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Chapter 1

It was almost near high noon on the Fourth of July and already as hot and humid as east Tennessee gets. I’d just turned the air conditioner to frigid and was contemplating going back to bed when a tall intruder pushed open the back door and let it bang against the wall.

“Let the games begin,” he fairly shouted. My restaurant partner and sometimes best friend Ted Weber, all six feet four of him, stood in my doublewide trailer’s kitchen. He was wearing purple plastic flip-flops, cut-off jeans and a tank top that read, ‘Can’t Sleep, Clowns Will Eat Me.’ His thinning hair was slicked back like he’d just gotten out of the shower.

“Ever hear of knocking?” So much for going back to bed.

“We’re way past formalities, Claypoole,” Ted said, helping himself to a bottle of Bud from the fridge. “How do you live like this, girl?” Ted made a sweeping gesture at my sink full of unwashed dishes.

“Easy for you to say,” I said, slouching down onto the couch. Ted lived year-round at the Mountaineer Motel in Pigeon Forge with maid service, fresh towels and those little packets of coffee provided daily. That is, when Dorie wasn’t pissed off at him. Dorie was the head housekeeper and she and Ted had a thing going on for years. They seemed to gravitate to one another when either of them had a lull in their sex lives. “You going to bring me a beer or what?”

“That’s the spirit,” Ted said, fetching another Bud.

Ted flopped down next to me on the couch and handed me the sweaty beer bottle. He picked up a motorcycle magazine from the coffee table and absently thumbed through it. Lately, I’d been fantasizing about buying a bike, specifically, a brand new Ducati Streetfighter. However, no one in their right mind should spend that kind of money on a toy.

“I had one of these once,” Ted said, pointing out a picture of a vintage Honda. “Dumped it on a hairpin turn. Burned the skin right off my ass. Lucky I didn’t end up as an organ donor.” Ted tossed down the magazine. “Hey, I picked up fried chicken on the way over. I’m ready to roll when you are.”

I had almost accidentally on purpose forgotten that Ted and I had talked about going tubing on the Fourth of July. I’d been entertaining the notion of other holiday activities like hanging around in my air-conditioned doublewide and working out with my TV remote until I exhausted myself and fell asleep on the couch. 

“Thought we could pick up tubes and beer in Townsend, then put in at the Walland Mill and float down to Bobby’s place.”

It was beginning to sound better already.

Ted Weber and I went way back. We’d met at Camp Shawnee, a Campfire Girls camp on the outskirts of Cincinnati where we’d both worked in the kitchen. That was when it was still Campfire Girls, instead of Campfire Kids or Campfire Eunuchs or whatever it had now morphed into being called. Ted had been head cook and I was his slave. We were different in the fact that I had grown up on the rural outskirts east of Cincinnati in the small rural town of Fogerty. Ted, on the other hand grew up on the good side of the tracks on the west side. East and west rarely met and generally it seemed to suit everyone.

We grew to be close friends by the end of that summer and discovered that we had surprisingly much in common. Probably the most striking thing we had in common was the fact that we both liked girls. We’d stayed in touch over the years. In the big eighties, by coincidence we’d both ended up on the west coast, Ted in L.A. working as a chef at a shiny, soulless grand hotel, and I was employed by an upscale Northwest department store as their multi-regional loss prevention director. Neither one of us was happy with our so-called career path, so when my grandmother passed away and left me her bakery and doublewide trailer in east Tennessee, I decided to pull the retail pin and pack it out. This decision was made after I’d had a bourbon-soaked conversation with Ted who’d talked me into the whole idea. In fact, he was excited about pulling his hotel pin and we concocted a plan to turn the bakery into a restaurant. It seemed like a dubious, possibly even ill-fated plan at the time, but frankly, I was so miserable at what I was doing I didn’t give a damn. Plus, I was sick of living in Portland, Oregon, around people who thought that bicycles were a legitimate, even righteous form of transportation, that coffee was the brown nectar of the gods and where everyone was in a band.

But, to my happy surprise, things had worked out quite well, largely due to Ted’s culinary genius and a lot of hard work and planning. It was hard to fathom that our restaurant, The Little Pigeon, had been in business successfully for almost fifteen years.

“Claypoole, let’s get a move on this,” Ted said, swigging down the rest of his beer. We’re burnin’ daylight.”

I stuffed the essentials into my backpack and ran a brush through my three inches of hair, which took about two seconds. I had recently applied a box of Clairol’s Honey Crème Blonde and I wasn’t sure that I liked the results. Perhaps I should have stuck with Sahara Blonde.

I was headed for the back door with Ted in tow, when suddenly there was a series of large exploding sounds coming from my back yard.


Chapter 2

I jumped and Ted jumped higher.

“What the hell was that?” Ted yelled right in my ear.

Hesitantly, I peeked past the kitchen curtains.

I have relatives like teenagers have pimples. They’re always popping up at the most inopportune times.

“Happy damn Fourth of July,” said Little Bucky, my cousin Bucky, Jr’s sixteen-year-old son, as he tossed another string of lit firecrackers into a metal garbage can. Ted and I took cover. The firecrackers exploded at an eardrum-breaking pitch for what seemed like an hour. Every dog within ten miles was barking.

When there was a lapse in the cacophony of explosions, I turned to Ted who still had his fingers in his ears. “I’m going in. Cover me,” I said, and bravely barged out the door.

“Show’s over, Bucky,” I said, waving my way through the smoke.

“Yeah, knock it off, you little cretin,” Ted added, sticking his head past the door. Ted was not very fond of Little Bucky. I think it had something to do with the freezer full of rib eye steaks that Bucky had lifted from the restaurant one night when he was supposed to be washing dishes.

“Y’all ain’t no fun,” Bucky said, shoving the lighter back into the pocket of his size quadruple XL, Snoop Doggy Dog pants. Bucky’s pale bare chest sported a crude tattoo of cartoon Calvin in a rather rude position. I hoped the tattoo was the temporary kind. Bucky’s towhead was shaved to the scalp, which accentuated his ice-blue eyes and his somewhat pointed ears that stuck out prominently from his head like little satellites.

“When did this happen?” I fingered the silver loop earring located in Bucky’s white eyebrow.

“About a million years ago.” In Bucky language, this probably translated to sometime earlier in the week. “Where y’all goin’, anyway?”

“None of your business, potty mouth,” Ted said, blowing past us, headed for his van.

“We’re going tubing on the Little River,” I said, flashing Ted a disapproving look.

“Cool. Can I go?”

“Get lost, dipshit,” Ted said, climbing into the driver’s seat. “Come on, Claypoole. Train’s leavin’.”

“Hey, screw you,” Little Bucky shouted back.

“Can we have a just moment of civility here?” I said to no one listening. 

“Well, can I just hang here then?” Bucky was pouting now with that cute, little boy mouth he still had.

“Absolutely not,” I said firmly.

Ted blew the horn.

“C’mon, pleeeease,” Bucky whined.

“No way,” I said, holding my ground.

“You don’t understand. Pop is threatening to send me to military school. You believe that crap?”

“Military school?”

“Just let me hang out and watch TV for a while. I won’t mess up nothin’, I promise.”

Pop was Bucky Claxton, Jr, my cousin on my mother’s side. He was a Sevier County cop and he liked it that way, but military school? I could tell I was bending. I didn’t like to admit it, but I’ve always had a soft spot for Little Bucky. Sometimes he reminded me a little too much of myself at his age.

“I’ll even wash dishes or whatever,” Little Bucky said, dangling the carrot. “And, don’t forget,” Bucky taunted, “you guys need a short stop next weekend.”

Dirty pool, but he had me. Next weekend was the big softball game against the B&O Cafeteria, our archrivals. For a bunch of food workers, they had some awesome players. We definitely needed Little Bucky’s big bat and his agile infield talents. We also still needed a pitcher, a catcher and a third baseman, but I was working on that.

“Okay, Bucky,” I said. “But with conditions. You wash the dishes, no company, no alcohol or illegal substances, no long-distance phone calls, and everything I own better still be here when I get back.” You had to be very specific with Little Bucky. 

Little Bucky looked at me like I was driving a hard bargain.

“Deal,” he finally said.

“God, you’re stupid, Claypoole,” Ted yelled out the driver’s window. He revved the engine.

“Well, you and asswipe have fun,” Little Bucky said, opening the trailer door.


Chapter 3

When we got to Townsend, Ted and I rented tubes from a guy named Jasper Sprat who sported a half-rack of teeth. It seemed like he’d had more teeth the summer before.

“Y’all don’t forget to butt-up when you get down to them rocks,” Jasper said with a startling grin as he tossed a couple of rather beaten up looking truck tubes at us from the back of his ’56 Ford pick-up. Butt-up meant to lift your ass so you didn’t end up with softball size bruises.

“Butt-up!” Ted blurted like a battle cry as he caught his tube. I made a grab for mine, but it sailed over my head.

Jasper jumped down from the bed of the truck. “Oh,” he said, scratching a crusty spot on his chin, “I’m gonna need a driver’s license to hold onto until you bring back the tubes. Inventory control, ya know.”

Ted and I looked at the pile of worn and patched inner tubes piled like bloated black Life Savers in the back of his truck. 

Ted reached back for his wallet, and then stopped. “Wait a minute. If I give you my driver’s license, I’ll be driving without a license.”

“What’s your point?” Jasper truly looked bewildered.

My question would have been something more along the line of who’d be using my license to buy guns at the pawnshop while I was floating down the river.

“Aw, I’ll let it go this time.” Jasper apparently wasn’t the rule-bound sort. 

“Thanks for your flexibility, dude,” Ted said, handing Jasper eight bucks deposit for our tubes. I gave Jasper a ten for the rentals. Somehow, Ted always seemed to come out ahead when we shared expenses. We shoved the tubes into the back of Ted’s citrus orange VW van, and headed down the highway to Walland.


Chapter 4

Walland is a lush green rural community situated in Miller’s Cove, a river valley that was once a fertile hunting ground for the Cherokees. That was before the Euro-American settlers showed up and screwed up everything for the Cherokees and every other Indian nation in North America.

The Little River was running cool, clear and green. It was beautiful, as well as peaceful, and not populated with tourists. It felt like a secret place only known to Ted and me and the locals. 

Ted parked on the shoulder of the road and we hopped down the weedy bank and put the tubes in just below the postcard-picture little dam. Ted tied the six-pack to his tube with a piece of frayed ski rope so it could happily drift along with us.

“Hey,” Ted said, plopping his butt down on his patched tube, “did you hear the one about the head floating down the river singing ‘I ain’t got nobody’?

“Shut up, Ted,” I said, sliding onto my tube. I didn’t want to think about bumping into anything on our float except happy, frolicking fish.

The water was the perfect temperature. The easy current began to move us along at just the right speed. It was about an hour’s float to Bobby’s, so we settled back with cold beers, Ted refrained from any further tasteless jokes, and we let the river do the work. 

Bobby was a nice old Southerner who’d lived on the river forever. He owned about three feet of beach near a wide turn in the river. He was famous for letting just about anyone on his property for a swim. No doubt he’d be sitting in a lawn chair, fishing for trout when we arrived. I’d met Bobby through my old Maryville College chum, Arlene, also known as Dr. Cupcake, and her partner, Katie Ram. They owned a prime ten acres of land across the road from Bobby’s place and had built a deluxe log home at the top of Shimmer Ridge with a stunning view of the surrounding blue mountains, cornfields, cow-dotted pastures, and every thunderstorm that drifted across the valley. They’d given me a key to the place so I could check on things and hang out when they weren’t around. I thought that if heaven existed at all, it would look a lot like Shimmer Ridge. 

Dr. Cupcake was a university professor at Ball State who taught courses like Advanced Ping-Pong, Competitive Square Dancing and The Mechanics of the Breast Stroke. She looked a lot like a somewhat mature version of Shirley Temple in The Little Colonel. In fact, she was a card-carrying member of Daughters of the American Revolution. A tad eccentric, she’d once hatched a plan to mail herself to Paris in a large cardboard box filled with Sugar Pops to save on airfare. Katie was an attractive, extraordinarily fit blonde who ran about 1,000 miles every morning. In fact they both did, and between the two of them they probably shared about a teaspoon of body fat. Katie taught the same sort of inexplicable classes, coached the university women’s tennis team, and put up with Dr. Cupcake. Katie was a born group organizer and when she was around I often felt like I was on the team bus.

Ted paddled up next to me and pointed to a large trout that was jumping out of the river ahead of us. The fish shot up out of the middle of the river maybe three more times, wriggling in the air like he was saying hello.

“I feel like grilling tonight,” Ted said, gliding alongside me in his tube, sipping beer. “Fresh rosemary stuffed trout, white beans with lemon, and spoon bread, enjoyed with a chilled, stony Chablis.”

“I love it when you talk dirty.” I was already smelling the outdoorsy aroma of trout sputtering on the grill.

“Who said you were invited?” 

“Who else would come?”

“Good point.”


Chapter 5

Ted’s romantic life wasn’t going much better than mine at the moment. Ski resort cocktail waitress Katrina, his main squeeze, wasn’t speaking to him because she’d recently come upon Ted and Dorie skinny-dipping in the motel pool, which Ted referred to as the cement pond à la Jethro Bodeen on the Beverly Hillbillies. Dorie wasn’t speaking to Ted or bringing him little coffee packets or fresh sheets because Katrina had barged in on their midnight swim. Ted tended to go for the service-industry type, especially women with IQ points miles south of him, which had its pluses and minuses. But hell, which type didn’t? I tended to go for women who were marginally available or not available at all. Perhaps Ted and I could get a corporate rate for a few sessions with Sigmund Freud, that is, if he were still around. I had seen pictures of the good doctor and read a bit of his work, and frankly, I didn’t think we’d make a great therapeutic match. Sometimes a cigar is a penis and sometimes it’s just a great smoke. 

I felt something tickle my leg and noticed that a couple of metallic blue dragonflies were attempting to mate on my thigh. This was about as close to any amorous liaison I’d been a party to lately. Part of me was possibly in love, or at least lust, with Nancy Merit, a very married, local TV personality megalomaniac. We’d had an on and off again thing for the past year. Her weekly show, Nancy Merit’s House, had earned her a wide audience. She’d written two books, Nancy Merit Style and Entertaining with Nancy Merit. Often, she made Martha Stewart look lazy. I knew another part of me, deep down, was still sweet on Amy Delozier Smith, a friend from childhood who was back in southern Ohio sharing an expensive Tudor with her unpleasant dentist husband. Another part of me wanted to recycle my dance card and go fish, but maybe this was the way of all modern relationships. Perhaps all of them only existed in the dark, recessed windmills of our minds. Real or not, they were generally anxiety-provoking and confusing as hell. Even the good parts made you nervous.

“What the hell is that?” Ted blurted, pointing toward the partially submerged tangle of brush along the left bank of the river. I followed his finger and my gaze landed on what looked very much like a human leg protruding from the clump of woody debris.

“That better not be what I think it is,” I said, feeling close to totally freaking out.

Ted and I paddled over to get a better look.

“He can’t have been in the river for very long,” Ted said, spreading the twisted, wet limbs, revealing the rest of what appeared to be a man’s dead body. Ted touched his neck. “No pulse.” Face up, his head was hanging at a very bad-looking angle and it looked very much like his neck was broken. His right arm fell free of the brush and he bobbed eerily in the current. There was a deep gash in his forehead. Overall, he looked like a guy who probably hadn’t looked very good even before he was dead. He appeared dissipated with bad acne scars, and his clothes consisted of a well-worn and torn T-shirt and ratty jeans. There was one scuffed brown cowboy boot on his left foot. His left hand that floated in the green river water was tattooed in prison style with the letters spelling out L-O-V-E across his knuckles. I wondered if his other set of knuckles spelled out H-A-T-E. Ten-to-one it did. Maybe that’s what it all boiled down to if one distilled the essence of humanity. Love on one hand, hate on the other, and then a final trip down the river for all of us.

“I’m gonna puke,” I said, turning my gaze away.

Ted tied his T-shirt to an overhanging limb to mark the spot. Neither Ted nor I were reliable cell phone carriers, so we deboarded our tubes and hiked up the steep bank to the road where we flagged down the first car that passed. The driver called the police on his cell. Then I puked.

A cop came lickety split, soon followed by two more. The nametag of the first cop on the scene read Officer Brad Mosely. Officer Mosely took our statements while the other cops slowly and laboriously brought the dead man up the mossy, rock-studded embankment in a blue plastic tarp. 

“Probably out fishing and lost his footing on the embankment and took a header on the way down and broke his damn neck, “said Mosely. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

Officer Mosely turned to Ted and me. “I’ll take you folks back to your vehicle.”

On the drive home, Ted and I did what we could to put the dead man and his unfortunate incident out of our minds. Ted even tried to make me laugh about the fact that he’d never get his deposit back on the tubes or see his favorite tank top again, all of which we’d left at the river. I tried not to puke again. Neither one of us touched the fried chicken.


Chapter 6

A Suzuki motorcycle was parked in front of the trailer when we arrived back from the river. This was not the bike of my dreams. In fact, it was not my bike at all.

“Gee, looks like Bucky’s got company. What a shocker,” Ted said with great melodrama. “Want me to go in and kick his punk ass?”

“I can handle this.” I threw my backpack over my shoulder and climbed out of the van.

“I’d love to kick his little punk ass,” Ted said, almost wistfully.

“I’ll kick it for you. Bye, Ted,” I said, slamming the van door. I watched Ted back down the drive and out onto the highway. He laid on the horn and then pulled away. 

What had I been thinking, leaving Little Bucky unsupervised in my trailer? Ted was right. I was stupid. I wasn’t sure at all that I was up for a confrontation with anyone, but I took a deep breath and flung open the door. Instantly, I was assaulted with the sickly sweet odor of the evil weed. MTV was blaring on the set. Bucky and his visitor were busily attempting to hide beer cans under the couch cushions.

“Oh, hi,” Bucky said, as he ridiculously tried to conceal his hand under a couch pillow.

“Hey,” said his cohort, looking guilty as sin.

I crossed my arms and leaned a shoulder against the living room wall like a police detective. I said nothing. 

“This is Snot,” Bucky called out over the loud metal music, introducing the boy with stringy, shoulder-length hair wearing yellow-tinted aviator sunglasses now slouched next to him on the couch. “His name’s really Joe Snodgrass, but everybody calls him Snot.”

Snot gave me a little wave.

“Snot,” I shouted. “Turn off the TV.”

Snot looked at Bucky with a confused expression on his pimpled face. “Whatever,” he said, as he grabbed the remote from the coffee table and punched down the volume.

I eyeballed Little Bucky and let the power of silence work the room.

“You’re pissed, right?” Bucky finally said. He was observant, if nothing else.

I cleared my throat. “Is there any condition that you didn’t violate while I was gone?”

Little Bucky appeared to think for a moment. “I didn’t make any long-distance calls.”

At least there was that.

“We washed dishes. Check it out,” Snot said. A manipulative little smile crept over his mouth. “Well, some of ’em.”

“Yeah, we were just getting ready to finish them up,” Bucky added, catching the wave. Two presumably clean coffee cups rested upside-down on the drain board. The dirty plates, pans, silverware, and glasses were still piled in the sink.

I was trying to decide whether to hogtie them both or just shoot them with my new home protection Smith .38 when a car came up the drive.

“Damn,” Little Bucky said. “It’s Pop.”

“Double damn,” Snot echoed, snatching up his ball cap from the coffee table and fitting it sideways on his greasy little head.

Bucky was right. It was Bucky, Jr. I watched his patrol car skid to a stop in the driveway. He sauntered to the door.

“Where is he?” Cousin Bucky barked through the screen door. He was dressed in full uniform and looked none too pleased. Of course, he looked like that a lot. “Bucky, get your ass out here,” he shouted past me.
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