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Chapter 1

Thursday, May 19th, 1942

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Monday, May 23rd, 1942

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Wilhelmina acted as though she had just been shot.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I beg your pardon?” he asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Arthur gave a nod that said volumes.

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

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

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

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

Arthur laughed at John’s obvious confusion.

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

“What, like some kind of a co-op?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Apparently, Sheriff Rivers agreed.

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

“And how did you figure that out?”

For the first time, Roy smiled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That makes things complicated…”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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