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    Prologue


    Early in the morning, on the day Christ was born, grey fog clung thick to the brown syrup that is the Ohio River.


    Gravel crunched beneath the wheels of the pickup and the trailer carrying the john boat squeaked as it bounced over a pothole at the top of the secluded and empty boat ramp. The two men inside the cab were alone.


    Far off, there was the screech of a hawk on the hunt in a field of broken and shattered stalks and field mice scattered, some innate sense in their tiny minds telling them that death came from above and it would be the slowest who suffered the most.


    “It’s cold,” said the older of the two.


    “The best time to hunt,” said his companion.


    The sun would not rise for another hour yet and it would sit snug behind the thick cloud bank that enveloped the Ohio River Valley this day. This fertile land sprouts fields of unending green after the farmers plant seed and the spring rains fall, but in the dregs of winter, the landscape is as barren and unforgiving as some of the hearts of those who call it home. It’s a painting without color, there being only subtle shifts of gray, from the fog bank that remains, pushed by the winds from the north, its droplets clinging to the sides of the grey Ford, to the camouflage of the two hunters who stared out the windshield at the river and watched a thick, black hunk of driftwood pass, the remains of a hickory fallen upriver.


    The thermos in his hand was red and the older of the men sipped, embracing the warmth of the coffee, black and strong. The red reminded him of candy canes, those thumb-thick blocks of sugar that by now had slowly started to melt in the stockings left there by the hearth where a log still burned and gifts were unopened. The man, a dentist, thought not only of candy and children and grandchildren, but also of cleanings and cavities and fillings and an appointment book filled through Halloween, when the process would begin anew.


    Hours earlier, he’d lain in bed and listened to the quiet of their home. There’d not been the excited pitter-patter of tiny bare feet of grandchildren upon their wooden floors nor the sound of laughter and conversation from sons and daughters from afar who’d come to gather around the tree.


    No, it was just the two of them — he and Virginia. Nearly 16 years now. Sure, they’d tried when they’d first married. He chuckled. Oh, how many times they tried and in oh so many places and positions. He sipped more of the coffee though the taste brought him no great pleasure. He was a man of science and they had studied books and read colorful pamphlets and there were appointments, but neither they nor the doctors nor shamans could deliver what they so desired. And so they continued on.


    And life became routine, and anniversaries and birthdays came and went. They became older, he now 54, and eventually they quit trying and they talked of children no more. They’d discuss great literature and he’d read her passages of Hemingway and she’d smile politely and say “that’s nice, darling” and stare out their front window across the yard to the street where the neighborhood kids rode their bikes.


    Virginia had not stirred when he slipped from beneath the warm covers that morning. He’d paused and watched her in her sleep — for a minute, maybe two — then he’d closed the door and ventured out into the pre-dawn darkness and to the river where he now sat.


    “Cold as a witch’s tit,” the dentist said and sipped again from his thermos.


    “I’m glad you’re here.”


    “Where else would I be? Warm in bed?”


    The hunter grinned and gripped the steering wheel. He had no great need of coffee. Adrenaline pumped through his body and his fingers tapped the wheel, a rhythmic tap, tap… tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap… tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap… tap, tap, tap.


    “It’s nice. Just the two of us,” said the hunter. He nodded. “More ducks for us, right?”


    “Yes,” the man said. “More ducks for us.”


    The man had not hesitated when the hunter phoned earlier in the week. In fact, the invite brought him great joy. It was early in the season and ducks would be on the move with the cold weather pushing from the north. His mind had already shifted from work to the sloughs and the river bottoms and the mallards and geese who came there for a brief respite on their travels south.


    The fact it was Christmas morning was no matter. He’d spent the afternoon of Christmas Eve reading “The Short, Happy Life of Francis McComber” and that evening he’d told Virginia of his plans and she said, “that’s nice, darling” and she’d sipped her gin and carefully wound a red ribbon around his gift till it tightened into a neat, tidy bow.


    “I’m really glad it’s just us,” the hunter said.


    “Duly noted.”


    “You think the ducks will come?”


    “They’ll come.”


    “I hope so,” said the hunter. “Fresh duck on the table. That will be a feast.”


    The man smiled and placed the cap on his thermos. “Well, we’ll not kill them from here, will we?”


    They climbed from the truck and stepped into waders and put on stocking caps and slipped their hands into thick gloves. The man leaned back, his hand upon his hip and turned his face to the sky. The sharp morning wind sliced between the opening of his top collar and he winced when his bare skin was exposed.


    “That wind,” he said. “It’s cold.”


    “Wait till we’re on the water,” said the hunter. “Then, you’ll feel what cold really is.”


    They slid the jon boat off the trailer and into the water and the man held the line while the hunter parked the truck beneath a tall sycamore, its branches barren and reaching upwards into the sky softening with the coming morning light.


    The man’s breath hung in the air, frozen, and he smelled the dampness of the river. He watched the hunter walk down the ramp and toward him, in his arms the guns that would hopefully bring death later that morn. The hunter was big and muscled. The bulky layers of camouflage failing to hide his thick shoulders and long arms. Being a lawman, the hunter knew his way around weapons and those with guilty inclinations.


    The two had fostered a friendship over beers at the Coon Club and they’d hunted grouse, doves and turkeys. The hunter had told him he was a good shot and the feeling was mutual. They rarely talked when together in the fields, each comfortable with the other’s silence and they both preferred it that way.


    Today was their first time on the water together.


    “Age before beauty,” said the hunter and he handed the man the guns. Then he pushed the boat from the ramp and it slid along the gravel till it cleared, rocking only as the hunter lifted himself up and over the man and into the back of the boat. He pulled once, then twice, the motor firing and the keel turned and pointed upriver.


    In the bow, the man held the guns and he took comfort in that, their weight secure against his arms. He bent his head and tucked, twisting his upper body to look back at the hunter, his body upright, cheeks red from the whip of the wind, and the slight uptick of a grin, the stubble on his jaw not quite hidden by the fog.


    “Let the hunt begin,” the hunter shouted against the wind.


    And the man turned and he looked upriver and he gripped the guns and he thought of ducks and he thought of love and deceit. And his finger felt the trigger, hard steel, unforgiving and uncaring, and he caressed the trigger’s rough edges, saying to himself, “Yes, let the hunt begin.”


    And the fog moved swiftly to cover their wake and envelop them in a blanket of wet gray, the sound of the outboard slowly fading, and there was no sight of shore, just two men in a small boat, alone against the Ohio’s cold current formed long before them and long before others before them.


    And the fog took them.


    And they were not seen alive again.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Tom Crutchfield was certain he’d been here before. It was one of those feelings that sit in the back of the mind and appear at the most unexpected of times. Sort of like a sparrow pecking at a window pane, its own reflection a threat.


    He tapped his fingers against the front panel of his Ford Fairlane, the car’s aqua green a splash of mint below the orange Gulf sign perched above the gas station.


    Tom wished he’d not given up smoking at his mother’s request. As he’d packed his bags last summer and prepared to leave for another year’s learning in Lexington, she had stood in the doorway and said, “It’s a nasty habit, Tom. And it will bring you nothing but trouble in later years.”


    And so he’d quit. But, at this instance, he craved a Chesterfield. So, instead of a long pull, he drummed his fingers against the metal.


    An icy wind gusted suddenly from the north, down what appeared to be a deserted Main Street, the wind’s path funneled between the Ford and gas pumps. Tom pulled the collar of his field coat tighter against his neck and hunched his shoulders and wondered why he’d left his gloves there on the front seat, the leather fingers splayed and in stark contrast to the opened white envelope on which they lay.


    He’d gotten out of the car to stretch his legs, but now wondered if that had been a mistake to leave the warmth of the car. In fact, Tom was starting to have seconds thoughts as to whether he’d acted in haste when he’d silently pulled shut the front door just before dawn and driven three hours to this seemingly forgotten piece of western Kentucky.


    “Bitter cold,” said the man, closing the hood of the Fairlane and wiping his large hands on a dirty shop rag. “Oil looks good. This here’s a fine vehicle.”


    Tom nodded. The Meadowvale Green two-door sedan with its quick-as-a-cat V8, half-moon-shaped tail lamps and smooth tail fins had been a gift from his father upon his high school graduation four years earlier. His father had handed him the keys and tuition at Transylvania, along with the unsaid expectation of a business degree four years later and a return home to Valley Station and a small office at Crutchfield Construction, two doors down from dad. Not too close, but not too far either.


    “Don’t see many of these round these parts,” said the man, topping off the fuel and placing the hose back on the pump with a clank. Tom knew the man had already glanced at his license plate and was wondering what brought this young man and this sharp, clean piece of machinery to this small town that seemed to have sprouted up from the flat fields that surrounded it.


    Tom anticipated the question before the fuel jockey asked. He considered knowing what another person was going to ask before the thought ever entered their mind, well, that was one special gift.


    “Where about you from?” the man asked on cue, cocking his hairless head, the hands and rag a constant motion. Tom knew the next query would have to do with what brought him here to this fine city.


    Time to clip this interview.


    “Points north,” Tom answered.


    “Ah, yes,” the man said, stuffing the rag in the back pocket of his work pants. The stuffing of the dirty rag a truce.


    “Damn bitter cold,” the man said.


    “How much?”


    “Ten will do it.”


    As Tom pulled two fives from his wallet, the sound of a siren filled the frigid air. He and the attendant watched a sheriff’s car, its blue lights flashing, speed down Main and head to the hills that rose in the northwest. Soon after, three pickup trucks also sped north, blue smoke spitting from their tailpipes as their drivers punched the pedal.


    “How ‘bout that,” the man said, leaning around Tom to watch as the convoy raced out of town.


    “Guessing that doesn’t happen too often?”


    “No, sir. Not much happens here in Morgan’s Gap.”


    Tom had already figured as much. He’d left Crutchfield manor just before 6 a.m. and the two-lane state highway had been mostly deserted, its yellow lines and his aqua green Fairlane the only spot of color in a dismal grey world. He’d passed the Newton County line and, soon after, the entrance to Camp Winchester, the old military post looking largely deserted, the exception being the outline of a lone sentry seated in a guard house at the front gate.


    Along the road, hungry, sharp-eyed hawks had sat perched on power lines, looking for brave field mice, as the Fairlane passed beneath and Tom gripped his steering wheel just a little tighter. It was only when he passed the “Welcome to Morgan’s Gap” sign at the city limits did his grip loosen, welcomed by the ornamental green wreaths and red candy canes attached to sides of power poles, their lights blinking like fireflies trapped in a jar.


    The town was eerily quiet, even if it was the day after Christmas, and most folks were slow to stir this Saturday morning, seemingly content with their coffee and the fire in their stoves.


    Maybe that’s why the sound of sirens was so jarring. If it had been a warm spring day, there would have been mothers and daughters picking over Easter outfits at the Tot Shop and fathers and sons at the Western Auto, dad looking for a new mower, the boy asking for a new baseball glove. Maybe then, Tom would not have heard the sirens.


    But it wasn’t spring. It was December 26, 1964. And the mothers and daughters and fathers and sons were not there on the streets. Just the man at the gas pump who had cleaned the Fairlane’s windshield, checked its oil and made a quick note of Tom, who himself had been described by his mother as having “never-ending curiosity about things.”


    That curiosity had led him as a boy to take a scalpel and cut open a bullfrog he’d pulled from the creek that ran behind their home and pull out the frog’s innards to see how it functioned. That quest for information had fostered a friendship with the matronly Valley Station librarian, who introduced him to Faulkner and Wolfe and Fitzgerald and sparked his yearning for places far and ideas new. That idea to take the path less chosen led him away from stupor-inducing business and accounting courses at Transylvania across town to the University of Kentucky and its student newspaper, the Kernel, where he sought stories and asked questions and wrote words that he believed made a difference.


    He glanced to his front seat and, once again, saw the white envelope postmarked 10 days earlier with the seal of the Morgan’s Gap Post Office. Slanted letters in black ink, like the feet of crows scavenging a snowy crest, spelled his name and address in Valley Station. If he’d known the words inside and the betrayal and mystery that accompanied them, perhaps he would have never opened the envelope, rather, tossed it into the open flame that burned in the hearth of the Crutchfield’s great room.


    But he’d not done so.


    Again, he was a curious sort.


    And, again, he heard the sirens, the pitch of their peal dimming with distance.


    “What’s to the north?” Tom asked.


    “That be the river,” said the man.


    “And what’s there?”


    “Must be something if they’re running that fast.”


    The man squinted and he seemed to sniff the morning air as though he wished to join the hunt.


    “Seems like we’re all chasing something,” he said. “Don’t you think?”


    Tom didn’t answer, but opened his door and started his Fairlane. And he steered his car to the north, to the hills, the bottom lands and cold, brown waters of the Ohio.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    The mule, standing there alone in the middle of the gravel road, should have served as fair warning this day would be far from ordinary.


    Earlier, Tom had pressed his foot to the accelerator and tried to keep pace with the sheriff’s car and the trucks that fled Morgan’s Gap, but he soon lost sight of the caravan when his car descended into a valley covered by a thick, rolling fog. He turned on his headlights, quick enough to catch a weathered sign reading Taylor’s Ferry before the words were lost in the grey.


    The Fairlane slowed and he turned right at a four-way intersection and soon found himself on a road of potholes, one so jarring he feared it would bend his tire rim and he dropped his speed even more. Whitewashed frame houses were shadowy figures on his periphery, and he was in the midst of looking for a street sign or any semblance of human interaction when the mule suddenly appeared out of the mist.


    Tom hit his brakes hard and his back wheels grabbed at the crumbling gravel before skidding to a stop, a few feet from the mule’s back haunches. The mule didn’t bolt, but rather turned its head to stare through the windshield at Tom. A two-foot length of black rope, torn and tattered at its end, hung from the mule’s halter and a swath of brown mud clung to the hide along its back rump.


    “Crazy ass mule,” Tom muttered. He hit the horn and the mule didn’t budge. Instead, it turned its head and stared back out into the fog. Tom hit the horn again, this time pressing a little longer, and still the mule held his position.


    “Jesus,” Tom said and he thought of backing up and going down another side street. Only to get even more lost. Plus, it’s just a damn stubborn mule. You going to let a mule dictate the day?


    He unrolled his window, stuck his head out and whistled at the mule, mute as a statue. “Hey mule, get on now.” The mule only stamped his hoof, splashing the water that lingered in one of the potholes.


    Tom had just started to open his door when a woman appeared out of the mist, moving fast.


    “Git,” said her voice, low and menacing, almost a growl.


    A pointed finger attached to a skinny arm, emerged from a red-and-black tartan coat that seemed to swallow the woman whole. Eyes blue as cobalt the only color in her weathered face, framed by thin, long hair that moved with the wind. She stood at the edge of the street and her eyes darted from left to right. Her lips moved in constant motion, matching her fingers that opened and closed.


    “I’m just…,” Tom started.


    “Git,” she repeated.


    The woman moved fast and her feet made no sound and soon she had grasped the rope hanging from the halter.


    “Fool,” she said and Tom didn’t know whether the words were for him or the mule.


    Her hand caressed the mule’s haunches and the animal stood still and Tom watched in amazement as the woman threw a bare leg over its back and climbed on top. Her long hair hung over the mule’s neck as she whispered in its ear and grabbed ahold its ears and the mule began to walk and, soon, both slid into the whiteness of nothing and Tom was left alone.


    His hands gripped the steering wheel and he again felt the warmth of the heater and wondered at what he had just witnessed. Tom had left home not really certain of what he would find or who exactly he was seeking.


    They’d had duck for their Christmas meal and Tom had thought of telling them then that he was leaving school. That he’d not go back at the beginning of the new year. Maybe in the fall he’d return, if he found the answers he sought. But Tom knew his parents would not understand and as his mother spooned cherry cobbler into bowls for him and his father, he’d stayed silent and silently vowed that before dawn he’d head west.


    The motor hummed and the Fairlane moved forward and Tom could smell and taste the mist that entered through his open window. He hoped the river was close and, after the mule and the mystery woman, he’d not been as surprised when a boy appeared ahead of him, his hand slapping a red ball in a steady whap, whap, whap as it bounced on the road.


    “You lost, mister?” the boy asked when the Fairlane pulled alongside.


    “You can say that,” Tom said with a smile.


    The boy’s hand reached out to touch the green paint, wet with dew, but pulled his hand back when he saw Tom’s eyes. He held the red ball tight against his hip.


    “What you looking for?”


    “There was a woman and a mule.”


    “Don’t know about that,” said the boy and he began to bounce the ball again. The steady whap, whap, whap keeping time with the Fairlane’s eight cylinders.


    “There was a police car, sirens and all that.”


    “Saw that,” the boy said. “They likely headed to the river.”


    “Any chance you tell me how I go about finding the river?”


    The bounce of the ball stopped and the boy looked past where Tom had come.


    “River ain’t hard to find,” he said, then looked back at Tom. “A lot of times it’ll find you.”


    Tom reached into his pocket and held the coins out the window.


    “Two quarters, all I got. That help me find the river?”


    The boy took the money and put the coins in his pocket.


    “You turn around, go back the way you came. Stop at the main road, the one that ain’t got no potholes. Turn right and then turn left when you see them three big silos. Go on out past the flood gate and you’ll find the river.”


    Tom nodded his head and went to roll up his window, but paused. “You sure you haven’t seen a woman and a mule?”


    The boy shook his head. He then looked left and to his right and came close and put his hand on the edge of the half-closed window.


    “You come looking for them two men on the river? That’s what them sirens are after.”


    “How you know that?” Tom asked.


    “I hear things.”


    The boy smiled and sticky chocolate clung to his teeth.


    “You know what else? They ain’t gonna find ‘em. They like that woman and that mule. You all just chasing ghosts.”


    The boy turned and Tom heard his words and raised his eyes to the mirror and watched the bounce of the ball, the spot of red a steady up and down until it was no more and there was nothing but the whiteness of the fog. He turned the Fairlane and aimed toward the river.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    The boy had not lied. The river had been easy to find once his car cleared the flood gates and left Taylor’s Ferry behind. The fog had lifted just enough for Tom to see the blue lights off in the distance. He followed and turned onto a gravel road that led to a parking area filling with vehicles.


    They were mainly pickups and the men who jumped out from them quickly formed circles. Nearly all the men wore hats, a few nice fedoras, but mostly caps handed out by seed companies. Some wore suits, but most were in coveralls to fend off the chill left by the morning mist.


    Tom found an open space beneath a bare sycamore and shut off his engine. He noticed a few men who turned to look at the spotless Ford Fairlane before they shrugged and rejoined their circle. Two police cars were parked near the ramp that led down to the river’s edge. Standing beside them were two lawmen and Tom figured the larger of the two was the man in charge as he stood with folded arms, listening to the other who gestured toward the river and then to the other side of the parking lot where a truck sat with an empty boat trailer behind it.


    “What year’s that Fairlane?”


    The voice surprised Tom and he turned to see two boys had come up behind him from the willows that bordered the parking lot. It was the heavier of the two who had spoken and he nodded back toward the car.


    “I’m guessing it’s a ‘61, looking at them taillights.”


    Tom glanced down at the mud that clung to the boy’s boots and the blue jeans he’d stuffed inside them. He reached into his pocket for a cigarette, forgetting again he’d quit the habit.


    “Close enough,” Tom said. “It’s a ’60. You notice those taillights are half-moons. The ’61 has got a round light, looks like a jet engine.”


    “Told you, Robbie,” the boy said as he slapped the shoulder of his friend, who stood taller and was more reserved. Robbie wore a navy sock hat pulled low over his ears so just his eyebrows and brown eyes peered out. The boy looked as though he wanted to say something, but stayed silent, digging his hands farther into his two front pockets.


    “What’s under that hood? A V-8? I’m betting she’ll hit 100 won’t she?”


    Tom chuckled. “Haven’t pushed it that hard. She’s fast enough. Gets me where I need to be.”


    He nodded to the two lawmen, who had walked down the ramp and were staring out at the river.


    “What’s going on there?”


    “That’s the sheriff and Stick.”


    “Stick?”


    “Yeah, he’s the deputy. He’s the one got here first. They’re looking for them two men.”


    “Two men?”


    “Dr. Webb and Dutch. People say they went out duck hunting Christmas morning. Haven’t been seen since.” The heavier boy nodded to the nearby truck and trailer. “That’s Dutch’s truck.”


    Tom watched as the sheriff and his deputy walked up the ramp. He saw the sheriff scan the crowd and linger on his Fairlane parked beneath the sycamore. He stared for a moment at Tom and the two boys before turning to talk again to his deputy.


    “You’re not from around here, are you?” the heavier boy asked. “I mean most folks know Stick.”


    Tom reached into his front pocket and pulled out a notebook and pencil. “It’s been a while,” Tom said. “Why they call him Stick?”


    “Well, you see him don’t you? Skinny as a rail. But my daddy says he got the name because he’s got about just as many brains as a cord of wood.”


    The boy’s eyes widened when he saw Tom begin to write. The taller one started to fidget and he stole a glance at the circle of men nearby who were taking in the newcomer and his two new friends.


    “You said the one’s a doctor?” Tom asked.


    “Nah, he’s a dentist. Over in Morgan’s Gap. Every time I go, he tells me I got more cavities and I need to brush and floss more. A big pain.”


    “And the other guy… Dutch? He’s like his fishing buddy?”


    The heavy boy laughed. “You sure aren’t from around here. You not going fishing in December. Heck, they were crazy to go out on the river looking for ducks. Most people knew there was a bad storm coming in. You’d think Dutch would know better. He’s spent most of his life on the river, him being a game warden and all that.”


    Tom wrote and the heavy boy leaned closer to try and get a look at what was on his pad.


    “You like a cop or something?” the boy asked.


    Tom wrote some more. “Just call me curious.”


    The sound of a trailer hitting a pothole caught their attention and the three of them turned to watch as a pickup pulled into the parking area with a large boat on the trailer. On its side, written in bold red letters, were the words River Rescue #1. Following close behind were two state police cruisers and three more pickups. The sheriff walked over and leaned into the window of the lead truck and, soon after, the pickup turned and backed the trailer into the water. Two troopers wearing wide-brimmed hats and dark windbreakers exited their cars and gathered with the sheriff as the various circles of men edged closer to the action.


    “State boys,” said the heavier boy. “Don’t see them much, unless it’s like a killing or something.”


    He leaned in close to Tom. “You think there’s been a killing?”


    Tom stopped writing.


    “Shug!”


    The boy stepped back and a frown flashed quick across his face. The voice had come from a circle of men nearby. One of them stepped forward, in his hand a black, steel-tipped cane. He wore a pinstriped suit, the four buttons of the vest latched tight. He was one of sharp angles, his jawline coming to a point and elbows that jutted out from his reed-like body. A black mustache lay over thin, pursed lips. And there was no mud upon his black leather boots.


    “Come here, son.”


    Shug glanced up at Tom as if he was ready to say something else.


    “Now!”


    And the boy turned and walked toward his father, who grabbed onto his shoulder, spoke into his ear and then pulled him into the group of men who stood near. The man turned and eyed Tom for a good few seconds and then joined the crowd as it moved toward the top of the boat ramp.


    Tom turned to ask a question of Shug’s friend, Robbie, wasn’t it?, but the tall, silent boy had slunk back into the reeds near the willows — disappearing just as easily as he’d suddenly emerged from the cane break a few minutes earlier.


    *


    By the time Tom had gathered at the fringe of the gathering, the sheriff had climbed into the bed of a pickup and was asking for volunteers, men who had boats. Three or four left and the rest gathered close to hear the sheriff over a cold wind that was starting to blow stronger from the northwest.


    “What you hoping to find, sheriff?” one yelled out.


    “Well, Dutch and Dr. Webb, of course.”


    “They were fools to go out.”


    “That might be, but —”


    “The river was running rough yesterday. Waves two to three feet. Damn fools.”


    The sheriff spread his hands. “Fools or not, we’re going to find those men.”


    Some of the crowd looked down at the ground, shaking their heads, whispering to each other.


    “I’ll need volunteers to walk the banks,” the sheriff continued. “You’ll be looking for cushions, oars, things like that from the boat.”


    Tom noticed the sheriff failed to mention bodies. He wondered how long a man could stand being submerged in freezing water in late December. He pulled his coat tighter around his neck and stuffed his hands in his pockets, wishing again he’d remembered to grab the leather gloves on his front seat.


    “Now, the state police are going to be helping out and they tell me Fish and Wildlife will be sending help, especially with Dutch being one of their own. So, we got to coordinate. The rescue boat’s heading out and everybody else will need to check in with Stick. He’ll get you sorted and we’ll start searching the bank.”


    The sheriff paused.


    “Now, both families know. In fact, it was Mrs. Webb who called early this morning and said Doc didn’t come home last night. But remember, this is still a rescue. Those men could be holed up on one of those sandbars, wet and cold, waiting for us to find them. And each minute we spend here thinking the worst is a minute more they’re out there in the cold. So, let’s get to it.”


    The crowd dispersed and Tom lingered, watching as the sheriff spoke once more to the state troopers. He pulled the notebook from his pocket and started to write, noting the men who started to walk the river bank as two more boats were backed into the river. A stray brown pup, its fur matted, darted in and out along the edges of the parking lot, looking for a scrap from a group of men passing around a thermos.


    “Help you?”


    The deep voice came from down within the barrel of the man’s chest. That was the first thing Tom noticed. It was one of those bass voices you’d hear in church on Sundays when the choir broke into “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.” The man smelled of peppermints and Tom heard the crunch of one being mashed by the big jaws that protruded and flexed from below the flat brim of his hat. The sheriff’s eyes, like dark pebbles, sat deep in the folds of skin. The sheriff nodded toward the green Fairlane parked beneath the sycamore.


    “That yours?”


    Tom nodded, the notebook and pencil still in his hands.


    “Fayette County plates,” the sheriff said, jaws flexing as he crunched the mint. “That’s a ways from here.”


    Tom figured it was more a statement than a question. What’s it your business anyways, he wanted to answer. Instead, he shrugged and looked over at the edge of the cane break where the mutt sat, its rib bones showing through the fur. The dog looked hungry, like it needed a home.


    He looked back at the sheriff and held his gaze.


    “Noticed you didn’t say anything about bodies.”


    The crunching stopped and the sheriff looked down at the writing pad.


    “You a reporter or something?”


    Tom considered the question. If his father had his way, then he’d be finishing up his engineering degree — ready to write contracts to build roads and bridges in small towns and boondocks like this. Two years earlier, his father had shrugged and walked off when Tom told his parents he was transferring to the University of Kentucky to study journalism. His mother had risen from her chair and gone into the kitchen. Tom had stood alone in the parlor listening as she had begun to put up dishes. He’d entered when he heard a saucer hit the floor. “Mistakes,” she’d said and left the room, leaving Tom to pick up the scattered pieces.


    So, was he a reporter?


    “I guess you can say so,” Tom answered. “And you’re Sheriff….”


    “Sturgill.”


    Tom began to write. “That’s S-T-…”


    “I’ve got nothing for the press.”


    “It looks like you’ve got two missing men.”


    Sturgill resumed chewing his peppermint. “I’m thinking we’ll find them soon enough.”


    “And the two missing, they are…”


    “We’re not releasing any names quite yet.”


    “But, it’s the doc and, let’s see, uh, Dutch, right?”


    “I said, ‘We’re not releasing any names.’”


    Tom looked out at the river as a boat turned over its engine and pulled away, three men in its bow and another behind the wheel.


    “You suspect foul play, sheriff?”


    Sturgill reached up and with the back of his hand wiped a bead of snot from the tip of his nose. He sniffed once, then twice.


    “What paper you with, anyhow?” he asked as he looked over Tom’s hair that stretched past the collar of his flannel shirt, and down to his brown corduroy slacks and loafers. “You don’t look like anybody J.C. would hire for that rag of his.”


    Tom had wrapped up work on the final edition for the student newspaper, The Kernel, earlier that month. It’d be another four weeks before students would return to campus. He’d not be among them. The letter and his parents’ response had seen to that.


    “I guess I’m between jobs, right now.”


    “Well, I guess I’m out of answers, then. You take care, Mister…. “


    “Crutchfield. Tom Crutchfield.”


    The sheriff nodded, then turned and walked back down the ramp to the water’s edge.


    As more people gathered, Tom remembered his camera. He pulled the Pentax from the trunk of his car and began to shoot a roll of film. He saw the boy Shug, his hands crossed in front of him, standing behind his father, who was leaning forward, both hands upon his cane, talking to a group of men. Across the parking lot, a group of women had gathered and Tom smelled coffee as they handed paper cups to those who walked the shoreline and boarded boats. He searched for the mutt, but the dog had disappeared. And with his final frame, he zoomed in to capture the flow of a wake left behind by a boat that faded from view.


    The photos were good. That he knew. And he had the makings of a good story. Two hunters go missing on the Ohio River on Christmas Day. One a dentist, the other a game warden. No sign of their boat nor them.


    He’d not had a story like this while at the Kernel. He’d written of parking problems on campus, raids at fraternity beer parties and a review of “Ivan the Terrible.” His father had not been impressed when Tom had showed him the review, saying, “I’m paying tuition for you to watch movies now?” His mother had said, “That’s nice, Tom” and then asked if he’d thought there was too much salt in the potatoes.


    That had been then. This was now.

  


  
    Chapter 4


    “Some say a single powerful photo can convey much more than a thousand words.”


    Tom turned and regarded the man who had quietly walked up on him. He wore a plaid wool coat and a navy bucket hat pulled low to where it sat just above a pair of bushy white eyebrows. The man shrugged as he pulled a white handkerchief from inside his coat and wiped at the condensation that had gathered on the lens of his wire-framed glasses.


    “Me? I’d argue one could take whatever meaning they will from a photo. Whereas, if done correctly, carefully considered words can paint a scene and give meaning and much more.”


    The man slid the glasses back upon the perch of his nose and offered Tom his hand. “JC Wheeler. Pleased to meet your acquaintance.”


    Tom was surprised at the strength of the grip that came from one who stood not more than five foot, five inches. He answered, “Thomas Crutchfield, sir.”


    The man turned and regarded the ramp where another boat was backing into the water and another had started to make a slow circle in the brown waters of the Ohio.


    “What do you make of this all hubbub, Mr. Crutchfield?”


    Tom considered the man who stood beside him, his hands sunk into his pockets, head cocked as he watched the men and women along the river.


    “Appears to be a search of some kind.”


    A smile slowly formed at the corners of his mouth. “Quite astute, Mr. Crutchfield.”


    He nodded at the camera and the corner of the reporter’s notebook that stuck out from the top of Tom’s coat pocket. “That’s all the intel you gathered during your short conversation with our high sheriff?”


    Tom reached down and folded his coat pocket over the notebook, away from prying eyes. “What’d you say your name was again?”


    “Junious Caliphate Wheeler. My acquaintances call me JC, easier on the tongue and the old memory bank. Others, well, they may opt for various breeds of certain four-letter words and their vulgar off-shoots. Those variations often follow news articles in The Register that do not shine quite the positive light upon said individual and his doings.”


    “The Register?”


    “My handiwork, my mistress, Mr. Crutchfield. The Newton County Register. Your most reliable source for the unvarnished news of this here county.”


    Tom slowly unwound the film in his camera, popped open the back and held the cartridge between his fingers.


    “I’ve got a roll of film here and a notebook full of quotes.”


    “That you do.”


    JC reached into his wool coat and pulled out his own notebook. A man with a rope in hand and the other carrying a cup of coffee grunted as he passed by. The newspaper editor nodded and turned back to Tom.


    “Crutchfield is not a name we hear in Newton County.”


    “I’d reckon not.”


    “And what brings a visitor to the river’s edge on a winter’s day?”


    “Just a visit.”


    “How long a visit?”


    Tom remembered the white envelope that still sat there on his front seat, the letters scrawled in black.


    “Not sure yet.”


    JC leaned back and took a deep draw of the brisk morning air. “And I take it that fine green vehicle parked beneath the sycamore is your’s, Mr. Crutchfield?”


    Tom grinned. “Quite astute, Mr. Wheeler.”


    JC nodded at the film canister in Tom’s hand. “And that?”


    “I’d say it’s your front page this week.”


    JC leaned forward. “A lovely Christmas cantata by the First Baptist choir is my front page this week, Mr. Crutchfield.”


    “I’d say this is better than that.”


    JC shook his head and turned his eyes upward toward a darkening western sky. “Walk with me, Mr. Crutchfield?”


    Tom nodded and the two of them walked down the ramp toward where the bulk of Sheriff Sturgill stood by the water, arms crossed, his deputy Stick standing sentry beside him.


    “Sheriff Sturgill wasn’t the most forthcoming,” Tom said as a warning.


    “That’s not a surprise,” JC said. “I endorsed his challenger in the last election a couple years back. Cullen, he’s not one to let bygones be bygones.”


    They made their way to the river where the two lawmen stood.


    “Mr. Wheeler,” said the deputy.


    “Stick,” answered JC.


    Sturgill’s head turned and he glanced at JC then Tom and back to JC. “He with you?”


    JC paused for a moment, looked over at Tom and answered, “At the moment.”


    The sheriff chewed his peppermint and looked back out at the river.


    “Any sign of Doc or Dutch?” JC asked.


    Sturgill shook his head.


    “Found the boat?”


    The sheriff pulled his hat lower and a slight stream of water tipped from the bill.


    “That boy Shug Lincoln did find that styrofoam cooler washed up,” Stick said.


    “Oh yeah?” JC asked with a quick turn to the deputy.


    Sturgill’s eyes cast a hard glance at the junior lawman and Stick went silent. The four of them stood and looked out at the river. A smudge could be seen through the thickening mist as a small boat made a zig-zag pattern, trying to stay on path despite the push of a northwest wind and the swift current. Tom shivered as he felt the wetness strike the back of his neck.


    “So,” JC said, “I figure I’ll just ask around, see what people are saying.”


    He and Tom turned and were a few steps away when they heard Sturgill’s voice. “Stay out of my way, Junious. You and the boy.”


    JC turned as if to answer with a wise retort, apparently thought better of it and pointed his head toward two men leaned against a pickup, one holding an umbrella, the other a jug he brought to his lips. The two nodded when JC and Tom walked up and offered the jug when JC pulled a half-pint of whiskey from the front pocket of his coat.


    “Something to fight the chill,” JC said.


    They murmured and passed the bottle and Tom felt the sharp bite of the whiskey when it hit the back of his throat and then the soothing warmth as it spread across his chest and filled his belly.


    “Heard anything, Wayne?” JC asked, taking another sip and passing the bottle to the bigger of the two men. Wayne held the bottle to his lips, paused and then took a long pull. He passed it to his friend and wiped the back of his hand across his lips.


    “Nobody’s back yet,” he said. “Figure they not gonna find anything out on that river. Damn mess it is. About as bad as that storm that came through late yesterday. River’s running rough.”


    “Think they could hole up on one of those sandbars if the boat did get swamped?”


    Wayne shook his head. “You’re not starting a fire in this.”


    JC turned to Tom and told him how he’d written a story that previous summer on the 35-pound catfish Wayne pulled from the river not far from here. He’d used chicken livers and he’d fought the cat for about 15 minutes before pulling him from the bottom where the big fish like to feed.


    “Wayne’s been fishing on this river his whole life,” JC said. “Ain’t that right, Wayne?”


    The big man looked down and kicked his foot out at piece of gravel that landed in an ever-growing puddle of dark water. “You say so, Mr. Wheeler.”


    A gust of wind came stronger and nearly knocked the umbrella from the man’s hand. Rain hit Tom’s face and he felt the clock ticking as the light started to fade. We’re wasting time talking about catfish and chicken livers. He stood silent as JC went on and on about how Wayne’s mom had called the paper, bragging on her son’s accomplishment as if the big catfish was a medical school diploma.


    There was a story here and JC was missing it.


    “What about Doctor Webb?” Tom asked. “He a fisherman? You see him down here often?”


    Wayne looked up at Tom and then glanced at JC, who nodded his head.


    “Nah, sir. I don’t know that man. But Dutch, he’s down here all the time.”


    Wayne pointed to JC. “Soon as you did that story, the next week I’m down there past the grain dock, fishing like I always was, looking for them cats that like to feed off that spilled corn and beans, and Dutch rolls up, asking me if I got my license. He was always busting my chops. Shit, man didn’t even have a real badge. Play police all he is.”


    Tom raised his eyebrows. “Are you saying Dutch roughed you up?”


    Wayne gave Tom a hard glance. “Who is this guy, Mr. Wheeler?”


    Tom felt JC reach over and touch his arm. “He’s still learning, Wayne.” Tom took the bottle that was offered and, embarrassed at JC’s remark, he angrily took a swig. He felt the warmth spread quicker this time.


    “You weren’t down here, yesterday, Wayne?” JC asked.


    “No, sir. There’s a lot of times I like to come down here and just sit. You know, watch the river, how the current pulls that driftwood, the tugs pushing them barges, all headed somewhere else. Other days I fish. But yesterday, being Christmas and all, me and momma walked down to my aunt’s.”


    “Christmas dinner?”


    “Yes, sir. Ham, greens, sweet potatoes. Hell, Mr. Wheeler, I helped myself to two helpings of peach cobbler while listening to that wind and rain blow outside. There was nowhere else to be. Sure as hell not down by the river.”


    Hearing Wayne talk of ham and cobbler, Tom’s stomach churned, the whiskey sitting hard on his empty stomach. He thought of his mother and how she took delight in feeding him when he’d come home from college. She’d found new recipes in her Better Homes and Garden and the beef stroganoff was good, but he still favored her barbecued pork chops and macaroni. He felt a pang of guilt at not waking her and telling her goodbye when he’d left earlier that morning, which now seemed days ago.


    The four of them turned as they heard the sound of an outboard motor in the distance and watched as three boats made their way to the ramp. They shuffled with the others to the river’s edge and watched as mooring lines were tossed to those on the bank. Sheriff Sturgill waded into the river, the cold water to his upper thighs, and held onto the edge of the nearest boat, talking with one of the soaked searchers. The man shook his head and the sheriff’s head bowed for a moment before he raised his arms and motioned for the searchers to come ashore.


    Sturgill turned and the crowd parted as he made his way up the ramp. “Sheriff,” JC called out. Sturgill paused and the group circled the lawman.


    “We’re losing light and another storm’s moving in,” Sturgill said, pausing to look around at the wet, defeated faces. “We run the risk of losing more men out there in the dark. Go home,” he said, his gaze lingering on Tom and JC. “All of you.”


    A younger man, hatless and layered in black, stepped forward and Tom noticed the collar of white around his neck and the rosary beads he held in his wet fist. “Perhaps, it’s best,” he said, “if we ask now for the Lord’s guidance and offer prayers for the safe return of our brothers.”


    While most lowered their heads and closed their eyes in prayer, Tom watched Sturgill stride from the group and head toward his cruiser. He figured the sheriff was on his way to tell the families of the two men that they’d not yet been found. And he wondered if that night, after Sturgill had removed all his wet clothes and sat on the edge of his bed, if he’d turn his eyes upward and ask for the Lord’s guidance as well. Or if the sheriff figured he knew best in most matters.
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