

I read it to her.

“Hold please,” and I heard her rustling papers around. “Here it is,” she said. “It’s listed to Acme Answering Service, 32 Draper Road, Howe’s Mill. That’s a residence, I think. They have six phone lines. That sounds like a lot. They must do a lot of calling.”

“Maxine, you’ve been very helpful.”

“My pleasure, Sheriff.” She broke the connection. I hung the receiver on the hook.

Back in the sitting room I put the letter on the desk. “Ernestine, is there someone you can stay with for a few days, a relative or a friend?”

“Simon, my son, is in Detroit working for Ford and Jennifer and her husband moved to California. He’s with IBM. I’ve been on my own for years, besides I want to stay here.”

I pursed my lips, afraid I would get this answer. “I talked to a lady at the phone company. I can’t say for sure but something about the letter you showed me seems out of place. I would hate to see something happen to you. If you are way out here all by yourself it may be hard for you to get help in time no matter what happens.”

“You’re saying I could have an accident caused by Harrison Moore or one of his friends aren’t you, Roy. I appreciate your concern but I can take care of myself, and if I don’t there’s always Sacred Lawn. I’m ready any time,” she said with a face so contented I had no argument.

“I hope you will think that over, Ernestine. I’m going to look into your situation and I’m sure you know what happens when you irritate a hive of bees. They get angry and you’re liable to get stung pretty bad.”

“You’re so charming, Roy. I hope you come by often.”

“I can’t force you to leave any more than the Howe’s Mill Reclamation Project can.”

She gave me a wholesome, grandmotherly smile that disarmed me completely. 

I stood. “I would like to see the creek, if you don’t mind. Lily, you’re welcome to come with me if you think you can stand the smell.”

“The smell is hard to take, Roy but I want to see the creek. I’m ready.”

“Let’s go.”

“The cookies are cooling in the kitchen. They should be ready to eat when you get back. We can have tea or coffee. Won’t that be nice?” Ernestine said.

Lily smiled at her. “Tea would be wonderful, Ernestine.”

“There’s a path from the back door that will take you to the creek,” she said.

The stink hit us as soon as we left the kitchen. It got worse as we walked down the path to the stream. Thousands of flies coming up from the stream swarmed around my face. 

Then we could see the water, but it didn’t look like a creek to me. The stream should have a flow to it that a person can see by the ripples and eddies on the surface. This seemed more like a lake and the level looked much higher than it should be. All creeks have banks. Here the water encroached on the land, like the flow had been dammed somewhere downstream. 

The mass of stagnant water was choked with plants growing below the surface. What came to mind were the kelp beds in the ocean but I doubted if they had any relation to this. 

Lily held on to my arm like she was afraid of falling in. I didn’t blame her. The water seemed like a festering caldron of a wicked witch’s poisonous brew that could perhaps eat the skin away on contact and would no doubt be lethal if taken internally. But the plants flourishing under the water kept my interest. They were unlike anything I’d ever seen even as a boy growing up in Laurel County where I had explored most of the streams and creeks around my home.

Lily tugged on my arm. I looked over and that’s when I noticed she held a handkerchief up to her nose with her other hand. She pulled it down and pointed to something in the water. “What’s that?” she asked. “Look, there’s more downstream and another batch upstream.”

I followed her finger and saw what had caught her attention. “It looks like toilet paper.”

She pulled the handkerchief back over her nose. “It looks like somebody used it already.”

“I think we can have our cookies and tea with Ernestine now,” I said.

“I lost my appetite,” she said, “but I’m ready to go back inside.”  

We wasted no time heading for the house and after knocking and calling out for Ernestine we walked into the kitchen and on into the sitting room. She was sitting in the same chair but there was a plate of chocolate chip cookies and a pot of tea waiting on the desk.

“Well howdy folks, help yourself to tea.” she said.

“Thank you, Ernestine,” Lily said. “This looks good. Would you like some Roy?”

“In a minute,” I told her then I turned to Ernestine. “I’m worried about you, ma’am. I have a three bedroom place with a nice kitchen that’s empty almost all day. You are welcome to stay there until I get to the bottom of this.”

“Aren’t you sweet, Roy, but I suspect you just want more of my cookies.”

“I’d love them, but truthfully I’m concerned about you staying way out here alone.”

“Land sakes, there’s nothing to worry about. I’ll be perfectly fine.”

“I wish I felt the same way.”

“You’re so much like my son. He frets about me all the time.”

“I’d feel better if you went to see him for a while. Don’t you have grandchildren there?”

“Oh my, they’re grown, besides airplanes scare me to death and the bus takes forever.”

“You may be involved in something that’s way over your head.” 

“Have some, Roy.” Lily interjected as she handed me a cup with cookies sitting on the edge of the saucer. “The tea is great, Ernestine,” she said, “Constant Comment isn’t it?” 

“Thank you, dear. Yes, it is.”

“Ernestine,” I went on. “I’m going to investigate the reason for the smell here, and if there is someone behind it who is up to no good, they could react violently. What if I were to find a way for you to stay here while I look into this? Do you have money to hire an attorney?”

“Oh my gracious, I hardly have money for my tea and cookies,” she said.

“I’ll find someone to help us for free. I’ll have them contact Mr. Moore on your behalf in order to negotiate the sale of your property.”

“But I don’t want to sell my house,” she exclaimed.

I held up my forefinger. “I understand, Ernestine. Please, give me a minute to explain. While your attorney is negotiating with Mr. Moore I don’t think anyone from the Reclamation Project will harm you. We’ll try to make these discussions go on as long as I need to get to the truth. That is the hard part and when things finally don’t work out you can back out of the deal. You’ll be in the same place you are now.”

“You sure are a tricky one, Roy. That sounds like so much fun. What do I have to do?”

“Maybe you could make some cookies for your new lawyer when he comes by.”

“Golly, yes, I’d love that. What a wonderful idea.”

“I’ll send a deputy over here as often as I can to check on you, just to make sure you’re okay. That’s something we do as a service to residents who live in remote areas.”

Lily’s eyebrows went up at my comment. In New York the police did safety checks on residents when a relative phoned and asked but I don’t recall it ever happening here in Laurel.

I stood up, drank the last of my tea and put the cup and saucer back on the desk. “We’ll be in touch, Ernestine,” I told her.

“It was good to meet you,” Lily said to her as she got to her feet. “You stay in your chair. Roy and I will find our own way out.”

Once in the car I drove as fast as I could until we got to clean air. 

Then Lily pulled on my arm in that way she had that let me know something troubled her. “Roy, how do you plan on getting a free lawyer for Ernestine?”

“I’ll start by talking to Aaron Fishburn.” 

“The District Attorney is not going to work for free for a little old lady with no money.”

“No, he isn’t, but he has connections. Maybe he knows someone who wants to make a name for himself and has the time to help.”

“I hope you’re right.”

I drove on until we came to the main road and I turned right. “Does Howe’s Mill have their own sewage system?” I asked.

“Before the war, when they were separate from Laurel, they must have. I don’t know what happened after they voted to become part of the city of Laurel.”

“We need to find out.”

We drove into the town. Lily pointed to a building on the left. “That’s the old town hall.”

I swerved into a diagonal parking spot. “Let’s see what’s there now.”

We dashed across the street and went in. It still looked official here. A woman sat at a reception desk in the anteroom. I walked up. 

“May I help you, Deputy?” she asked.

“I’m Roy Martin, Laurel County Sheriff. I’m curious. Does Howe’s Mill still run its own sewage service?”

“That’s a good question, Sheriff. I think the answer is a little bit of yes and no. When we merged with the city of Laurel we became a part of their Public Works Department but all our facilities and services continued pretty much as before. At least that’s how I understand it. I suggest you talk to the folks in Laurel. They should be better able to help you.” She smiled one of those official smiles that I’d seen too many of back in New York.

“Thank you, I’ll do that,” I told her and Lily and I left.

“Why do I feel uncomfortable with what that lady told us,” Lily said as soon as we got into the car.

“I agree, Lily. She was very reasonable and straightforward but she didn’t answer me. That left a bad taste in my mouth,” I said as I backed out of the parking space and onto the road.

“Or a bad smell in your nose, depending on how you want to look at it,” she said.

“I need to know more about our Public Works Department, especially who runs things in Howe’s Mill and how the sewer service here works. I don’t think that raw sewage should get dumped into Raccoon Creek and that’s what it looks like is happening.”

“Maybe that stuff comes from somewhere else, Roy.”

“I suppose it’s possible but there’s nothing out that way.”

“Maybe something’s on the other side of the creek.”

“That’s an idea, Lily.”

“We can check with the Planning Department.”

“The phone number Harrison Moore used on the letter Ernestine showed us is listed as a house on Draper Road. Do you know where that is?”

“I’ll check the map,” she told me. In short order she pointed up ahead. “It’s just down the street, Roy. There it is on the right.”

I took the turn and drove slowly down the block. “It’s number thirty-two.”

“It must be close,” Lily said. “There it is where the black car is parked.”

I pulled up behind an old Hudson and Lily and I walked up to the door. I knocked loud. A woman dressed in a baby blue housecoat and fuzzy slippers with her hair up in pink curlers opened the door.

“Oh,” she said when she saw our uniforms.

“Pardon me, ma’am. “We’re investigating a report that a dog was hit by a black Hudson just out of town. Is that your car?”

“It’s my husbands. He’s asleep. He works the graveyard shift, but his car ain’t moved since he come home early this morning.”

“I see. It must be another Hudson then. Could I have his name for my report?”

“I reckon. He’s Red McDougal...Colin. That’s his real first name.

I wrote the name in my book. “Sorry to bother you, Mrs. McDougal,” I said as we left.

We passed the Tastee-Freez and Lily got restless. “I’ll find out about Colin McDougal, Roy, but do you think the men Ernestine said died, McGee and Greeley, were murdered?”

“Don’t you?”

“Yes, but do you think Doc Finley said they were accidental deaths?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me.”

“It surprises me.”

“Why?”

“I always trusted Doc Finley.”

“You’re supposed to trust doctors.”

“It means he’s been doing things like this for a while.”

“It looks that way.”

“When we get to the office, I’ll see what I can find about the deaths of those two men.”

“Thanks Lily. But we have a lot of work to do.”

“Are you the same Roy Martin who was so bored he wanted to go back to New York?”

“Never heard of the guy.”
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