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It was another typical Saturday morning at Flood’s Place.  The crowd started gathering and raising hell early.  A weekend regular, Alvin Ramseth, known to all as “Big Al,” hadn’t arrived yet, but was a short distance away speeding down the highway on his 15-year-old Harley.  He loved to go through the swamp with the overpowering exhaust of the Harley muffler echoing to an ear-splitting pitch that could be heard miles away.  He always let the motorcycle coast when crossing the bridge at the Combahee River.  The exhaust from the engine, which was on its last legs, would pop and suck back, causing a loud “bat, bat, bat” that could not be duplicated by any machine known to man, except maybe another Harley.  The motorcycle and its rider speeding down the highway was a sight straight out of the movie, “The Wild One.”  Big Al never missed a chance to watch a Marlin Brando movie on TV and likened himself to the movie star.  Even though he didn’t smoke, he would roll a package of cigarettes in the sleeve of his white tee shirt when he wasn’t wearing his black motorcycle jacket.  He thought it added to the rough Brando persona he tried to imitate.  A bandana flapping from the back of his head as he cruised down the road completed the picture.  

Al did his best to portray a macho image, but in reality, he had one overwhelming fear.  In the past year, an image of a supernatural black man had been haunting him.  The first incident occurred on Public Landing Road when he and Tee were on their way to the river to go fishing.  As Tee slowly drove the pickup across the railroad track, they saw an old black man coming down the opposite side of the road.  He was a small man and looked to be at least 75 years old.  The man had a full head of kinky snow-white hair.  It made a perfect oval shape around his black face, which made his head resemble an oversized fur ball.  He gave a friendly wave as they passed.  Both of the men in the vehicle stared ahead and ignored, what to them was a loathsome individual.  Al looked back over his left shoulder through the window to see the man’s face amidst the trailing pickup dust.  In his vision still being blurred from the previous night’s drinking, not to mention the three beers he had already consumed to quench the morning after cottonmouth, he couldn’t believe his eyes.  The old man’s black face was perfectly visible in the dust and looked like a genie rising from a jug.  It rose above the pickup and swirled along behind the moving vehicle.  Then it settled down into the bed of the pickup still swirling a smoky trail.  As it hovered over the truck, the old black man raised his right hand and wagged his finger back and forth, as if to say, “Al you are a bad, bad man.”  

Al’s reaction resembled Simi of the Little Rascals.  He blinked twice and bobbed his head down then up.  Being too embarrassed to reveal the hallucination to Tee, he quickly turned his head forward and said, “We shoulda run over that old bastard.”

Tee replied, “I think we have better fry right now Al.” 

Al’s mind wasn’t able to turn loose the mental image of the man he now thought of as “Fuzz.”  Fuzz haunted him day and night.  No one else saw the old man.  Al knew it was just his imagination, but he couldn’t keep it from coming back over and over again.  Sometime Fuzz would just pop up for no reason and give Al a friendly greeting.  At others, he would slowly rise up ahead of Al from a swirl of smoke and wag his finger.

Rolling up to Flood’s, Big Al shoved the kickstand down.  He reached down and turned the key off, and the old engine responded with a final wheezing chug and anemic backfire.  He was late this morning.  Honey Boy Hamlin and Skeeter Crosby’s motorcycles were already parked in front of the store.  Oats, the proprietor, had a small bell mounted on the front door to announce customers when he was in the back stocking or performing other tasks.  Al entered, and the bell made a jingle, jingle.  He ambled over to the bar and sat between Honey Boy and Skeeter.  Rambunctious bantering had started before his butt hit the seat.

“You better catch up Big Al, we already two beers ahead a-ya,” said Honey Boy.

Apparently, Skeeter had a bad night.  He was quiet.  Staring at his beer, the typical loud mouth didn’t say a word. 

“Fuck you assholes.  Gimme a Bud, Oats,” said Al as he sat down.

As Oats sat the beer on the bar, he said, “Well boys, we gonna bring Jeff Ireland into the club, what’d you think of that?”

“What the hell you talking about,” said Al.

“You’ll find out at the next meeting.  I’m bringing Jeff Ireland into the club.  He is a good man and believes in our objectives.  He will make a great addition to the Cobbs.”

“That’s bullshit.  That old fart don’t have what it takes to be a member of our club, and he certainly don’t have the balls to keep up with the rest of us.  What you wanta do a crazy thing like that for Oats?” said Al.

“It’s a done deal.  He will be at the next meeting, so let’s make him feel at home when he shows up.”

The Cobbs were a group of holdouts devoted to waning southern white bigotry.  Their leader was Otis “Oats” Schoenfeld, Jr.  This honor fell to him primarily because he had been the head of the local Ku Klux Klan in the ‘60’s and ‘70’s.  Although a few die-hard segregationists supported groups such as the Cobbs, as racial tensions cooled in the south, most respectable people didn’t want anything to do with their radical ideology.  The misfits had no by-laws or formal membership roster.  Their rules were informally determined by a few of the most active leaders.  This was intentional to make it difficult for authorities to trace their often-lawless behavior.  The members were a close-knit group.  Several members were “bikers” who hung together to form a sub-cult of hell raisers and hard drinkers.  The club met when Oats felt like calling a meeting.  Usually, this was once a month, and it was held at what was commonly referred to as the clubhouse.  It was on his property, which was about a mile from Flood’s Place.  One or two of the Cobbs were always on hand at Flood’s Place soaking up beer, playing pool, and occasionally eating a pickled hot sausage or pig’s foot.  Here, in a milieu of excessive alcohol consumption is where most of the club’s mischief took root.  

As the day passed, Lowcountry rednecks of all persuasions gathered at Flood’s Place.  With weekend sports games on TV blaring and pool balls clicking, music from the jukebox completed the uproarious scene.  Throughout the day, one carefree bunch or another filled the place.  In the morning, it was mostly sports fisherman on their way to the Salketcher stopping by to fill their coolers with ice and a six-pack of beer and swap a short fish story before hitting the river.  Around noon, the football and sports fans started congregating only to leave after the games.  Around 8:00 PM, the night bunch would gather.  By 11:00 PM, there wasn’t a sober person in the place.  The jukebox played the traditional country music of the day, mixed with the old favorites by artists such as Hank Williams, Earl Scruggs, Conway Twisty, and others of Grand Ole Opry fame.  There were always a few female regulars who got attention from the mostly male crowd.  Tonight the only female under 40 years old was Jill Gillis.  Jill was well known for “being able to hold her ‘liquor’ as well as any man.”  Most of the other women were well into their years, and practically all of them were overweight and downright ugly.  Their saving grace was that they got better looking as liquor flowed.  When the hour grew late, all but the ugliest of the ugly could be seen departing with male partners.  

Almost every Saturday night one or more fights broke out.  Tonight was no different.  Al was slow dancing with Jill to the whining voice of Tammy Wynette.  It started when a newcomer tried to break in on Big Al.  The man was a stranger driving from Charleston to Savannah and just happened to stop at Flood’s Place.  No local would ever challenge Big Al on the dance floor or anywhere else.  He was more than rowdy.  Al was just downright mean, and when he drank, which was most of the time, he got even meaner.  Unfortunately, the newcomer was not privy to the reputation of the quick-tempered Al.  One of the locals, seeing an opportunity to have a little fun, dared newcomer to break in on Al.  When he tried, without warning Al smashed him with an unexpected right hook to the face.  The man was propelled into the dancing couples, which resulted in another fight among the drunken group.  Before it was over, several men had broken bones and blood was all over the room.  The drunken fracas was over in less than five minutes.  A few people, including the newcomer, scrambled out the door, several of whom returned when things settled down.  The drinking and somewhat orderly “shin-dig” continued until Oats blinked the lights at 2:00 AM.  By 2:30 AM, the place was empty and Oats locked the doors before toting up the night's profits.  

“Another good night,” he said to himself as he turned out the lights and went upstairs to rest his 74-year-old body, oblivious to the horrendous events that would soon unfold around him.
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Caley Givens, Deputy Sheriff of Caldwell County, was in charge of department’s criminal investigations.  The 32-year-old brunette had come to the job when she left the Navy after eight years of service and two tours in Iraq as part of the Naval Criminal Investigative Service commonly referred to as NCIS.  Caley was born and raised in the town of Warrenton, the county seat of Caldwell County.  In high school, she was on the basketball team, on the school’s newspaper staff, and very popular with teachers and the student body.  She went on to attend the University of South Carolina, where she was active on the Student Council Advisory Committee and was on the staff of the university newspaper, “The Gamecock”.  She had an opportunity to demonstrate her leadership skills when she became part of the Navy Officer Training Corps known as the NROTC, which allowed her to become a Naval Officer upon graduation.  After leaving the University with a degree in Business Administration, she joined the Navy and wound up in NCIS.  Her stint with NCIS provided the experience to get her the job as head of the newly formed Caldwell County Criminal Investigations office, under the county sheriff.    

The call came in through the 911 Operator, who knew to divert non-emergency, calls on crimes or information related to them to the Criminal Investigations Office.  The small investigative staff consisted of Caley and two other people.  They took turns answering the phone.  It was her turn today.

The operator identified herself and said she had a person on the line reporting he had found human remains in the river.  “This is the Sheriff’s Office of Investigations, could you please repeat the information you gave the operator.”

“Good morning, my name is Lonnie Sharp.  I run an airboat business for people who want to travel on the Salketcher.  When I was riding down the river this morning, I found a human skull back in the swamp and just wanted to report it to somebody.  I didn’t touch it or mess with anything around it, but I know exactly where to find it again.”

Caley asked several questions about the discovery and inquired as to where Lonnie was located.

“I’m at my place which is about a mile and a half west of Snyder’s Crossroads.  My place is called Lonnie’s Landing and is on the left side of the road by the bridge that crosses the swamp.”

“I know where it is and I will be there in less than an hour.” 

Caley hadn’t been to that area of the county in a long time and was anxious to check out the information, but also welcomed the drive west of town.  She put on her deputy’s baseball hat.  Guessing that she may be going into the swamp thickets, the occasion didn’t call for her to wear her Smokey the Bear hat.  She told Sarah, the laboratory assistant, to call her if anything important came up.  

The sheriff’s office and other county departments were located in Warrenton.  The drive west of Warrenton was on a two-lane road that went for about twenty miles before it reached the next county.  As she drove, Caley passed small farms and an occasional rural business that dotted the area to the right and left of the road.  Unaware of the impact it would soon have on her, she passed a sign on the right announcing the “Hudson Cemetery.”  It was located about a quarter of a mile off the road, sitting placidly among a cluster of tall oak trees surrounded by several acres of farm land.  A brick façade at the entrance, as well as a labyrinth of headstones, were visible from the road.  But right now Caley’s mind was on only one thing: the skull reported by Lonnie.  

About a mile and a half beyond the crossroads Lonnie had mentioned, Caley saw the landing almost hidden among the trees on the left.  A small building sat at the top of a sloping boat ramp that reached the water’s edge.  A sign advertised Lonnie’s Air Boat Rides, fish bait, soft drinks, ice cream, and other convenience items.  Two airboats and several flat bottom aluminum boats equipped with outboard motors, one of which had no cowling on it, were sitting at the edge of the water. 

The SUV pulled to a stop, and Caley got out.  Her 5 foot 6 inch, 115-pound frame punctuated her overall attractiveness.  Her natural beauty was reflected even though she wore the unflattering sheriff’s uniform that hid her slim waistline with an arsenal of weaponry that included a Glock semi-automatic, a Taser, two extra ammunition clips and a set of handcuffs.  A personal asset that set her apart was her ability to relate to those she met in the line of duty.  Firm when she needed to be, yet understanding and passionate as the situation dictated.   

The two men working at the ramp stopped working and waited for Caley to approach them.  One of them took the initiative and introduced himself as Lonnie Sharp.  He went over the story that he had already told about finding a human skull down the river.

“I will be glad to take you to the place if you want me to,” said Lonnie.

“That will be great Lonnie, let me put on my wading boots in case I have to get out of the boat.”

Lonnie shoved the airboat backward into the main stream with an eight-foot push pole then started the engine.  Within seconds, the boat was sliding down the river at more than thirty miles per hour, leaving smooth ripples flurrying on the water fifty feet behind.  The bill of Caley’s baseball hat was turned backward to keep the wind from blowing it off her head.  It wasn’t in keeping with the official dress code, but highly appropriate for riding in a fast moving boat.  Lonnie kept looking down at the hat as though the sheriff’s logo was staring directly at him.

Lonnie had a squat frame and was no more than five and a half feet tall.  His 250-pound body caused the ends of the soft seat cushion to lift upward on the wide seat atop the elevated platform, which sat just in front of the whirling propeller.  A four-passenger seat was located in front and several feet below the boat operator’s platform.  Caley was perched in the center of the seat all by herself.  She waved as they passed two separate groups of fisherman in flat bottom boats along the way.  It took fifteen minutes to reach the small cove that extended about three hundred yards off to the east before it terminated with several large branches overhanging the water at the far end.  Lonnie slowed down, made a wide arch and pulled into it.  The boat tilted to one side as it swerved into the narrow body of water.  About half way down the cove, he stopped and pointed to a white human skull half buried in the mud.

“I was just riding around yesterday and happened to notice it.  We haven’t had any rain in the past three months, and the water is low.  I guess it was covered up before the water level went down.”

Caley put one foot over the side, and her boot bogged in the mud above her ankle.  Sloshing over to the skull, she just craned her head examining it for a few moments.  Then she took a pair of plastic gloves out of her pocket and carefully picked the skull up and placed it in a bag she had brought along for the purpose of collecting evidence.  

Laying it on the front of the boat, she said, “Lonnie I’m going to walk along the shore to see if I can see anything else.  Just wait here for me.”  

After a short distance, she saw a bone lodged against a rotten log at the edge of the water.  Walking over to it, she picked it up and placed it in a second plastic bag.  It appeared to be a human lower leg bone.  The bag would not hold the entire bone, so she placed another bag over the exposed part and continued walking down the side of the water until she had covered the length of the cove.  

When she got back into the boat, she said to Lonnie, “Let’s circle around the area one more time to see what we can spot.”

The boat slowly moved in a semi-circle around the other side of the cove as both Caley and Lonnie carefully searched.  Suddenly, Caley caught a glimpse of a white object in the shallow edge of the black water.  Not being able to talk over the roar of the whirling blades, she turned around, waved to Lonnie and pointed to the water.  Lonnie got the message.  He turned the boat around, cut the engine and let it glide slowly to where she had pointed.  It took a few minutes to relocate the object, but when they did, it was plain to see that it was the bones of a human arm and several fingers partially buried in the mud barely below the surface.  Lonnie shoved the push pole into the mud to secure the boat.  Caley kneeled in the front of the boat and stepped off into the water.  As she did, the mud swirled and almost obscured the object, but she was able to reach down and retrieve it.  When she placed it on the front of the boat, there was no doubt that it was what was left of an arm and hand.  Back on the boat, she carefully placed it in a plastic bag.  They slowly rode along the river and went into several other coves looking for more remains.  After searching for several hours and finding no more bones, they returned to the landing.
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At SLED Headquarters, in Columbia, Special Agent Burwell “Bubba” Vandi, was at his office checking his email for the first of what would turn out to be several times that day.  Bubba was one of six agents assigned to the Investigation Division.  During his two years with the department, he had helped solve many heinous murders and other violent crimes throughout the state.  He glanced at a UPS package placed on his desk after he departed work yesterday.  It was from Caley Givens, Deputy Sheriff for Investigations in Caldwell County.  She had sent an email alerting him to be on the lookout for a package containing an unidentified skull and bones retrieved from the Salketcher Swamp.  Bubba intuitively started processing the contents of the package.  He pulled a chain of receipt form from his drawer with one hand, as he picked up the package with his other.  He knew items needed to be sent to the forensic section for DNA analysis and an attempt to obtain any other information from them that may be helpful. 

Although there had been several murders in the state, there hadn’t been one in Coldwell County for the past three years.  Most of the cases reported from there were of missing persons and a few of the subjects had been located.  But with little evidence to the contrary, the cases were recorded as run-away teens, husbands tired of paying alimony, or people dropping out for other mundane reasons.  After asking the family a few questions and following up on obvious leads the cases were recorded as pending.  For the most part that was the end of it.  

Like most of the coastal state, Coldwell County consisted of swamps near the ocean with rural farm land further inland.  The county sheriff’s department enforces laws in all outlying areas of the county, but except for emergencies, response times are often measured in hours rather than minutes as they are in metropolitan centers.  Nine out of ten crimes are straightforward.  Authorities know who committed the crime and prosecutions are routinely based on a confession or the collection of simple evidence.  Generally, sheriff’s staffs do not include highly trained personnel or equipment to perform sophisticated criminal investigations.  With major crimes, county law enforcement authorities request assistance from the South Carolina Law Enforcement Division, known as SLED.  They help investigate and collect evidence and provide more thorough forensic assistance.  These cases usually include murder where the perpetrator is unknown, missing persons, violent crimes, major drug issues, kidnappings, or crimes requiring extensive investigation.  

Bubba carefully opened the UPS package and found a skull and what appeared to be two human bones inside separately sealed clear plastic containers.  Each was marked with a brief description of the contents and the date and place where they were found.  Peering through the clear wrapper, he slowly examined the bleached and mud caked surface of the remains for obvious signs of knife marks, cracks, or other evidence that might indicate victim abuse.  Then he saw the mud caked hole in the back of the skull.  Could it be a bullet hole?  It certainly looked like one.  The forensic people would be able to determine for sure.  Not seeing anything else of significance, he attached the chain of custody receipt to the package, wrote his name at the bottom of the list and took the items to the forensic facility.  Returning to his office, he sent an email to Caley letting her know he had received the package and turned it over to the forensic analysis lab.  He didn’t have to say anything more.  Caley, an experienced investigator, knew the turn-around would be about two weeks.  

Bubba leaned back in his chair and took a deep breath.  If today was like most, he expected before the end of the day he would record several new cases, not to mention continuing to work diligently collecting evidence on the three open cases already on his desk.  He knew most successful investigators went about their work methodically.  His stent in the Navy as well as the past two years on this job had taught him that being methodical, was second only to using his powers of observation.  Usually, the first 15 minutes in the office were the only time he would be able to relax.  Every day he tried to use this brief period to plan the coming day’s activities, even though the dynamics rarely permitted him to follow through as planned.  

This morning Bubba looked around his office with an air of casual confidence.  A picture on the wall showed him receiving an award from the Governor of the State for his leadership in solving several cold cases which at the time had been languishing for years.  He was proud of his accomplishments but was aware of how quickly the bottom could fall out in this business.  Sometimes politics played as much in ruining a career, as did a stray bullet from a perpetrator's gun.  He loved the job and was determined to do his best even though there were times when he felt he it was fighting a losing battle.  

Before he came to the job, he was on active duty in the U. S. Navy for six years.  The highlight of his Navy career was an assignment at the NCIS Middle East Field Office (MEFO) Kuwait.  As an agent in NCIS, he was involved in the intricacies of crime solving every day.  When he was with NCIS, the most advanced technological equipment and support staff in law enforcement was at his fingertips.  While SLED had excellent facilities and equipment, budget constraints limited them from duplicating many of the services that were available at the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI).  But getting the assistance from the FBI often placed another link in the crime solving chain.  It was a point of great frustration because of the delay in getting the results back after submitting evidence.  Another point of frustration for him was that his work involved supporting investigations in the outlying 53 state counties.  By the time most of the county sheriffs called on SLED, they had already botched much of the evidence due to their lack of knowledge.  And it certainly didn’t help that many of the initial investigations were done by elected sheriffs, many of whom were more politicians than law enforcement professionals.  

Bubba first met Caley Givens when they were agents at NCIS Counter Intelligence Detachment in Kuwait.  Together they worked on many terrorist cases and received high-level commendations for their work.  Their relationship grew even stronger when they realized that both of them were from Lowcountry of South Carolina.  With the experience, they gained with NCIS both planned to separate from the Navy and get jobs in law enforcement.  

When they were in the Navy, Caley and Bubba often talked about returning to their native state to work in law enforcement.  They scanned job openings and read literature on the various opportunities that might be available.  Bubba was first to secure a job with SLED.  Shortly after, Caley left the Navy and was able to get a job with Caldwell Country sheriff’s office.  They were quick to share the news.  Although they would not be working together daily as before, they were still part of the same law enforcement network.  Bubba was helping solve some of the most mysterious crimes in the state, and when the path led to Caldwell Country, Caley was involved. 

As Bubba took another sip of his first cup of coffee for the morning, Sally the receptionist rang and said Caley Givens was on the line.

Bubba picked up the phone, “Hello Caley, your package has been received and is being worked by the lab.  Did you get my email?”

“I did,” said Caley.

“Just checking!  From looking at the skull, it appears to me that it has been in the water for a long time.”

“Yes, we may not be able to get much, but let’s see what they come up with.”

Then they discussed the possible bullet hole in the skull and a few other details surrounding the discovery before hanging up.  Bubba went back to reviewing the paper work on his desk, but he just couldn’t get the bones off his mind.  

Sam White interrupted his thoughts when he walked into the office.  Sam was an imposing 350 pounds and was 6 foot 3 inches tall.  When his overweight frame walked, he moved with a swagger, swinging his arms away from his sides.  The buttons on his white shirt strained under the weight of his bulging stomach, looking as though they would pop at any moment.  He spoke with a hoarse, nasal voice, laboring through short breaths between sentences.  Sam was another special agent who usually covered the western part of the state.  He had worked with SLED for 25 years, and could always be depended on when a historical perspective about SLED was needed.  His self-appointed duty was also to provide Bubba an alter ego and critique whether Bubba wanted it or not.  The fact that he had been on the force for so long gave him a great deal of confidence.  He also had a good-natured and somewhat humorous attitude, which made him very easy to work with.  Bubba and Sam frequently used each other as a sounding board when things got complicated.

“What are you doing here so early in the morning, Sam,” said Bubba.

“Oh, a deputy sheriff over at Greenville was shot, and they wanted some help.  I guess I will have to travel up there today.”

“Be careful driving in those mountains.  The road gets slick this time of the year.”

Bubba told Sam about the bones that he had just received.  Sam asked several questions, most of which Bubba couldn’t answer straight out.  The exercise led to several speculative scenarios as to what could have happened.

Finally, Bubba said, “I guess the best thing to do is to wait for forensics and see what they come up with.”  “I suppose you are right but over the past several years, we have had a couple of cases of missing people in that area.  Our investigation never went anywhere.  I suggest you be alert for a connection between those cases and the bones.”

“It’s possible alright.  I thought about that myself.  I will request the files on missing persons in the area and review them carefully.”

Replying in his best humorous voice, Sam said, “Oh maybe I can help you out if this case in Greenville don’t require me to make a trip to Las Vegas.”

Late in the afternoon, a clerk brought in four missing person reports that had occurred over the past two years in Caldwell County.  Bubba picked up the first one and started scanning the contents.  
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It was a week later when forensics delivered the report on the bones that were found in the Salketcher.  The first thing Bubba did was call Caley.  

“We got a bigger problem than we thought with the bones from the Salketcher.  I just got the forensic reports on ‘em, Caley.  As it turns out, the DNA analysis reveals the bones you found came from different people.  DNA from one of the bones and the skull match perfectly.  The hand and arm bones are from a totally different person.  It seems like we now have two victims instead of one.  The report is on its way to you by priority mail, and you can see it online also.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





