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Chapter One. August 20, 1955
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Alonzo Taylor crept past the Jacksonville Naval Air Station on US 17, keeping below the 55 mph speed limit. The sun turned a fiery red as it settled over the Florida peninsula, but the temperature was still 85 degrees, so he kept the window rolled down to provide ventilation. 

A driver behind him flashed his beams and honked at him to speed up. Taylor maintained his speed, keeping his eye on the rearview mirror. When northbound traffic cleared, the driver sped around him, glared at him as he passed, then shook his fist and hurled an unheard epithet. He swerved back into the lane, almost clipping Taylor’s front bumper. 

The anger didn’t bother him. He was accustomed to it. A white man could drive five, even ten miles above the speed limit without fear of being stopped. Let Taylor change lanes without signaling, drive with a broken taillight, or exceed the posted limit by even two miles per hour and he risked being pulled over. Once the officer realized who he was, he would spend his night in a cell.

He avoided driving after dark, but this was an exception. He had intended to leave the AME Church much earlier, but when the meeting concluded, the ladies circle offered dinner to the project coordinators. The women had spent their afternoon frying chicken, baking cornbread, and steaming carrots, zucchini, and okra. Even with the window fans running, the church kitchen was blazing hot. They had put themselves out. Taylor didn’t have the heart to walk away. 

Bishop Faraday then asked him and several of his fellow pastors to spend another half hour discussing church district matters. Knowing that he had a long drive ahead, the bishop offered him his spare bedroom, but Taylor declined. He was only a part-time pastor, had to open his print shop early the following morning, and didn’t want to leave his wife and children on their own.

So here he was, alone on the open road as darkness fell, creeping down the highway toward home, and singing “Ride the Chariot” at the top of his lungs. For a moment, he forgot his anxiety and began to enjoy himself. He was alone and free, behind the wheel of his prized ’52 Studebaker Starlight. His parishioners joked that they couldn’t tell whether he was coming or going in that car. Taylor always answered that his brother had helped build the vehicle as it inched along the assembly line up in South Bend, and he would drive nothing else.

Taylor noticed the truck’s headlights as soon after he turned off the highway onto Raven Road. He didn’t know how long it had been behind him. It concerned him now only because of what it did not do. Though he was well below the limit, the driver did not try to overtake him, remaining a city block behind. He sped up; the truck matched his speed. He slowed down again; the driver backed off.

His chest constricted in panic.  Then he decided that since the driver wasn’t trying to overtake him, he just meant to frighten him. Taylor recognized the techniques of intimidation. You didn’t register black voters in Hampton County without the midnight call, the anonymous note, the scrawled threat on your windshield. Still, he wished that it were any other night but Sunday so that he could pull into McHugh’s Service Station and stay until he felt safe. 

Turning on his high beams, he drove through the corridor of slash pines, shifting his gaze from the road ahead to the truck behind and then to the speedometer. Aside from the feeble light provided by the crescent moon, only the two sets of headlights pierced the darkness.

The road snaked back and forth as it paralleled Gale Creek, then straightened out once he’d crossed the narrow metal bridge. Here things changed. The truck raced to close the gap between them. 

He wants to get by, Taylor thought. He waited until he passed the curves. Taylor held his speed. The truck pulled within inches of his bumper. He sped up to increase the distance, but the truck closed again, blinding him with its brights. Perspiration beaded on his forehead and stung his eyes. He wiped it away. 

There was nothing here. This was paper mill land with trees on both sides but no houses, no outbuildings. 

He recalled a side road up ahead, dirt or gravel, perhaps a logging road. He hunched over the steering wheel to block out the reflection of the headlights, his hands gripping it until they were bloodless. He rolled up the window, a defensive impulse that his rational mind told him was futile. 

There, a hundred feet ahead. He cut his wheel to the right, swerved toward the side road, but overshot the turn. He careened off the road, striking his chest against the wheel and his head against the windshield. The car jerked to a halt in a thicket of palmetto, canted to the driver’s side. 

Alonzo Taylor sat there stunned, slumped over the steering wheel. Blood trickled down his forehead and into his right eye. The engine crackled as it cooled. Fluids drained from the radiator and oil pan. The truck reversed up the road, its gears whining. It braked to a stop. The only sound was the mating call of a barred owl: “Who cooks for you? Who cooks for you all?”

Taylor had to get out and hide in the brush. He opened the car door, but it struck something soft, but unyielding, giving only a few inches. Bracing his feet against the door, he pushed upward on  the passenger door. His left foot slid across the opening at the base of the door until it became lodged. His calf was wedged between the seat and the door. Taylor cried out in pain, then heard the men approach. He didn’t make out their words, but recognized one voice.

Trapped in the vehicle, he tried to curl up on the floor, twisting his leg as he stretched. Hie bit his lip to stifle a cry. felt his heart beating in his chest, tried to slow his rapid breathing. Everywhere was the smell of pine tar and muck and his own blood.

He heard them ease through the thicket, felt the car tilt further  as someone leaned against it. “Is he  dead?” 

“There’s only one way to make sure. Here. It’s time you grew up.”

A moment of hesitation, of uncertainty, a muttered protest he couldn’t make out. Then the double pump of a shotgun. Alonzo Taylor heard nothing else. 
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Chapter Two. November 14-16, 2017
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Alan Rudberg tossed the newspaper onto his desk in disgust. He hung his sport coat on the back of the visitor’s chair, swallowed the last of his coffee, put on his glasses, and picked up the paper again. 

Sixteen pages. That was all there was to the Tuesday edition of Oregon’s largest newspaper. Four sheets of newsprint in compact format, only four pages devoted to news stories, only three of them local. 

For the moment, Rudberg was less concerned about what was in those stories than what was not. Missing was the surprise decision of Portland’s mayor, Brenda Schnitzler, not to seek reelection. Public radio had reported that only an hour before, airing a live interview during a segment of Morning Edition. It was likely to be the biggest political news story of the week. Public radio had it, the state’s largest newspaper didn’t, and, as political “producer” and columnist of the Oregon Examiner, this was his responsibility.

While no one had ever described Rudberg as happy-go-lucky, the station’s scoop had left him in a particularly foul mood this morning. Gray had invaded his sandy hair, and the lines around his eyes and mouth had begun to deepen. Slender, but conscious of five pounds that had found its way onto his nearly six-foot frame, he had taken to standing at his desk except when taking notes, pacing back and forth across the narrow confines of his office. That’s what he did now, as he dialed Art Seymour, the mayor’s director of communications. “I’d like to get fifteen minutes with her today. I’m doing a column for tomorrow’s paper.”

“Sorry, Alan, but she said about all she has to say on the radio this morning. I assume you heard it.”

“I did, but she talked mostly about what she feels she’s accomplished. I want to dig deeper, get a more personal take—her reasons for leaving office, her plans for the future, that sort of thing.”

“I don’t think you’d care to have her go into that. ‘Well, gee, Alan, could it be that the Examiner has ridiculed every move I’ve made to deal with the homeless crisis,’” he said in a pitch perfect imitation of her whine, “‘attacked every effort to attract business through tax incentives and every proposal to reduce gun violence? I put forward a solution, your paper puts it down. Who needs it?’ You think the Examiner would print that?”

“Is that why she’s stepping down,” Rudberg asked, challenging him by matching his ridicule.

“No, but that’s what she’d tell you.”

Rudberg tried a few more ploys, but got nowhere. He hung up knowing Seymour was right. The Examiner had backed her opponent in the last election, and his defeat—and their own—still chafed. Its editorial page subjected her to a torrent of negativity that was unparalleled in its coverage of local politicians, save for the handful who’d been caught sleeping with aides and pawing interns, discretions it had covered only when others reported them first.

The paper would not print such a column in any of the four home delivered editions, nor in the three delivered only electronically, not even on its website. He would spend his day playing catch-up, interviewing the mayor’s friends, associates, and fellow council members, trying to piece together a column that suggested the paper knew what was in her mind. He would not have a good time.

The flashing light on his phone announced a voicemail message, but before he could listen, the figure of Madge Hazen loomed in the doorway. “Frank wants to see you as soon as possible.” No please. Just a peremptory command. He followed her through the newsroom to the office of the Vice President for Content, which in another day would have been called the managing editor.

“You missed a big story today.” Frank Sherman did not invite him to sit down, but Rudberg did so anyway.

“Yes, I’m in touch with Art Seymour. She’s not granting us an audience, so I’m going around her.”

Sherman stared at him over his glasses. “How did this happen?”

“She’s in a sulk over some of our editorial positions,” Rudberg said. “She doesn’t feel that she owes us anything. She’s getting out of politics, so she doesn’t need us.”

“You’re the political producer,” Sherman said. “This is your beat.” Rudberg made no response. His cellphone chimed. He glanced at it. His sister would have to wait. 

Sherman tented his hands, leaned back in his swivel chair, and looked past Rudberg. “I’m afraid it’s time we went our separate ways.” 

Rudberg recoiled as though struck. “What are you saying? It’s one story.” He shook his head, spread out both hands as though to stop an onrushing vehicle.

“You're not on the team. You haven’t adapted to the changes. You’re not posting stories during the day. You’re not tweeting. You’re not blogging. You’re not meeting your click targets. Most days your stories don’t even show up on the monitor.” The bloody monitor that, godlike, ranked the popularity of stories based on online clicks. 

“The kind of journalism I do—”

“Is not the kind of journalism we need these days. We’ve been over this, Alan. One story a day is a luxury we can’t afford. You average half that. We have a thinner staff than we’ve had in years. Lower revenue means fewer reporters. We have to fill the void with greater productivity.”

“I’ve been here nearly all my working life,” Rudberg said, “nearly thirty years.”

“Six months severance,” Sherman said, leaning forward again, stacking papers before him in a gesture of dismissal. “That’s generous, nearly a week’s pay for every year you’ve put in. Clean out your desk now. One of the security guards will help you and then see you out.” 

As Rudberg struggled to his feet, Sherman added, “You’ll do all right. Think about it. You’ve built up hundreds of contacts over the years—politicians, bureaucrats. You could become chief of staff to one of them—or communications director. Maybe even run for office yourself.” 

Rudberg turned at the doorway. “I’m a reporter,” he said. “It’s what I know. It’s what I do.”
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AS he retreated to his office, his cellphone chimed again. “I’ve been trying to call you. I left a message at your house, your office, and on your cell.” 

“I was about to call you back. I’ve been in a meeting. What’s the problem?” It would be a problem. It was invariably a problem when Cheryl called, usually with their mother.

“Dad’s sister called this morning. He died yesterday.”

Rudberg sat down. “How? What happened?”

“I gather he drowned. A neighbor found him floating in the river.”

“What river?”

“Aunt Bess said he sold his house a few months back and bought a place in Hampton County along the St. Johns.”

“Why on earth did he do that? He’s lived in Jacksonville all his life.” Hearing no answer, he said, “Have you told Mom?”

“I called her as soon as I found out. She didn’t react, at least from what I could tell on the phone. You might call her once in a while. You need to come visit her.” 

“I know. I’ll do it.” Now that I have time, he thought. 

“I visit her every Wednesday night for the prayer meeting. I take her out to church every Sunday. Tom and I have her over for dinner. I could use some support.” 

“Cheryl, I live in Portland. You live in Austin. When we agreed she couldn’t live on her own anymore, I offered to bring her here. You wouldn’t hear of it.”

“She’d be miserable with all that rain.” Second verse, he thought, same as the first. 

“What about funeral arrangements?” he asked.

“There are none. That’s why they need us. We’re the next of kin.”

“I knew we’d play a role in his life if we waited long enough. Who do I call?”

“They need us there, Alan—not on the phone, there. I’m flying to Jacksonville tomorrow morning. You need to come, too.”

He took down the details and agreed to join her. 

“You seem pretty casual about this,” she said. “He was our father, after all.”

“Yes,” Alan said, “but we didn’t walk out on him. He walked out on us. I know. I should feel something, but he was a stranger. All I know about him is what I read in the paper.”
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HE called his wife, but she didn’t answer. She seldom did when she was working, so he left a message. He made reservations on a redeye flight that, with luck, would put him on the ground half an hour before Cheryl landed. He packed his books and awards in a half dozen cardboard boxes brought up from the mailroom. A security guard watched as he loaded them onto a cart. As though I’m going to steal something, he thought. The guard followed him down the walk of shame through the newsroom and onto the elevator. 

At home, he stacked the boxes in a corner of the garage. He’d figure out where to put them later. He called Stephanie and again failed to reach her. Didn’t anyone answer their phones anymore? He packed a carry-on bag, figuring he wouldn’t be in Florida more than a few days, and charged his notebook computer, though he couldn’t imagine what he use it would be with nothing to write and no one to write for. 

By mid-afternoon, he’d performed every senseless task he could think of. It was a pleasant day for mid-November, the clouds having retreated to reveal expanses of blue sky and a temperature nearing 60. He walked up Park Place through the Rose Garden and into the Japanese Garden, his personal preserve. Bypassing the tourists taking photographs of Heavenly Falls, Rudberg retreated to the Natural Garden, finding a seat on a covered bench at the base of a curving stone walkway. A brook burbled within the cover of vegetation. An Oregon junco made a clicking chirp as it flitted about. 

The garden’s tranquility clashed with his inner turmoil. He was fifty-eight years old and faced starting over. He had spent the last few years hanging on as out-of-town owners, who had no sense of the community and saw the Examiner only as a profit center, took over. They cut the staff, established an editorial policy that was at odds with the community, reduced home delivery to four days a week, and wondered why circulations continued to drop. 

Rudberg wasn’t surprised to be sacked. He’d watched as dozens of talented colleagues were forced aside over the past several years—journalists who spent many days, including hours of their own time, digging out details of stories that changed public discourse and, occasionally, public policy. In their place came youngsters content to work for less and skilled at generating “clickbait”—superficial stories that drew eyes to the paper’s website and kept them there.

And there was the Allston Affair, a libel suit that had cost the Examiner—more properly its insurance company—$750,000 and sent the paper’s coverage rates soaring faster than the cost of newsprint. Rudberg still believed that the state senator from The Dalles was on the take, but the contractors who had been Rudberg’s sources had changed their stories once county commissioners made it clear that future business depended on their loyalty. 

Newspapers didn’t lose many libel suits, and almost never to public officials. The verdict had sent fear into every newsroom in the country. 

As the peacefulness of the garden enveloped him, Rudberg realized wasn’t unhappy to leave the Examiner behind. His enthusiasm had begun to wane when the staff was pulled from its old building that trembled with the roar of the printing presses and whose halls carried the perfume of printer’s ink. While the clattering of typewriters and chattering of teletype machines had been silenced years before, the new, smaller newsroom that overlooked the Willamette River was as quiet as the accounting office that it now resembled. Stories of prison conditions and of neighborhood associations fighting gentrification were gone, replaced by news of shootings, traffic snarls, and the latest celebrity to visit the Rose City. The front page now looked like the six o’clock news.

Now Rudberg was gone, too. What next? He would not become a politician’s flack. He would not sit at a computer hammering out news releases for one of Portland’s apparel companies. He would not become “Mr. Stephanie Brayman,” basking in the shadow of his wife’s business achievements. 
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SHE arrived home shortly after 6 P.M., looking as though she’d stepped out of a hair salon. “Why are those boxes in my garage?”

“They’re—”

“We don’t have room for them.” 

“—books, files, my AP awards—”

“What are they doing there?”

“Steph,” he stretched out his palms to halt the onrush, “I was ordered to clean out my desk this morning.”

“What?”

“That’s why I’ve been trying to reach you.”

“You’ve been fired?”

“Fired, dismissed, terminated, let go, made redundant. I have six months severance and healthcare through the end of the year. That’s it.”

“Why? What did you do?”

What did you do? Thank you for your support. “Probably what I didn’t do. I missed Brenda Schnitzler’s decision to—”

“Why is she leaving?”

“She says she’s returning to private practice, but who knows? Maybe she has something lined up in DC. The point is, I missed it. But that’s just a pretext.” He’d figured that out during his sojourn in the garden. The radio story had run at 6:45, and Sherman had made all the arrangements by 8:30, before the accounting office was open. “He had all the details laid out. He must have been planning this for—”

“What are you going to do?”

“There’s more. Cheryl called from Austin this morning. Mathew’s passed away. I’m flying to Jacksonville tonight to help her make arrangements.”

“Why? What’s he to you?” 

“He was my father, for better or worse, and there’s no one else to take care of things. It’s not something I want to do, but just because he was irresponsible doesn’t mean I am.”

He prepared a salad and linguine with clam sauce while she changed. She poked at it and declared the clams “chewy.” 

Between interruptions, he recounted the conversation with Sherman “He’s serious?” she said. “He thinks you should run for office?”

“Or become flack for a city councilor or state senator or major factotum. No, he wasn’t serious. It was his way of easing me out the door without a shouting match. Give the guy a little hope, since jobs in journalism aren’t exactly hanging on trees, and send him on his way.”

“Well, what are you going to do?”

“I’ll fly to Jacksonville, bury dad, close his estate, and come home. Then I’ll start looking.”

“I can check with our communications division.”

“No, thanks. I don’t want to become a shoe salesman.” 

“You’ll have to do something. It may not be what you want to do.” 

“I’m good at that. I’ve been doing what I don’t want to do for some time.” They sat in silence for a few minutes.

“How did Cheryl find out?”

“About Mathew? His sister told her.”

“I didn’t know he had a sister.”

“Bess,” he said. “I’d almost forgotten her. It was so long ago.”

“So how is it they’re in contact?” Rudberg shrugged. “Didn’t you ask?”

“No. It does seem odd, doesn’t it? I last saw her when I was eight. Cheryl would have been six. I’m surprised she even remembered her.” 

“And you didn’t ask,” she repeated. “Some reporter you are.” 

He let it hang there. “What difference does it make? He’s dead, and there’s no one else to bury him. End of story.”
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ALONGSIDE stories on the Senate’s tax bill, the President’s return from Asia, the hospitalization of a Supreme Court justice, and an overnight shooting, the front page of the Jacksonville newspaper carried the headline, “Veteran Floridian Editor Apparent Drowning Victim.” Rudberg turned to the article on page A2. Alongside a photo of his father that appeared to be of recent vintage, the story took up two columns. 


Mathew Rudberg, former managing editor of The Floridian, was found dead Sunday at his home near Palatine, an apparent drowning victim. Rudberg was 81 years of age. He joined the Floridian in 1958 and served as a city hall reporter and city editor before becoming manager editor in 1986. He retired in 2001, having won numerous awards for journalistic excellence.

Hampton County Chief Deputy Floyd Timmons said a neighbor found Rudberg floating in the St. Johns River. The neighbor believes Rudberg was repairing a dock damaged during Hurricane Irma, fell into the river, and was trapped in the debris. Deputy Timmons said there is no suspicion of foul play.


The story described major news stories on which his father had reported and the growth of the newspaper over his career, but not a word, Rudberg noted, about the stories he hadn’t reported. It listed accolades from Jacksonville’s mayor, Florida’s governor, a local civil rights leader, and others. “Funeral arrangements,” it concluded, “are pending.” There was no mention of family.

He met his sister at the baggage carousel. She had awakened at 3:30 A.M. to catch a flight to Atlanta, while Rudberg had spent the four hours between Portland and Charlotte nestled between an obese husband and wife, both of whom snored. Despite their exhaustion, they agreed to visit the Hampton County sheriff’s office before finding a hotel. 

“How did Aunt Bess manage to find you?” 

“I’ve talked to her a few times over the past couple years. I’ve been researching the family tree.”

“With all its broken branches and scattered twigs,” Rudberg said.

“The sheriff’s office notified her, and she called me. She’s not easy to deal with,” she added. “Pretty resentful.”

“Of you? Of us?”

“She says we abandoned him, that we made him a lonely old man.”

Rudberg snorted, but said nothing. They drove in silence until they passed over the Fuller Warren Bridge. The St. Johns River reflected the tall, modern buildings lining Jacksonville’s waterfront in its shimmering ripples. 

“I’m surprised you never reconnected with him,” she said. “Boys gravitate toward their fathers, and since you were both in the newspaper business...”

“Purely by accident, and dad’s career was not a model of journalistic excellence. I didn’t seek him out because I had nothing to learn from him. Besides, if I’d tried, Mom would have taken it as a personal affront.” In his mind, he heard her mewl in resentment. 

They traded news of spouses and children—Rudberg’s Eric, working in high tech in the Bay Area and Cheryl’s Wayne and Carrie, both in Austin. He described his forced retirement, and she said, “You’ll find something.” It was not helpful, but what else could she say?

Forty-five minutes later they left I-95, headed west on state road A13, crossing the Thomas Coupland Bridge over the St. Johns into Palatine. The town seemed lost in the fifties, its downtown streets still paved in brick to match the facades of storefronts. Plumes of steam and smoke from a paper mill upriver marred an otherwise cloudless sky, and a mix of sawdust, pine tar, and chemical odors permeated the air. 

“Why did he come here?” he asked. “Why leave a place where you've spent your whole life for a tired little town like this?”

“I have no idea. He was retired. Perhaps he just wanted to watch the sun set.”
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“We figure he went wading in the water for something and slipped. He either couldn’t get up or got trapped.” Chief Deputy Timmons, a man in his mid-fifties whose ruddy features had been eroded by too many hours spent in the Florida sun, sat at his desk, a legal-sized file folder unopened before him. 

“Trapped?” Rudberg said.

“When Irma came through in September, she backed water up the St. Johns from Jacksonville down to Astor in Central Florida. She ripped out docks and picked up anything near the shoreline. Before folks could start to rebuild, a nor’easter tore through and washed away whatever was left. It’s two months since the first storm hit, and the river’s just started to empty.

“You see folks on both banks wading around trying to salvage what they can—chairs, benches, fishing rods, water coolers, rowboats, sinks from fish cleaning stands, crab traps with live crabs in ‘em—you can’t believe the junk that’s sitting out there. We’ve had all sorts of accidents. Some guy stepped on an outboard motor prop last week and sliced off three toes.” Cheryl groaned.

“Your dad was either on what remains of his dock or wading around it when he slipped on something and went in. You fall in moving water at that age and it can be hard to get up again, particularly if you’re washed under a piling.” He leaned sideways in his chair to illustrate the point.

“Who found him?” Rudberg asked. 

“His next door neighbor, a fellow named—” he opened the file folder for the first time “—Henry Parker. Your dad was supposed to come over to his place to watch the Jaguars play the Chargers. When he didn’t show by the end of the first half, Parker got curious. He found the house open, but no one inside, so he decided to check the river.”

“How long had he been in the water?”

“The medical examiner thinks he went in Saturday evening. Parker saw him at 5 P.M., so it was sometime after that. He wouldn’t have been poking around out there after dark.”

“And his body was still there Sunday? He hadn’t drifted downstream?”

“He was tangled in a net that had snagged on a section of dock.”

Rudberg turned to his sister to see if she had any questions. “So what happens now?” he asked.

“We need one of you to identify the body. The neighbor identified him at the scene, but we need a formal identification by next of kin. Then we release the body and you can have a funeral home do the rest.”

He paused for a moment. “We had a hell of a time figuring out who his next of kin was,” he said.

“We are not a close family,” Rudberg said.

“He left us when we were kids,” his sister added. “We saw him a few times after the break-up, but that was years ago.”

“Well,” Timmons said, “I’m sorry for your loss.” Neither of them knew how to respond. 
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THEY drove up US 17 to Orange Park, booked rooms at a hotel near the I-295 interchange, had dinner, and collapsed. Over breakfast the following morning, they discussed their next moves. They needed to make funeral arrangements, but had no idea what their father’s wishes were. Did he wish to be buried or cremated? Was there a family gravesite? Did he want a church service? Had he pre-planned his own funeral? 

His move to Hampton County added a further complication. Presumably, most of his friends were still in Jacksonville, so whatever service they held should be there. They were trapped in their ignorance of the man. 

Cheryl agreed to pose their questions to Mathew’s sister, while Rudberg assigned himself to discovering if he was close to anyone at the newspaper. He started with the managing editor, Mike Flynn, who said he was new to the paper and hadn’t known his father well. Rudberg was sent down the chain of command to the city editor, then back up the line to the publisher. After spending a half hour on the phone, he reached the publisher emeritus, himself retired. 

Bryce Osgood was only too glad to talk, regaling Rudberg with stories from Jacksonville’s past and the role his father had played in covering them. “He kept active, you know. He wrote a weekly column, ‘Jacksonville, Then and Now,’ until sometime this summer. He wasn’t paid much, but he didn't write it for money. He just wanted to stay busy. It was popular though. People talked about it. They’ll remember him.” 

Osgood was less helpful about personal matters. “Your father was a private man. I’m surprised how little I knew about him, now that I think about it. He used to be different before your mother left him.” 

“It was the other way around. He left her.” 

“Really? Everyone has his own truth. I’ve learned that much. Maybe that’s why he shut down after the breakup. Mathew was all business. Some people work to live; others live to work. Your dad lived at work.” He chuckled at his little joke.

“I’ll tell you one thing, though. He was respected. Wherever you hold your service, a crowd will show up. Politicians to plumbers, everyone knew your dad.” 

Cheryl fared no better. “Bess hasn’t seen him since her daughter moved into a retirement home in Daytona three years ago. She used to attend a Presbyterian church in Southside and says he would come at Christmas and Easter, but she doesn’t think he had any deep ties there. There’s no family plot. She’s left instructions to be cremated. She has no idea what he wanted.”

“Surely he made a will,” Rudberg said. “He was an intelligent guy. He wouldn’t have left something like that to chance.” He thought for a moment. “We need to get into his house.” 

#
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TWO hours later, by following Chief Deputy Timmons’s instructions and twice getting lost, they stood before a two-story structure on the east bank of the St. Johns River. The home was built with the expectation of the occasional flood. Its bottom level was open, save for a utility room and an earlier model Honda CR-V parked on the concrete slab. Stairs at the front and back led to the living area itself. 

Rudberg tried the front door, found it locked, and walked around the surrounding deck to the back entrance where he had no better luck. “We should have asked the deputy for a key,” his sister said.

“There was none among his effects. All he had on him were his clothes.” 

They maneuvered through mud and debris to the river. Though the temperature had risen to a comfortable 72 degrees, the air was heavy with humidity, and Rudberg welcomed the breeze flowing off the water. A wooden dock jutted out from the bank, then disappeared beneath the current. Twenty yards out a boat dock, parallel to the bank, remained. Between this dock and the bank, a water and an electrical line draped into the river. Rudberg peered into the water at the end of the collapsed stretch and tried to imagine how Mathew had gone in.

“We could break into the house,” Cheryl said. “We own it now.”

“Let’s check with the neighbor first,” Rudberg said. “Wait here a minute.” He walked north along the concrete retaining wall, past a stand of live oak and palm trees whose bases were matted with debris, and into the yard next door. He climbed the back stairs of the adjoining home and knocked at the screen door. 

Rudberg estimated that the man who came to the door weighed close to 300 pounds. He wore Bermuda shorts, a tee shirt from a St. Augustine seafood shack that didn’t quite cover his belly, and white socks with flip-flops. “Mr. Parker?” Rudberg said. He introduced himself.

“Call me Hank. Come on in. Care for a beer?”

“No, no, thanks. My sister’s waiting next door. Do you have any way of getting into dad’s house?”

“Sure do. He left a key with me in case he ever got locked out. C’mon and I’ll let you in.”

Rudberg followed the man back along the retaining wall, marveling at how easily he managed to keep his balance despite his tonnage. “Terrible thing,” he said over his shoulder. “He just moved in last July. Didn’t have six weeks to enjoy himself before Irma hit. And then this,” he said, waving his arm at the surrounding destruction.

“A lot of folks around here don’t have flood insurance. I was a boy during Dora. Back in ’64?” he asked. Rudberg nodded, acknowledging the connection to the last hurricane that caused the St. Johns to flood. “So I knew. These folks,” he said, panning his arm up and down the coast, “they’re waiting for the Feds to come rescue them.”

He greeted Cheryl with the same bonhomie. “I wasn't aware he had kids,” he continued, unable to stem his chatter any more than the retaining wall had stopped the river. Neither Rudberg nor his sister responded, already tired of explaining the family dynamic. 

The living room traversed the back of the structure and afforded a wide view of the river. It held a sofa, two armchairs, and a coffee table, none of which were new and looked too formal for this rustic setting, and a flat screen television set. A small dining room table with four chairs stood at the north end, beyond which was a small kitchen. At the front of the home, two bedrooms flanked the main entrance. One contained a double bed and chest of drawers, the other a single bed, a desk and chair, and a multi-function printer resting on a two-drawer file cabinet. A key ring hung from a hook next to the front door. One of the keys appeared to be to the Honda. Rudberg satisfied himself that the other unlocked the front door. He pocketed the ring. 

Parker kept up a running dialogue throughout their search, telling them when the house had been built, the identity of the previous owner, and how much destruction the flood had caused. “I really liked your dad,” he said. “He kept quiet, minded his own business, but he liked to come over to watch football Sunday afternoon and Monday night. He was a generous guy, always brought the beer.”

When neither of them responded, he said, “Do you want the key back, or should I keep it?” 

“Why don’t you hold on to it?” Rudberg said. “I’m not sure how long we can stay, and we may need you to let a realtor or workman in after we’ve left, if that’s not too much trouble.”

“Not at all. Glad to help.” 

“What was he doing here? He didn’t seem to have much connection in Hampton County.”

“He was working on something. He didn’t say what. He’d leave some mornings and not get back until evening. Lights were on late into the night. I wasn’t snooping or anything,” he added. “I just saw that they were on.”

“Of course,” Rudberg said. He glanced at his sister, but she seemed not to have noticed.

“I wish he’d waited,” the man said.

“For...?”

“He had a crew coming out this week to repair the dock. It takes time, you know. There’s miles of damage and too few workers. He shouldn't have been out there. I can’t think what he was doing.” 

Rudberg thanked him and managed to get him to leave without insulting him. He walked back into the second bedroom and opened the file drawer. He looked at his phone and began tapping on it. “What are you doing?” his sister asked.

He turned the modem over and entered a series of letters and digits into his phone. After a few seconds, he held it up. “It’s live,” he said. “He had internet coming into the house.”

Still she didn’t get it. “What do you see here? There’s a desk, a printer, and a live internet connection, but no computer. There’s a file cabinet, but no files.” 

She was with him now. He dialed the sheriff’s office and asked to speak to Timmons. “No,” the chief deputy answered, “we didn’t remove anything. We didn’t spend much time inside.”

Rudberg thanked him and hung up. “Something’s wrong,” he said. “We need an autopsy.” 
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The chief deputy was skeptical. “How do you know he had a computer?” 

Rudberg laid out his rationale. “The printer looks brand new. Internet service is expensive. You don't pay for tools like that without being able to use them. We haven’t even found a phone.” 

“Maybe it fell into the river,” Timmons said. 

“What about the file cabinet? There’s not a scrap of paper in it. Whoever took the computer and phone also grabbed his records.”

"You don't know that he had anything in it."

“His neighbor says a contractor was coming to repair the dock this week.” Rudberg raised his voice and leaned forward until he was almost in the man’s face. “Why would anyone, let alone a man his age, be horsing around on a broken structure in the evening when he had someone scheduled to fix it?” 

Timmons leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “You’ll have to take it up with Sheriff Potter in the morning. He’s gone for the day.”

Back at their hotel, Rudberg called his wife at work. It was three hours earlier there, the middle of the afternoon, so he got her voice mail. He called her cell and, when she didn't answer, redialed. “I’m in a meeting,” she said in a low voice.

“I'll be quick. Mathew's death may not be an—”

“I can’t talk right now.” She ended the call.

Over a dinner of fried shrimp and
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