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You sit in your office, staring at the backside of the door that reads The River Gray. You know if you were in your right mind, you would have stayed in Florida for another couple months. It is January. The weather here is cold and overcast.

I travelled the warm climates, trying to decompress from the Brubaker Fiasco. I settled in a cottage outside of Sarasota. For three hours a day I wrote on The Case of the Brubaker Fiasco. Then I indulged in the beach and the sun. 

I spent Christmas with Crystal and Jenny. I finished my writing project. I came back to Gray River. To the cold and to be alone.

I am alone. Sammy’s wife Joni is disturbed by the Brubaker Fiasco. What he did as a Green Beret in Viet Nam is beside the point to her. I am Lola’s brother and know Joni resents me being close to him. I respect Sammy by keeping my distance.

I am alone. Cousin Ray is in South Georgia with Alice. Her old maid aunt is on her deathbed and they are there. Alice is looking out for her. Ray is tending to the aunt’s house.

I am alone. Mina is off to another life. I have received a Dear Rusty email from her. She does not want to lead me on. We do not have a romantic future together, for the most obvious reason. I was both devastated and relieved by this letter. I have strong feelings for Mina, but then again, I know the attempts at a long-term relationship are doomed for failure. I am relieved I will not be stealing her youth or waking up one morning feeling the old fool. 

I am alone. Gloria is thick in a relationship with her young boyfriend. I once—even when she was married to Al—told her everything. She was my confessor. Now I keep a distance out of respect. She seems to respect that respect.

The downstairs door creaks open. I should have locked that door, for the last thing I want right now is a reporter inquiring about the Brubaker Fiasco.

But right now, in the cold bleak season, I seem to possess a heightened sixth sense. Perhaps Aunt Essie was correct. Perhaps I have a gift.

That sixth sense tells me whoever is coming up the stairs—light, slow steps—has everything to do with why I came back to Alabama so soon.

Then a strange silhouette appears in the frosted glass of the door.
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The last person you expect to see at your door is Lucy Smith.

Lucy has always been a strange looking creature. I invite her to take off her faux fur coat. She hangs it on the coat rack near the Billy Bass—the motion sets off the Billy Bass.

It is a bit warm in the office. Lucy unbuttons the top button of her blouse and for a moment you think she was going to take her blouse off. Perhaps I flatter myself. As strange as I thought Lucy’s body, and her personality and her quirks are, I now see an inviting sexuality to her. Am I going crazy?

Her body is strange and I can’t put my finger on it. In a matter of seconds—I motion to the flat-top desk between the big front windows for her to go over and have a seat—I assess her body element by element. She is short—barely five feet, if that. At first I think she is chubby but she is not. She definitely has a small waistline, giving her a figure. Everything about her is round. She has a small round head. Round shoulders. Round hips. Round butt. Her arms look short. I have never seen her in anything but long sleeves. Even in summers, she wears long sleeves with short shorts or short skirts. She has curvy, round legs with slim knees and ankles.

She had a hard time as a kid and in high school—being teased about her body. It has often been the subject of her popular blog, Lucy’s Juicy Journal. But now I can see her body has a sexual attraction to it. I try not to fantasize, what it would be like to have sex with her, but the thought is not uninviting. She moves in a way that seems to suggest she is no stranger to sexual experience. Of course, she was married once and has two very grown children.

I never realized how intrigued I was with the strange little woman until I am sitting with her. I am intrigued by the popularity of her blog. It is a bit too syrupy for my tastes. And she reveals too much about her personal life. I read the blog about her getting a tattoo and about how it was against her church, and she seemed to find great delight in this act of defiance. Ten percent of the population of Travertine County, who have a definite church membership, belong to the Church of Eternal Christ. It is a bit fundamentalist in that they do not believe in defiling the body in any way as far as ear piercings, body piercings, tattoos. They believe in medical treatment but do not believe in surgery until it is life threatening. They do not believe in blood transfusions, or their bodies after death being embalmed or put in watertight caskets. It’s an ashes to ashes thing, but I don’t know if they believe in cremation.

I know I am trying to deflect my physical attraction to Lucy by thinking of her religion. I get in the moment and put my full attention on her. 

The size of Lucy’s following amazes me and how many people, especially women in Dolopia and all of Travertine County and beyond, follow her blog. It is like she is a local Oprah. It is almost like she can make or break a local person. She can say buy your Girl Scout Cookies and the next day sales soar. That sort of thing.

Why she does not capitalize on her blog? Why does she work as a barista?

I can feel the cold through the panes of the large windows. Sitting here, I don’t feel I have the heat too high.

I’m a bit leery of Lucy. I don’t like that she blogs about Lola and how Lola adored her. As I remember it, Lola and Sammy were just settling into Dolopia and Lucy was their next door neighbor kid who pestered them incessantly and Lola felt sorry for her and gave her what time she could to the attention-starved kid. 

Lucy seems to have a way of weaseling herself into your life if she wants. I think she’s annoying. I feel she is hijacking Lola from me. She has appointed herself head of a Lola fan club. She called it Lolaland. Ardent Lola fans are called Lolalites. Lola’s growing cult following is beginning to call itself Lolaland and is latching itself on to Lucy’s blog. In reality, Lucy is becoming a cult figure herself.

Now, she says: “Someone is trying to kill me.”
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You sit there in silence. You are shocked at what she has said. Still, you are sure she is going to do something annoying—like getting a cellphone call and go out to the stairwell to jabber for half an hour, leaving you hanging.

But she doesn’t. After a full minute of silence, she says: “I think someone is going to try to kill me.”

That is a bit different than her first statement—from “someone is” to “I think.” But not terribly so. I say: “If someone is trying to kill you, I think you should tell the sheriff.”

“I told your brother-in-law.”

“What did Sammy say?”

I thought Sammy was going to give up his District Attorney position after the Brubaker Fiasco. When I came back to town last week, I ran into him. We had not been in touch in months. He said he was going to work out his term, just as he had been elected to do. He said he also felt he had unfinished business here. 

I feel the same about myself.

Lucy says, “He wanted evidence. I only have a feeling. Then he told me short periods of paranoia strike us all at one time or another. He was pleasant enough after that, but I know he thought I was just a silly little blogger whose imagination went wild, who believed his first wife waffled into a parallel universe. He said if I got any evidence or anything very suspicious happened I could grab hold of to come see him and he would be glad to look into it. That the sheriff... So, I marched over here.”

“And, Lucy, what makes you think I can do any better than Sammy?”

“If I hired you I know you’d work on it full time. Sammy—I know he’s got his hands full.”

“I don’t take a case until I’ve got some kind of clues. Something to go on. Where do these feelings you have come from?”

“I’ve been having nightmares. Of being taken into a dark place. I wake up with the feeling someone or something is after me. Unlike just a regular ole nightmare, the fear never goes away. In the bright light of a hectic day, the feeling is still there, right under the surface.”

“Given Sammy had the time, how do you think I can help you where Sammy can’t?”

“Or won’t.”

Sammy has not done himself any favors by not humoring Lucy a little more. I also know Sammy doesn’t give a shit.

She adds: “I suspect you might be a little more on the psychic side.”

“How did you come to that conclusion?”

“I know about your Aunt Essie. She once Called my uncle home for my mother. No one had heard from him in two years. I feel you may be more in tune. And, if I may speak so boldly, right after Sammy told me I might go see the sheriff, a voice told me to come see you.”

She heard voices, too. Not only heard them but acted off them. “And here you are. Like I said, Lucy. I need a little more to go on. Any peculiarities you might have fluffed off?”

Lucy starts to speak, balks, then says, “I don’t want to say any more until we are under a confidentiality clause and you can’t tell anyone what I tell you.”

I almost laugh—though I have not been in a laughing mood—at the irony. I do not want to get mixed up with Lucy and have my name, and now Aunt Essie’s I learn, smeared all over multiple posts of Lucy’s Juicy Journal.

I tell Lucy I could promise to keep it a secret, listen to her as an old friend, and give feedback and advice. But I cannot work fulltime on a case...

“I don’t expect you to work for free or at a cut-rate. I understand you get a retainer of five thousand dollars.”

“And you’re willing and able to pay that?”

“Yes.” She plops up her purse on the desk and gets out her checkbook. 

I hold up my hand and tell her I will not just take her money, that I must feel I can earn that money and give her more than five thousand dollars worth of service. I do not mention my surprise that a barista has five thousand dollars in her checking account, and that she is willing to give it over to a private eye. 

She adds, “Yes, my life is worth five thousand dollars.”

“I’m a private eye, not a bodyguard. If someone is trying to kill you and decides to act, I can’t stop him. Or her.”

“But you could find out something. Like who it is trying to kill me. If we act in time.”

We are just bantering now. Getting nowhere. I am going to connect up with Lucy, even if for the ulterior motive of probing her mind about Lola’s last minutes.

I say five thousand dollars is a bit much at this stage of the game. “Let’s go ten percent of that. Give me five hundred. That will lock in our confidentiality.” Then I get stern with her. That confidentiality works both ways. I don’t want my name, Aunt Essie’s name or that she is consulting a private eye or she thinks someone is trying to kill her in her blog. Nor to tell anyone.

“I agree,” she says.

I say I will probe around for a week or so and then either give her back her money or she’ll give the rest of the five thousand and I’ll get to the bottom of it.

She stands up, extends her hand. We shake. I am amazed at how small her hand is. I wonder with such small hands how she can be so proficient a barista. Around town, they say she’s the best and the fastest, that she could make a lot of money if she ever decided to be a high-end bartender.

“It’s a deal,” she says.

“Let’s get down to business.”
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You say you can only help her if she is candid. If she does not hold back information. Perhaps there is something embarrassing. “If someone is trying to kill you, I must know your dirty little secrets,” you say.

“I don’t have any dirty little secrets,” she says.

My would-be client has already started lying to me. And I have my own little dirty secret—I doubt anyone is trying to kill her. And I have ulterior motives for sitting here with her. Still, I’m warming to her. 

“Let’s start this way. Is there anyone who might have a reason to want to kill you?”

“Like who?”

“Suspect number one is always the spouse. In your case ex-spouse. You aren’t trying to shake Hudson down for money are you?”

“Not at all. He was pissed off about the house. He got over that. And he still pays the mortgage like clockwork. We run into each other because of the kids every once in a while. We’re civil enough to each other. I know he’s a ticking bomb.”

“What do you mean?”

“He is a fucking thief. Pardon my language. One day he will end up in jail and I’ll be stuck with paying the mortgage. So, I’m more pissed at him then he is me.”

“I see. What about people that you’ve made mad writing about in your blog?”

“None, that I know of. I’m harder on myself than other people. Anyway, not to flatter myself but most people like when their names are mentioned.”

I doubt that. But then again, most people aren’t like Sammy and me.

“I do have one person who’s sort of stalking me.”

The stalker being stalked. Now, I’m getting somewhere. “Who’s that?”

“Duane Pylant.”

“Duane?”

“Yes. You want to know my dirty little secrets. We screwed each other for a month years ago. I was eighteen. He was thirty and between marriages. I was going through my older man phase and I think he was just after some pussy from a short, young girl. So, we used each other. What can I say? I never claimed to be pure as the driven snow.”

“None of us are.” I can’t believe she used the word pussy. “But I don’t think Duane would kill you. Or anybody.”

“I’m just telling you recent peculiarities.”

“That’s what I’m interested in. Tell me about his stalking you. ”I can’t see Duane stalking anyone.”

“It’s like it’s the other way around. It’s like the opposite of him following me. He precedes me might be the exact word.”

“Well, I’m not following you at all right now. Pardon the pun.”

“So. This is the last couple of weeks. I decide I’m going to Wal-Mart. I called my son say I’m going to Wal-Mart. I go. There, I run into Duane. Okay, you say that’s no deal. Two days ago I go to Martin’s Shoe Shop. Had a strap fixed on my favorite purse. The one I have with me now. Martin’s calls me tells me it’s ready. I tell him I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. I go. There’s Duane already there. I haven’t seen the man in years. Then stuff like that happened four times in two weeks. I keep a diary. Not a Dear Diary of my deep thoughts and emotions. I save that for the Journal. But what I wore that day. If I had a cough. Who I ran into. That sort of thing so I can look back on it if need be.”

“That is peculiar.”

“A lot of people keep diaries like that.”

“No, I mean running into Duane that way.”

“Oh, yes. Very peculiar.”

“It’s like Duane has my cellphone tapped.” I can’t see Duane tapping anyone’s phone. After a pause, she adds: “And I have another secret.”

“What’s that?”

“This is a big one. Don’t even think this one too loud. For the walls have ears.”

Lucy glances around at the walls. I hold up my hands and say, “To the best of my knowledge it’s safe.”

She leans forward and says, “You won’t believe this.”

“Try me.”

“I’ve been approached about doing a reality show. Naturally, it’s going to be called Lucy’s Juicy Journal. Based on my blog. My little adventures and misadventures and then at the end I sit down at the computer to write it on my blog.”

Exactly what the world needs. But I can see it. I can definitely see that as a hit show. And my name being dragged into half the TVs in America. And my sister’s. Which brings me back to my mission in life right now—finding my long dead sister’s bones.

I congratulate her. She thanks me. I ask her, though, what this had to do with Duane.

“The company who is making the proposal to me. Well, their parent company is the same company that distributed Duane’s fishing show. I figure he gets wind of my offer. I figure he wants to be part of my reality show. So that he gets his own reality show on fishing and he’s back in business, bigger than he was with Fishing with Duane.”

“I see what you mean. But seems that would be incentive to keep you well and alive, not kill you.”

“I didn’t say that. You asked for anything out of the ordinary currently in my life...”

“Yes. This out of the ordinary.”

The production company is to have a written proposal in two weeks. And Lucy Smith’s mother didn’t raise any fools. Lucy knows Melvin Waters knows about intellectual property and she’s got an appointment with him next week.

After a moment, I say, “My cousin Ray told me Duane wants to buy an outboard of mine.” He wants to buy my El Camino and hydroplane with the 55 Merc, but there is no need to go into all the details with Lucy. “When I see him, I’ll mention your name. Fish around. No pun intended. I won’t say you hired me or even hint at your reality show.”

She tells me about a recurring nightmare she has every night now. “In the dream...I’m always in the middle of the dream. I’m scared. Someone has me, like in a bear hug. Taking me down into some darkened place, to do something terrible to me. That’s it. I wake up terrified. The feeling never really goes away all day.”

“I’m no dream analyst...” Maybe the stress of it all is pulling nutrients out of her body and making her sleep wacko. She responses to this by asserting someone is trying to kill her. 

I tell her I’m not her bodyguard. To not be walking across empty parking lots or through dark places at night. That there is safety in numbers. Perhaps find a reason to stay with one of her kids. Lucy has a son and a daughter. Both are polite and soft spoken. They are both employed in the health care profession somehow and neither have the personality traits of either their father or mother. In my opinion.

She says, “Sometimes I think aliens abducted me and took me to a dark place and did experiments on me, took my blood, did sexual invasion type things.” Then she says she doesn’t think aliens take you to a dark place but a place with blinding white light. She says she’s been having nightmares of being taken into a dark place. 

I don’t want her to get into this alien abduction stuff. She has been on several national paranormal shows over the years concerning Lola. One was about people who just disappear into thin air. One was about people who walk off into another dimension. A couple were about alien abduction. Whichever show it was, was what Lucy asserted about Lola. Sammy and I never agreed to be on any of these shows. I say to Lucy, now, “Have you ever tried regression therapy or whatever you call it?”

“My church doesn’t allow probes into the subconscious.”

“I see.” Her church’s doctrine didn’t stop her from getting a tattoo.

She says that lately her memory of her last moments with Lola are becoming more vivid to her. “I’m seeing a nutritionist. She has miraculously cured some of my physical ailments. And my memory is becoming clearer.”

She blogged about her operations and medical ailments in a very comic fashion and it was part of what made her so popular. I didn’t care for it. I remember her mother was forever getting operations and being in perpetual convalescence. I rarely saw her mother other than in a housecoat when she would walk over to Lola’s house. Now, Lucy says she doesn’t want to turn into her mother.

“Well, I didn’t want to turn into my father,” she says. She would find herself in a room and have no idea why she was there. She couldn’t remember the name of something like a table when she was writing her blog. Her father had had Alzheimer’s. So, Lucy went to this nutritionist for her brain health and her kidneys.

“It’s like a miracle, Rusty. Now, I think all those operations could have been avoided. And I think so much more clearly. It’s all natural. Some specific amino acids and some homeopathic neurotropics. I have a new clear perspective on my last seconds with Lola.”

Now, I’m getting somewhere. I’ve “tapped in.” My special ability—and I’m sure I have some innate ability to tap into a series of strange coincidences—is coming to the forefront. 
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You sit there and get something new about her last moments with Lola. 

She says she sees it all brightly now. 

Here is what is new with Lucy’s story: She says that a fog engulfed Lola, that she did, in fact, look wavering in the fog, and that Lucy ran into the dense fog to find Lola but as soon as she was surrounded by fog, she was pushed out. “Like a hand pushing me on my chest. It knocked me back, down on my butt, knocked the breath out of me and when I got back up, Lola and the fog were both gone.” 

I ran to the scene of her disappearance as soon as I heard Lucy scream. There was nothing. No fog. There was no mist on the river that day. It was too clear and too late in the day. It could not have been outboard exhaust drifting that high. I am looking for a logical explanation. But I’ve been looking for logical explanations for decades and it has gotten me nowhere. Somewhere between a logical explanation and Lola wavering off into another dimension lies the truth. I do not want a logical explanation. I want the explanation. I want Lola or her remains and to know what happened in those final minutes. 

At that point Lucy becomes animated. The animation is what you remember of her as a child. It was what Lola liked best about her. Lucy was such a ham. Lola said one day Lucy would become a great actress. Perhaps so. An actress in her own reality show.

Then Lucy says that she thinks Lola stepped off into a parallel universe and that one day she might step right back into this one, but she will not have aged a day. She will be her young, beautiful, talented Lola self. This sends a chill up my spine. For once, and maybe it was decades ago, I had a very vivid dream of just that. A dream that didn’t go away for days and, of course, it lingers with me today. 

“Rusty, she couldn’t have fallen into the river. I stood between her and the river. I would have been knocked out of the way or down into the river, for Lola to tumble to the river. She sunk down into the fog. It and Lola were gone when you all came over the rise.”

I came running over the rise because I heard Lucy screaming. “What do you think happened?”

“You’ll think I’m crazy.”

“I asked you what you thought. What I think doesn’t matter at this point.”

“I do think she disappeared into a parallel universe.” After a moment of silence, she says, “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?”

“No, I don’t.” I have spoken the truth. In ten minutes I may think she’s crazy. Right now, I don’t and I know she believes what she says.

“Thank you. This is all confidential.”

“Of course.”

Then what I thought would happen does. Her cell goes off and she reaches down in her purse for it. It seems to be one of her kids and she holds up a finger that she must take this. It seems people with a lot of problems seem to always get a lot of important cellphone calls.

Now, I get deliriously tired. The new information Lucy has given, the fact I am now connected up somehow with Lola, the last moments of her known life and that Lucy stepped into my office—it should all be invigorating. But I have a hard time wondering  if I’ll ever be invigorated again. 

This meeting, the cold temperatures—it has all left me lethargic and in a tired fog. All I want to do is get home and lie down.
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Speaking of dreams, around three am you wake from a recurring dream. It was the same. Lola leads you down some dark steps but the dream ends before you get to the bottom. That’s pretty much the extent of the dream, but it is a bit unsettling. Though you’ve lived alone for a while, you still feel strange being alone in the middle of the night, like it is some new experience. 

It is fear and paranoia. I must learn to live with fear until the resolve of Lola. Until then the best I can do is keep the fear as far away as possible. There will be a moment when I must look fear and evil in the eye.

Finally I go back to sleep and do not wake until the sun is up. It is a bright day. I make coffee, put wood in the heater, bundle up and go down to my dock. I wish it were not in the shadows in the mornings. The winter sun shines garishly on the bluffs across the river.

I go back into my house, shed my coat and find a new notebook to begin planning out my investigation. I doubt anyone is trying to kill her. If I went with the odds, I’d say that crazy ex-husband of hers is messing with her. Gaslighting her or whatever the term is. Sammy has never had very much good to say about the man. He has been suspect of several thefts but they can never pin him.

The phone rings. It startles me. I thought the fact the sun was in the sky and gleaming off the bluffs across the river had abated my fears and paranoia that loom about. I have crazy thoughts. That I am going to pick up the phone and Lola is going to be on the other end. She’s going to tell me she is stuck in a parallel universe and when the fuck am I going to get her out.

I pick up the receiver to the black Bakelite phone on the fifth ring. “Yes?” I say instead of hello.

“Yes, it’s me it’s me. Just a man from the Order of the Gallant. It’s me. It’s me. It’s Duane D. Pylant.”

I feel myself smile. At ten or so, Duane and I formed a secret club of two and called the Gallant Club, which later became The Order of the Gallant. Which later became the Royal Order of the Gallant.

Duane says he’s in a rush and what do I think of the deal? I’ll have to see the runabout, but if I like it, the swap sounds good. I say, “Here’s the deal, Duane. We do the swap and you give me five thousand dollars. Maybe you and Ray and the rest of the world, like to horse trade and haggle and shit. Not me. You came to me with the offer
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