
SWIMMING  THE

 

ECHO 











 

BRIAN L. TUCKER

 

eLectio Publishing 

Little Elm, TX 

www.eLectioPublishing.com 

Swimming the Echo

 

By Brian L. Tucker 

Copyright 2017 by Brian L. Tucker. All rights reserved. Cover Design by eLectio Publishing. 

ISBN-13: 978-1-63213-382-3 

Published by eLectio Publishing, LLC 

Little Elm, Texas 

http://www.eLectioPublishing.com 

Printed in the United States of America 

5 4 3 2 1 eLP  21 20 19 18 17 

The eLectio Publishing creative team is comprised of: Kaitlyn Campbell, Emily Certain, Lori Draft, Court Dudek, Jim Eccles, Sheldon James, and Christine LePorte. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book. If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that this book is stolen property. It was reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the publisher and neither the author nor the publisher has received any payment for the “stripped book.” The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated. Publisher’s Note 

The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content. 


For Mom and Dad 

 




“Time just gets away from us.” 

– Charles Portis, 

True Grit




CHAPTER ONE 

Cade Rainy tossed his line out into the water and watched it travel quickly past him and his dad. 

The fly rod was effortless in Cade’s small, adolescent hand. He zipped it to and fro, maneuvering around a big brown trout as he wiped the sweat from his eyes and pushed his blond, almost bleached white, hair out of the way. The water pummeled the landing just from where the fish, and Cade, danced. Cade’s father laughed at the spectacle. Cade set the hook with his lean muscles and waited, watching the fish initiate the fight. 

“Turn him! Turn him!” Haven Rainy shouted, running out into the water with his thin waders, splashing Cade as he hugged him. 

“I’m trying to fish,” Cade said, biting his bottom lip, face pinched in consternation, his dad’s gray beard scratching his smooth skin. 

“All right. He’s yours. Just don’t let too much of that line get out of sight . . . as fast as this current’s moving, you won’t have a fish in a minute. He’ll be drowned.” 

“Fish don’t drown,” Cade retorted. “And when was the last time I lost a trout?”  

Haven looked back to the bank, and Cade followed his gaze. A blue heron had perched on their uncovered bacon and cheese biscuits, nibbling frantically. 

“Shhheewww!” Haven yelled, splashing back to shore. “Git, bird! That’s ours!” 

Cade felt a tug and realized the trout was oblivious to him, and his need to catch it. 

“I can’t let you get downstream. Someone else might get you. You’re too pretty to let loose.” 

As if understanding him, the fish relented in his escape. He turned sideways and came to the surface, fish belly showing. He wasn’t huge, but Cade knew they could add him to their partially-
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full, five-gallon bucket. Maybe it would amount to enough for dinner. 

On the shore, Cade placed his brown trout into the bucket containing two others. Cade noted their bigger size—caught by his dad, not his own handiwork—and closed the lid. “That heron take our food?” he asked. 

Haven shook his head, as his face found a smile. 

“What’s so funny? I caught the fish,” Cade said, unsure of what he’d missed. 

Haven pointed at the open-faced jar of trout eggs—their fishing bait. 

“Ohh . . .” Cade’s voice trailed off. 

“No worries. That was trout bait. Not our food, young man. We won’t go hungry this morning, no siree.” 

“But, how’ll we fish for more browns?” Cade asked, his voice squeaking on the last word. 

“Those fish are so hungry they’d probably bite an empty hook to see if it was something good. Besides, you’re the angler, the outdoorsman. No fish is safe in these waters,” Haven added. 

“You’re just saying that to make me feel better. I messed up. The day’s blown, ain’t it?” 

Cade looked from the fast-moving current to the high-falling water above Spoonbill Dam—spurting from the open slots on the side of all that concrete. 

“As long as there’s water falling, there’ll be fish,” Haven said. “The Explorer Extraordinaire never quits looking for Adventure.” 

Cade admired and hated how his dad could say something and not really say anything at the same time. It was something he was blessed with. He wasn’t afraid of anything, especially herons eating their bait. 

As if reading Cade’s mind, Haven added, “Besides, if I catch that heron he’ll make one great piece of taxidermy, won’t he?” 
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The two sat on the shore and let the mist from the cascading water, slipping over the high edge of the dam, tickle their faces. The molecules of hydrogen and oxygen spilled onto them, wetting the ground around their bodies ever so gradually. Cade kept wiping his face as his dad watched the water. 

“I wish this was every Saturday, don’t you?” 

Cade was unsure of what part of this he meant; he gave a non-committal shrug. 

“Why do you think I come down here with you, anyways?” Haven pried. 

“To get away from Mom?” 

“Naw. I love Mom. You know that. And you.” 

“To work?” 

Haven shook his head, but the smile remained plastered on, as if God carved him from stone with that look. 

“It is work, ain’t it? You want to be around the dam 24/7.” 

“I’d never love work as much as I do you and your mom. You know that. Or . . . at least I hope you do.” 

Cade exhaled, a frown on his face. 

“But, I won’t lie. I do love coming down here. Seeing you wrestle trout. Watching the herons make away with our bait. And this.” Haven spanned his hand out to the two-hundred-and-fifty-something-foot-tall dam above them. “I love this monster. Every bit of it.” 

“You’re weird,” Cade said, but he was drawn to the structure as well. The smooth limestone rocks, and the water lapping at the edges of the dam were serene. 

“But, I love what’s under it even more,” Haven added, eyes focused on the murky green pool of ripples and bubbles – his past as a Kentucky coalminer always a factor in his adventures, Cade knew. 

Pretend images of caves and abandoned school buses and catfish the size of his basketball goal at home made Cade shiver. He recalled 
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the horror stories of classmates at Seton. Quinsey Bates, his best friend, always teased him that these catfish could pull a man, woman, or Sasquatch under and hold them until they drowned. 

Drowning. 

Cade’s single biggest fear, because he didn’t know how to swim. (Or, more so had been scared out of the water after nearly drowning once.) The notion of wading and fly-fishing in such currents scared him to death, but with his dad there, it made it slightly more bearable. 

“The caves,” he heard himself say. The image of a cave his dad found alongside a bluff at the lake brought back fond memories of the two finding geodes and shouting at all the crazy bats. 

“Sure. There’re caves down there,” Haven said, pointing to the bottom of the dam’s structure. “And all sorts of other things you’d want to explore. But first, we have to teach you to swim better.”  

Haven reached over to Cade like he might toss him into deep water. Cade tensed up suddenly. 

“We just need to spend a weekend splashing around like we used to.” 

Cade let the swimming talk drop and drifted off to thoughts of what rested below Spoonbill Dam; bluegill moving around dead bodies and forgotten burial mounds. 

Haven stood up and popped his back. He groaned and leaned over and offered a hand. “I’m gonna go check on those leaks, son. I told Mr. Almon I’d look at ’em before we left.” 

Cade started to say Don’t go because . . . but realized it was a silly request. 

“Now, we’ll learn how to swim and be Adventurers, and before you know it, I’ll show you how to dive and underwater weld like I do. Deal?” 

“I get to weld?” 

“Of course. As long as you don’t pull any hotshot maneuvers a hundred feet down,” Haven kidded. 
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The depth of one hundred feet felt all too real. 

“The seepage in the limestone is bothering Almon and the Corps of Engineers. I better go help. It’ll help us save up for a vacation. We can finally go to the ocean. Won’t your mom like that?” 

Cade felt his dad gently pinch and shake his triceps. Then, he walked around the base of the dam and started the slow ascent up to the dam’s main platform. Here, Cade imagined, Haven would gather his underwater welding equipment and plunge into the crisp, cool depths of Cumberland Lake. 




CHAPTER TWO 

Cade dozed off, and the next thing he knew he awoke to what sounded like a war zone above the Spoonbill floodgates on the main level. There were sirens and lights flashing from their fixtures on the sides of the dam. A sonorous horn blared over and over again. Cade heard a recorded voice saying, “Please stand back,” repeatedly. He scanned the tops of the dam for some sign, some explanation. 

There was a tall, broad-shouldered man descending the bank toward Cade. The man looked directly at him, his stride firm and purposeful. He came over to where Cade stood on shaky knees, reached out and placed his hand on the teen’s shoulder. 

“We have to get you out of here, son,” the man said. “Haven would want you to go with me,” he added. 

“You know Dad?” Cade said, finding his voice. “Why isn’t he back?” 

The man quickly introduced himself as Mr. Almon, Haven’s boss. He kept his hand at rest on Cade’s shoulder and exhaled. “Life makes a fool out of most of us. I never thought it would do it to him . . .” 

What was he talking about?

“Calm down, boy,” Almon said, as Cade began to buck under that terrible, heavy hand. “And ease up on my shirt, will ya?” 

Cade looked at the long-sleeved shirt he was bunching up and threatening to rip off the old man. His hand was coiled around the material tight. 

“Let’s get you to the top. They’re sending divers right now. He should’ve resurfaced already,” Almon added. 

Cade ghost-walked ahead of the aging supervisor up Spoonbill Dam and onto the platform area. He peered over the edge of the dam and into the rich, deep blue-green waters of the mighty Cumberland—a lake formerly known and named for its large spoonbill (or, paddlefish populations). His fear of water was 
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intensified by the news he’d heard, and what it could mean. Mr. Almon’s words had been like the deep, murky water – hard to divine and foreboding. 

Cade couldn’t (and wouldn’t) accept anything until he had proof. 

“Don’t lean too far, or you’ll end up on the news. Haven told me you couldn’t swim too well. I still don’t see how you get out into that current like you do, if you can hardly swim and all.” His voice fell away. 

“Huh?” 

The two sank into silence as divers arrived on the dam’s platform, eagerly requesting information from Almon. He started to give them a long, detailed history of the dam’s first leaks, seeps, and accounts of limestone withering. The lead diver, medium build, with thinning, brown hair held up his hand, barking out the words, “Quickly, old man!” 

“He was at the base repairing a steel fixture around 10:00 a.m. and—” 

“Wet welding?” the diver asked. 

“No. Dry underwater welding. What do you think? He was at the base! Of course he was wet welding that far down!” Mr. Almon’s face flushed. 

Cade now saw the concern on Almon’s face; something he’d missed earlier. He fought back tears as he watched Almon argue with the stranger. 

“What happened?” another diver chimed in, flipper smacking the concrete pavement. “We need to get in there, Bill,” he said to the man calling the shots. 

“I know that. Listen, if you’re not telling us something that might be dangerous to our health, then I’m holding you personally responsible,” the first diver added, pointing a gloved, diving finger into Almon’s chest. 
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“All I know is Haven never messes up. He goes down with plenty of oxygen every time. Plenty of supplies. Loves welding. This is his boy . . . right here,” bringing Cade over for inspection. 

The lead diver must’ve noticed Cade’s expression, because the questions stopped. He shouted, “Dive gear on!” to his team, and turned from the pair to face the water. The divers waddled to the edge of the platform, and on the lead diver’s command, all five plunged into the placid water. 

*** 

Risks. 

There were risks with everything the Rainy family did. It’s why Hollie always displayed a shocked, finger-in-the-electrical-socket look. The Rainy males were unpredictable. Cade, at thirteen, had learned plenty of his dad’s tricks. Life is meant to be lived, not watched! Haven would proclaim on any (and all) vacations. He drove anything with a motor at full speed, the lawnmower included. He once drove them through the entire state of Georgia in less than four hours. 

This is why the waiting was so difficult for Cade. Bubbles came to the surface as the divers navigated the endless depths of water. Cade reached out to pluck a bubble and imagined his dad saying, “Careful, son.” 

Instinctively, he reached his hand back into the safety of the dam’s platform. He spun around and expected to see Mr. Almon, but he was gone. Cade squinted up at the concrete rooms where the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers facilitated the movements of the water levels day and night. He saw a shadow and realized it was Almon barking into a telephone. Cade thought he overheard the words “You’ll pay!” but wasn’t sure, since the water and turbines made so much noise around the dam’s base. 

Mr. Almon reappeared at the door, and he approached Cade, offering his hand like a kind grandpa. Cade recoiled. “What’s the word?” He wanted to sound strong, bold like his dad. 
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“God willing, we’ll know something when those divers resurface,” Almon said, pointing to the bubbles. 

Ten. Fifteen minutes went by. Then, twenty minutes passed, and not one diver reappeared. Cade started to watch the hazy orange sunshine in the summer sky. He would do anything to take his mind from the absence of Haven. Blue herons congregated at the edge of the divers’ bubbles, expecting dinner, Cade imagined. The sight of so many herons made him recall their earlier predicament, when a fishing trip being cut short was their only worry. 

The pesky birds restored a little of his hope. If they could wait so patiently, then so could he. Mr. Almon found a comfortable concrete slab and sat down. “Take a seat,” he encouraged. 

“I’m fine. Dad’ll be fine, too,” Cade said. “You’ll see. How long has he worked for you?” 

“As long as he’s been a welder … fifteen years, I guess. Give or take. Because he started before you were born.” Almon said it as if he knew every detail of Cade’s life, like he had counted the very hairs on his head. 

Cade shook away from the man and peered out at a neighboring fishery—an adjacent platform. 

“Those trout are big enough to mount on your wall, when we let them drop down the floodgates.” Almon laughed, trying to change the subject. 

“We caught three earlier. Not near that big,” Cade said. “Dad’s were bigger than mine.” 

“If you left them in that bucket down there, they’re dead. Trout need a lot of oxygen,” he said without pause. 

The word dead hung in the air like a cold front that didn’t intend to move. Cade tried to wave it away. “Fishing here on Saturdays is our thing,” Cade said. 

“I see you two all the time . . . from up here.” Almon indicated the platform. “He’s a good man.” 

“I know.” 
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*** 

The calm water’s surface was suddenly shattered. The divers reappeared one at a time like turtles coming up for sunlight, a log to rest on. Cade watched them climb onto the platform. One through five, all of the divers returned—present, accounted for—except for Haven. 

Good one! Cade thought but didn’t say aloud. Another prank from the Explorer Extraordinaire, his dad. But as the masks and air tubes came off each man—and the last one heaved for air—there was an eerie silence. 

When their breathing steadied, Cade said, “Well, I’d like to know where he is.” His voice shaking and squeaky—the fear suddenly palpable. 

No one spoke. 

Then, the lead diver finally stepped up to Cade. “It’s dark down there, boy. Pitch black. I mean it. Can’t see nothin’.” 

Cade gave him his best dumb look; the diver looked away. There was silence, and even the herons dispersed when the bubbles went away. The turbines were the only noise now, and they were monotonous and rhythmic to the point of being unnoticed. Cade, lost in thought and worry, just stared blankly ahead. 

“Well, if he’s not with you, he must be down there still. Probably wanting to give us all a good scare. He might’ve found a new cave. We found one once—” 

“Haven wouldn’t do that. Not like this,” Almon said, and Cade knew it was true. Even his father wouldn’t cause his friends and family to worry. 

The other four divers looked to the ground, awaiting direction from their leader. He nodded for them to go inside. As they traipsed away, he looked Cade directly in the eyes, and said, without hesitation, “We know where the equipment is. We found the parts: light, helmet, welding rod, power cords, cables and hoses. We just didn’t find him yet,” he added sheepishly. 
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The word yet stymied some of Cade’s doubts. He focused on the equipment the diver mentioned. “Bring it up,” he said. 

“We will in a bit.” 

“No. Now!” Cade’s emboldened teen voice squawked. 

“Okay. I’ll go down and get it.” He tried to muss Cade’s hair, but the boy backed away. 

The diver turned to Almon. “It was probably electric shock. Insulation was wrong, or . . . the current was off, and he didn’t tell the surface operator in time—” 

“Not in front of the boy!” Almon hissed. “And no, it’s none of those things. Haven didn’t make those kinds of mistakes,” the old man confirmed, adding, “I’ve always been his surface operator. Always. He didn’t alert me at all. So you’re wrong. Now do as the boy said and get that gear!” 

The diver was caught off-guard, and he backed away awkwardly. He fell into the water and put his mask on sideways. The man dove straight to the bottom and retrieved the items. 

Again, he returned for a second time without any trace of Haven Rainy. 




CHAPTER THREE 

Headlight, helmet, and welding rod were all at Cade’s feet. 

He carried them inside the rustic, brick lakefront home and waited for his mom, Hollie, to say something. Anything. The tall, arched entryway dwarfed them where they stood. 

When she opened her petite, thin-lipped mouth, it wasn’t to encourage him. Her lips trembled. Hollie’s brown hair fell into her face, and she tried to wipe it away, but the tears made it impossible. Cade was as tall as her. 

He remembered Haven more than once holding his fingers to her red mouth and shushing her worries away. Cade knew he couldn’t do the same. 

“Mom?” Cade said, finding his voice. “I’m going to keep them.” 

The headlight and helmet were still damp to the touch. Beneath his fingernails, he saw the dried slime and dirt from the trout he’d caught that morning. 

“The welding rod stays outside in the shed,” she added, pointing to the well-worn, white paint-chipped building in their backyard. 

Cade knew not to cross her; he was too tired to resist anyways. He set the items down and carried the welding tool outside and into the old storage room. When he returned, his mother was sitting motionless on the couch like a zombie, staring blankly into the cushions where Haven sat earlier. 

Cade had heard her scolding him about the fish smell. His dad had planted a big kiss on her. 

“Mmm,” Haven had declared loud enough for everyone to hear that morning. “If those breakfast sandwiches taste this good, the trip will be almost as good as being right here with you . . . almost.” 

“You better bring yourself back here in one piece. And keep that smell outside,” she’d added, holding her nose. 

Now, she stared at the empty cushion, which still held his indentation in the green, plush fabric. 
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“The Explorer Extraordinaire never quits looking for Adventure,” Cade recited from his dad’s long-time expression, his voice emotionless now. 

“He’s not coming back,” Hollie’s voice echoed lonely throughout the room. “… ever, Cade. Do you hear me?” 

Her unfamiliar tone gave him a shiver, and he shook and couldn’t get himself to stop. The doorbell rang and both jumped. 

There were two knocks on the metal, storm door. 

Neither got up. 

“Mrs. Rainy? Cade? Please open up,” a tired, tender voice said. 

There was a bright flash, and thunder cracked across the sky outside. The inside of the house was suddenly illuminated, and the boom was loud enough to jar the chandelier above them. 

“Please? I’m getting drenched out here,” the voice rose above the roar. 

Cade didn’t recall a cloud in the sky earlier. But then, he didn’t recall much after the diver only brought up his dad’s equipment. Now, the sky was littered with lightning bolts. Water spilling from above and emptying into the sewers outside. Then, it was carried down and down and eventually would find its way into the lake. 

Hollie opened the door slowly for a rain-soaked, hooded Mr. Almon. With him was the lead diver from earlier, who looked completely different without the black wetsuit, oxygen tank, and goggles. He extended his hand to Cade, “Bill Mulvaney. I meant to introduce myself earlier, but you understand.” 

“Bill, this is Mrs. Hollie Rainy,” Mr. Almon said. 

Hollie’s hand shook noticeably as she extended it. The Mrs. felt lonely being broadcast as it was to the mournful room. “Obliged for your help,” she said. 

Mr. Almon cleared his throat. “Uh, listen Hollie. Bill and his group were wanting to keep the cords, cables, and hoses for a bit more inspection. They want to see if . . . ahh there was a rupture in 
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any of them. Anything at all. And, they want to be thorough so that—” 

She waved her hand at Almon, and then she covered her eyes and lowered her head. Cade saw tears hit the faux hardwood floor, and he went to grab his mom’s hand. 

Hollie wrapped Cade in a big hug, bigger than he imagined possible for her slender, five-foot frame. She let her tear-streaked eyes drip onto his curly, blond head. 

“They just want to help, Mom,” Cade encouraged. “Bill will look into it. Another Adventure. It’s what Dad—” 

“Hush that talk!” she snapped. “There won’t be talk of adventures again, for a long while. Adventures are what got us here. Don’t you see?”  

None of the men spoke. Bill stared at the chandelier, which was made of plastic, not crystal. 

Mr. Almon cleared his throat again and reached into his pocket for an envelope he’d tried to keep dry, despite the storm’s relentless efforts. Cade saw it was only semi-saturated as Almon tried to give it to her. 

She held onto Cade and buried him against her chest. The tears didn’t seem to let up, much like the rain. 

No one moved for the outstretched letter. 

Finally, Almon said, “I’ll just place this over here.” His voice sounded a little choked up; or, it might’ve been his constant need to clear his throat. Cade couldn’t tell. 

“Thank you, Cade, for being so strong,” Almon offered, and grabbed Bill by his elbow, turning the two and opening the door, all in one smooth motion. As he did, wind blew into the home, knocking pieces of the plastic, clear chandelier along with a single family picture frame clanking onto the wooden foyer floor. 




CHAPTER FOUR 

There were opened boxes everywhere. Items half-in and half-out of each one; none were labeled. Cade accidentally sent one toppling to the floor from his bedside table. When he stooped to pick it up, his mom entered. 

“He rises,” she said, her voice thick and hoarse. 

“And falls,” Cade tried to joke, as he fell back into the sheets. He wanted to keep her spirits high. It didn’t feel real that his dad was gone. He expected to get a summons for Sunday church at any moment. Dad never missed a service, and by default, none of them did either. He knew his dad had been the catalyst for seeking love and mercy. It wasn’t that Hollie was against a Creator, but she just didn’t pick up faith like Haven did. 

“Was there a box sale?” Cade tried to tease. 

“We’re moving today,” Hollie spoke flatly. 

Cade pursed his lips to let another question spill out, but it didn’t. He knew she was hiding her true emotions. She was trying to keep their world turning. Her red eyes showed defeat. He reached to hug her, but she moved away. His mom raised the mini-blinds and let the sun, now restored from the night’s storm, cast its other-worldly heat onto them. Cade felt sweat cling to his skin, his clothes, and the covers. He pushed them off, onto the floor. 

“All these boxes. Where are we—” 

“Across town. Away from this,” she muttered, eyes downcast, finger pointing in the direction of the mighty Cumberland. “It’s brought us enough pain. I don’t want to see it . . . or smell it, ever again.” 

The reminder of Dad was too much. It hadn’t always been that way, Cade thought. She used to love going fishing at the lake; she was great at waterskiing behind the Bayliner. Hollie could even drop one and slalom ski, if she wanted. But, she didn’t want to now, Cade saw. She wanted to be far, far away. 
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So, they scooped up box after box of kitchen appliances, home décor, lawn equipment, and his dad’s underwater welding tools. When he tried to place them into the old, rusting Dodge Caravan, Hollie said, “Not those. We don’t need it. Just like we don’t need that,” she said, pointing to the dusty Bayliner still covered in the shed. 

“Dad’s gear. Of course, I’m taking it,” Cade said, holding it close to his chest. It was unfathomable to leave it behind—a sin if there ever was one in his or her life. To his surprise, she didn’t argue. 

“Well, get that stuff and put it in that old cardboard box. I don’t want to run across it again. You hear?” her voice shook. “And you can put it away someplace safe when we get where we’re going. Out of sight. And that thing . . . it stays,” she said, as she closed the shed door, leaving the abandoned boat for the next person. 

*** 

Cade did a lot of soul-searching as the boxes were toted across Seton, Kentucky—to a fifty-acre ranch Hollie’s family still owned, her grandmother’s. It had sat empty since she passed nine years prior. Now, there were white sheets over all the furniture, a window still broken. There were leaves scattered all around the room. The cardboard box was opened last, and Cade made sure his mom didn’t see him open it, or place the helmet, headlight, and welding rod in a different storage unit beside the ranch home. He patted the welding utensil. “God, help us find Dad. If not, I trust you’re taking good care of him. Amen.” 

Cade inspected the expansive first floor—almost three thousand square feet. Cade walked from room to room and checked out the space and listened to how the empty rooms echoed. Meanwhile, Hollie set boxes down and filled up what would soon become their new lives. When he tired, Cade helped unpack and watched his mom choose where things went. After a few deliberations on her part, he saw it didn’t matter where things went. They’d never be the same without Dad. 
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“Breakfast for dinner, since we missed it earlier?” she asked, her voice mousy and barely above a whisper. 

Cade tried to nod his head, let her know that he could fake caring about meals, as she needed him to. But, he didn’t want to eat. Nothing ever seemed like it would taste good again. She saw his eyes filling with tears. “Cade. Cade. Don’t let those blues get all red. We can’t change a thing about what happened. What’s done is done.” 

Cade grabbed her hand. “God’ll help us,” he tried to encourage. He wanted to be the man, or, as much of one as he could. 

“We’ll see,” his mom echoed. “I surely hope so . . .” 

The new home didn’t have a clock, and Cade couldn’t find one in any of the boxes. Had time stopped? It felt as if it had. Maybe the world was never going to begin again, he thought. If it didn’t he’d be okay with that, except for the endless amount of blank space he’d have on his hands. His thoughts were what bothered him. Maybe he could’ve saved his dad, if he’d been awake. But, he knew better. 

First, he couldn’t swim that well. 

Second, his dad was in much better hands going into the water with Mr. Almon, than anyone else. 

And if anyone could find him, it was Bill Mulvaney and his divers. Those five had helped recover hundreds of souls from Cumberland. 

Cade heard a beeping inside one of the boxes; he dug in and retrieved a wristwatch he never wore. It read 8:11 p.m., but it hadn’t been adjusted in years. It could’ve been right on the dot or off by an hour or more, depending on daylight savings, malfunctions, etc. It was one thing to lose his dad, but to not even know what time it was somehow made him feel like a ghost. 

“Mom! What time is it?!” he shouted across the large home. “MOM!” 

“What?! I’m right here,” she said, standing just behind Cade. “Where’s your cellphone?” she answered. “It’ll have the time.” 
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He could’ve smacked himself for being so slow-witted; he pulled the cell from his pocket, the Galaxy S his dad recommended when they went to get their phones just a month ago. He’d said, “An Adventure needs direction. The Explorer needs something capable of leading him out of any tight space. Sometimes technology can help!” Then, he’d handed Cade a phone and got himself one, too. Haven had insisted on water-proofing everything. He’d said, once outside the cell store, “Now, we’ll never get lost. Even if we’re climbing down into a nasty cave filled with black water.” 

Cade took the phone and checked the battery. Half of the juice was gone. He turned it over in his hand. Thirteen years old and he felt like an orphan now. 

His dad was the last call in his phone log. The emptiness of the foyer and living room—without his dad’s voice, his strong laughter—made him instinctively push ‘call’ on the phone screen. 

Cade listened to the empty, steady rings, his dad’s voice saying: If I missed you, it’s because I’m loving life too much to stop. I’ll call you back, and then the beep came to leave a message. Cade held the phone cradled against his ear and waited for the voice message to time itself out. 

As much as he tried, he couldn’t force himself to speak into the void. 




CHAPTER FIVE 

Hollie cleaned the house religiously. The constant cleaning made Cade nervous. Maybe she needs some alone time? He figured it was none of his business—having just settled himself, somewhat—and felt the need to go outside, explore. 

Just the word explore tore him up. He doubted whether he’d ever see the world as being marvelous ever again. The blue skies were tinted with ochre as the sun rose. His dad called the mornings and evenings God’s crayon box. It was a time when everything was being colored in and set apart again. He’d told Cade that nights were when everything ran together and dreams overtook them. Cade didn’t have a problem with nights. He slept through those. 

A truck pulled up, the sound of gravel crunching caused Cade to stop daydreaming. It was a step-side Ford pick-up. His dad had always said, “Buying a Ford is like asking for a hailstorm.” Cade remembered Chevy bow ties plastering everything his dad owned. The unfamiliar truck made him wary. 

“How do, young man?” the flannel-wearing, aged driver said, craning his neck out to look at the gravel beneath him. His skin was a muddy brown color, and he had deep creases from too much sun. “It came a frog-drowner yesterday, didn’t it?” 

Cade stared at the gravel. Afraid to look up at the wispy, gray-headed man, who couldn’t be younger than seventy. 

“The driveway. You’ve let her all but wash away to kingdom come.” He spat some tobacco juice down onto the rivulets the driveway held from the water gullies. “I’d say you’d find limestone pebbles all the way across the county from this one lot,” the man said. 

“That’s where we’re from,” Cade blurted, unsure of himself. “Across the county . . . next to Cumberland Lake.” 

The old man hung an elbow outside the truck and extended his left hand for an awkward handshake. “I’m Abbott Mize. You can call me Abbott or Mize. Please don’t say Mr. Mize. That just sounds weird.” 


SWIMMING THE ECHO 

“Ca-Cade,” the boy stuttered. “Mom’s inside.” 

“Y’all just pulled in last night,” he said. “Saw all the commotion from over there.” He pointed. “That’s me. Way off in the distance. See that house?” 

Cade couldn’t see anything really. God had strewn what looked to be every crayon in the box across the morning sky. He cupped his hand over his eyes, as his dad had taught him, and peered at the small, blurry dot dozens of acres away. 

“I’m your nearest, dearest neighbor.” The old man laughed and coughed. 

Cade looked to the front door for Mom; she didn’t appear to be anywhere inside. 

“Listen. I know about what happened,” Abbott said, boring holes into Cade’s unwashed Batman T-shirt. “In a town this small, there’s no hiding. And that’s okay. I just wanted to introduce myself. Tell you about your driveway. If you need help, I’d be most obliged.” 

“We can do it ourselves,” Cade said. “I just need a . . . a . . . rake or something.” 

Abbott didn’t react if he thought the idea ludicrous or not. Cade added, “Maybe a strong water hose to wash it all back into place. I—” 

“That’s something. I can see those rocks resettling just like they used to be,” Abbott said, not scolding Cade at all. 

Cade knew it was dumb the moment the words left him. Washing rocks back into their original places? Really? “Never mind,” he said, turning to go back















