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			Sunday, June 18, 1995

			A slight breeze caressed the Spanish moss draped over the limbs of the live oak trees—majestic portraits of southern charm—holding secrets of the past tightly embedded in every vein of their massive frames. Oh, the stories they could tell. A voice echoed brazenly through the forest walls.

			“Come out, come out wherever you are.”

			The salty air was oddly silent, yet noticeably dense. As the late-afternoon sky set in motion its dark descent, the billowy softness of the pure white clouds shifted against the backdrop of the periwinkle-blue sky, causing fragmented glimpses of the sun poking through the clouds. Staring long enough, the mind could take hold and contort the images into characters as if watching a movie, but in a flash these clouds contorted the mind into a new scene, forever in motion and constantly twisting the narrative. Audra knew her narrative was about to become twisted.

			“I know you’re here.”

			The screech of cicadas came from every direction as they started up their early-evening songs of the South, intermittent with katydids in a much higher staccato-style pitch, frogs croaking to the beat. As if silently orchestrated, birds harmonized their ballads to make magic. It was a classic June afternoon in Charleston, South Carolina, known for its relentlessly humid subtropical climate, and yet for Audra, this day would be anything but typical. She had to carry forward, somehow. Think, Audra, think, she told herself, and breathe, for God’s sake! Every second counted. From here on, every decision would have a life-altering effect. As an introvert, acting impulsively was as uncomfortable to her as orbiting the moon.

			Today all her senses were elevated, her nose first detecting the rotting flesh of a dead animal nearby, its odious stink compounding by the potent smell of jasmine, which by itself is a beautiful aroma, unless commingling with the foul stench of death. Her eyes feasted on the scene before her to force the scent from her mind, but Audra’s nostrils couldn’t escape the wicked unpleasantness.

			“Come on. This is ridiculous. Where are you?”

			She shuffled forward and grabbed onto the weathered porch railing, stumbling with each step. Sweat beaded on her brow, and her drenched clothes stuck to her body, the material creasing and pinching her skin when she moved, its restriction only adding to her sensation of constraint. Droplets of briny sweat would land on her upper lip unnoticed. Every so often, a piece of the paint flaked off the porch railing and stuck itself to her wet skin. Pieces of her thick, shoulder-length brunette hair glued itself to her face, and when she raised a hand to swipe the stray strands from her skin, the saturated hair resisted leaving the flawless complexion. 

			The cawing from a trio of black crows jerked Audra back to reality as they flew past her, their tone first eerily piercing but eventually softening as they glided into the periphery, then disappeared entirely from view. Their departure left behind the sound of her heart beating madly in her chest. Each thump sent a chilling echo throughout her. 

			Why did everything have a sensation of being so exaggerated? She wanted to scream. And yet . . . there was still a drive in her pushing her forward . . . to get to the finish line. Like the sensation on a roller coaster as it creeps ever so slowly to the top . . . click clack . . . click clack . . . click clack. Finally, it reaches the top, and for a moment, is suspended in an odd weightlessness, with no way of turning back. You are now relying on the metal bar lying across your lap to keep you tucked in place, preventing an escape, forcing on, and providing a false sense of security. And as it crosses the threshold, the coaster picks up momentum, and that sinking feeling in your stomach begins an uncomfortable dance. The weightlessness is amplified until everything catches up. Then the nervous laughter begins, and you embrace the triumph of conquering the beast. The lines become blurred between normal excitement and what is deep-seated agony. 

			She spotted her twin sister, Abby, now, less than a 100 yards away, but Abby couldn’t see her. She was fiercely looking for her, though, and now mad as a rabid dog, screaming out into the swamp to an audience of no one.

			“I know you’re there, Audra. Come out, and let’s talk about this. Grow up and face me for once in your life. Come on, Audra. Stop this.”

			Audra felt conflicted. How was she going to protect herself? Everything was rushing forward like a dam that had broken. She needed to settle down, to think clearly. But the panic wouldn’t let go. The horrible panic. Oh, how she hated that word. She was sick of its grip on her, of its being in charge of her life knowing that panic held the cards for what the day would bring. She was so sick of it all. What a strange existence. Maybe death was the best end.

			At only thirty-three years old, Audra didn’t want to deal with this, to experience this kind of torment. A ripple of strength overcame her, and Audra knew what she needed to do. She needed to finish the ride. She turned around and gasped as a voice broke against her stillness so close she could feel the warmth of the breath.

			“Hello, sister. It’s been awhile.”
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			Wednesday, June 21, 1995

			Beau lumbered up the stairs leading to the back door of the 1950s-style bungalow. His right hand yanked on the handle of the screen door, the screeching hinges reminding him how desperately they needed WD-40. Making a mental note, he stepped inside. The overpowering scent of Fleecy in the air announced it was laundry day. His eyes darted from the kitchen to the living room and back again. “Kathleen, where are you?” 

			No reply. 

			“Kathleen? I don’t have time for games today. Kathleen?” Beau’s voice boomed louder on the last few syllables.

			“I’m right here, for God’s sake,” Kathleen muttered, her left foot stepping off the last of the squeaking basement stairs and onto the kitchen floor, all the while drying off her hands with a dish towel. “Stop yelling.”

			“I’m hardly yelling. You didn’t answer me.” 

			His bulky stature overshadowed her narrow frame. Beau wasn’t fat but had the body type that big-and-tall stores would market to. Although average looking, there was a certain charisma to him. Maybe because of his size, you felt safe when he was near. He was a gentle giant. It was as if his birth development became rushed and no thought given to providing him definition, so everything on him seemed square. Large and square. Square head, square jaw, square shoulders, square hands. 

			Beau had no desire to be fashionable, likely attributed to his size. He found a few mainstays and stuck with that. A navy linen suit, with white short-sleeved shirts during the summer months, returning to a black suit with long-sleeved white shirts and ties for the winter months; ties that looked as though they were passed down from his father, as they often had snags or holes in them and were definitely not the current fashion trends. Now and then, he would mix it up with a tweed jacket. On cooler days, he wore a black rumpled trench coat that had two middle buttons missing, buttons he had no interest in replacing. His home attire was a faded stretched-out polo shirt, khakis, and time-worn deck shoes. His only notable style was his collection of hats. That, he seemed to have a passion for. Felt fedoras in the winter and straw Panamas in the summer. Perhaps that was a feel-good connection to his past, a sense of comfort and familiarity when he would go with his father to the hat shop. Perhaps he wanted to keep the tradition going, or maybe he just liked hats.

			“What’s so important that I had to come rushing up from the laundry?” 

			Beau hesitated before answering, taking stock of the woman before him. He loved her look, always did. He loved how she could transform a fifties housedress to an elevated style for the nineties. Every day was a different apron, most of which she had sewn herself. Today was a freshly ironed pink-and-white gingham. A scalloped edging sewn around the perimeter and pocket area added to the gingerbread charm. The pearled brooch and simple pearl stud earrings were the finishing touches. He couldn’t remember a day she didn’t wear a brooch and earrings. Unlike so many other women, who caked on enough makeup to look like exaggerated renderings for Madame Tussauds wax museum, Kathleen could mute her makeup, accentuating her best features, which were her eyes and smile. It brightened her youthful appearance, giving her a fresh glow, but it was her hair he loved most. It had a natural whimsy that fell in a tousle around her face in a playful, feminine way. If only they didn’t have to talk with each other. Conversing is what got them into trouble.

			“I got a page and need to head out.” 

			“You can’t be serious,” she said, continuing to dry her hands on the dish towel even though they were already dry. “We’re having dinner and playing cards with the Millers tonight. I’ve been looking forward to this for weeks.”

			“I guess the corpse didn’t get the memo to die on a different day when we didn’t have plans with the Millers.” 

			“No need to get sarcastic about it,” Kathleen said with a huff. 

			“Well, no need to challenge me on it. There’s nothing I can do about it. Do you think I want to spend my day off looking at a stiff? Especially at this time of day? I’d much rather be back in the shed finishing my birdhouse. And as much as I hate spending time with the Millers, I would actually take his droning on about how he met some rock star backstage in 1972 for the eight hundredth time. One of these days, though, I’m going to tell him no one gives a shit about the fact that he peaked in high school.” 

			“Don’t be crass,” Kathleen muttered. “Well, what time do you expect you’ll be home? Can you join us later?”

			“How the hell should I know? I mean, seriously, Kathleen, we’ve been married for how long, and you’re still asking me a stupid question like this? You don’t wrap up a body in an hour or two. I don’t even know who or how they died.”

			“Too long. That’s how long we’ve been married.” 

			“Oh, come on, let’s not start down that path again. I’m frustrated, that’s all. I’m tired of this,” Beau said in a softening tone, not wanting to get into it with her.

			“You should have thought about that before you gambled and drank our money away. You got us into this mess,” Kathleen snapped.

			He knew she would think it was the job he was tired of, but really, it was the bickering. 

			“And there it is. You want to talk about our money? Like you worked a day in your life. You don’t know what it’s like out there going to a job day after day, month after month, year after year, constantly having someone control you only to come home to a consistently pissed-off wife. I’m the one paying the bills around here, if you hadn’t noticed. Why don’t you get a job so I can quit mine and then I’ll happily make birdhouses for the rest of my days and listen to the Millers drone on about their stupid lives while we serve them food at our table and play fucking poker with them? How’s that sound?” 

			“You’re an ungrateful bastard, you know that? You think taking care of the house isn’t working? How dare you? I’m the one stuck in this haunted hellhole,” Kathleen said spewing her words, her once tear-filled eyes now shooting daggers.

			“Yep, that’s right. I’ll take it. I’m an ungrateful asshole, and I totally own the poor decisions I’ve made, but the memory that haunts you haunts me too,—every day. I’ve been paying for it ever since, and it appears that I’ll be paying for the remainder of my life, because you’ll keep reminding me every opportunity you get. God forbid we should stop living in the past.”

			“And you don’t remind me? You hate me for it. I can see it in your eyes, Beau Crenshaw. I see how you look at me,” Kathleen screamed out between sobs, gesturing at him with her index finger. “Just go solve someone else’s mess instead of looking at your own. Anyway, being a cop is what you love the most.”

			“For Christ’s sake, Kathleen, I don’t hate you. Let’s not go there.” He wanted to de-escalate his heated words, so he leaned forward to touch her arm.

			“Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain, and don’t you touch me. I’m not doing this dance with you today. Just go. I’ll pray for you.” Her body recoiled and stiffened as she raised her hand in a gesture not to come any closer. “Just go.” 

			“Better add yourself to that prayer, because the last time I checked, it takes two to tango,” Beau said with a snarl, angry at the rejection of his touch. He hated it when she threw religion into the mix, too, as if tattling to Daddy was going to absolve her of her part in the argument.

			At that, he turned and walked away, knowing that if he stayed, they would continue to spit venom at each other until it transformed into a full-blown screaming match. She would end up crying uncontrollably and he would wind up being frustrated and alone, apologetic for the mean things he’d say, but angry that she poked him to say the things he did. He was already aggravated enough about the long night ahead of him, and he didn’t want to dwell anymore on their deteriorating twenty-eight-year-old marriage. He’d leave that for the marriage counselor.

			Quickly changing into his work attire, Kathleen had given up ironing long ago, he snatched up his badge and gun and left without a parting word. He wanted out of the house now and away from his miserable existence. He was agitated and annoyed that things had escalated yet again, but he didn’t have time to dwell on any of it.

			Slumping into the driver’s seat of his city-issued Crown Vic, he took a big breath, let out a sigh, and glanced down at the pager to get the address of the crime scene. Putting the car in reverse, he paused for a moment, wondering whether he should go back and at least say goodbye. Knuckles whitening on the steering wheel, the anger now shifted from Kathleen to himself. He hated leaving like this. It would ruin her day as well. He hated their arguments. He didn’t want her to be upset. She had already been through enough. Why did he have to go there? Why did he say those cruel things to her? Would they ever be able to get over what happened? He hoped so. Deciding it could go either way now, he didn’t have time to continue with the war of words, so he took his foot off the brake, loosened his grip, and continued backing up, but not before slamming his fist down on the steering wheel.

			“Fuck! Why does it always have to end this way?” Beau belted out.

			With that out of his system, Beau continued backing out of the driveway and, putting the car in drive, shot off, kicking up dirt and rocks high into the road. His focus was needed elsewhere now.  

			It was an address on the edge of town. Traffic was light at this time of the day, so he figured it should take him about twenty minutes to get there. All that came across the pager was that a body was found in a car in a swamp. His job now was to unravel the steps leading up to how and why it got there. Was it an accident? Intentional? Murder?
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			Two Hours Earlier

			“911. What is the nature of your emergency?”

			“There appears to be an object in the swamp at 582 Seacroft Lane,” the anonymous caller said in a muffled voice, as if cloth were placed over the receiver.

			“Can I please have your name and the phone number you are calling from?”

			“There’s something shiny in the water. Nothing shines in the swamp. You’d better send someone to check it out. Could be a car,” the anonymous caller said.

			“May I please have your name and phone number?” the 911 operator asked again, her tone now striking a high level of agitation. 

			“You’d better check it out.” There was silence, then a dial tone. 

			“Ignorant prick. ‘Shiny object.’ Like that’s an emergency. This better not be some stupid prank,” the operator said out loud, but knowing all calls had to be investigated, she sent out the radio request.

			“Calling officers in the area of 582 Seacroft Lane. There’s a possible 302. Please respond if you are in the vicinity. Over.” 

			“Dispatch, this is car 216. We’re in the area and will respond to the possible 302” came the reply.

			“Car 216, strange call, so maybe nothing. No further details were provided other than a shiny object spotted in the water and possible 302. We have traced the call back to a guest phone at the Preston Hotel. Could be a prank, but proceed with caution, Eddy.”

			“Ten-four. We’re on our way,” Eddy replied.

			It was close to noon on a predictably hot and muggy Charleston day as Bruce and Eddy turned onto 582 Seacroft Lane, a long private drive off Bailey Grove Highway, their eyes seeking anything that might seem suspicious. The crunching of stones under the tread of the tires, as the patrol car crawled up the driveway, nearly drowned out the faint sound of cicadas and katydids in the distance, which was already a gentler, softer pitch in the daylight hours compared with their evening melodies.

			“I’m sure this is going to be an easy way to end our shift,” Bruce said. “Likely some kids decided to go for a joyride, and the fun got out of hand.” 

			“Hope you’re right,” Eddy said.

			Both transplants from other states, the two officers had been riding together for a few years now and were friends outside of work, the differences in their personalities enhancing their connection instead of hindering it. They first became acquainted in the academy as young men. Both men were married, and while Bruce would say his was a satisfactory union, Eddy was deep in the throes of an ugly divorce.

			Bruce was a frumpy, not-so-tall, wiry man with pointed features, and while only in his thirties, his hairline took on that of a much older gentleman. No amount of food would encourage his skeletal frame to fill in and cover his bony structure. Eddy was the six-foot pretty boy with cobalt-blue eyes and dark wavy hair that was meticulously kept in place with the aid of a multitude of hair products; his body was ripped. Add the cop uniform, and women threw themselves at his feet. Bruce knew Eddy’s charms played a part in why Eddy was going through a divorce, but he didn’t pry about the actual reason for the split, because he really didn’t want to know. 

			On either side of Seacroft Lane was open marshland, a whooping crane visible with its stark white, contrasting against the golden hues of the reeds, its eyes alert, patient and ready, waiting for lunch. Continuing down the lane, the landscape turned from marshland to swamp, from tall grasses to an often-misunderstood complex ecosystem so intense and uninterrupted that without it, human life would be affected. 

			The tall, gangly trees covered in Spanish moss dripping down from the crooked limbs immediately darkened the heavenly blue sky. Against the backdrop of the swamp, the occasional openings offered a shimmering light show with only hints of sunlight peeking through. The driveway ended at a cleared lot beside the swamp’s edge, where a wood-paneled cottage stood, painted a pale pastel yellow with Charleston green shutters and a green tin roof, built on stilts because of the possibility of flooding, which was common in the low country. Overall, the place was in decent condition. The only items on the screened-in front porch were two weathered wicker rocking chairs and a small, rickety, unpainted wooden table. 

			Behind the cottage and to the left, the grounds were forested with planted pine trees, and to the right was the swamp. Theirs was the only vehicle present. 

			“Kind of a dreary place to notice a ‘shiny object,’” Bruce mused aloud. Already suspicion loomed in each of their minds, especially since the 911 operator had mentioned that the call was odd. 

			They parked to the left of the driveway area and slowly got out of the patrol car, guns ready to be drawn and used if necessary. 

			“You hate snakes and gators as much as I do,” Eddy said. “So, if one of those comes near us, I’m shooting it.”

			“Hell yeah. Sometimes I wonder why I moved to a place littered with ’em, until I think back to shoveling snow in January,” Bruce said.

			The men noticed evidence of tire tracks leading into the murky water, the mud holding onto the imprints while the weeds were forced over by the weight of the tires. They stood for some time, letting their eyes follow the tire tracks, scanning the swamp water. After a few minutes, Eddy noticed an object barely out of the water gleaming back at him.

			“Hey, check out over there,” Eddy said as he pointed ahead. “Does that look like what I think it looks like? I believe we found the shiny object.”

			“Yup, looks like part of a taillight,” Bruce said. “I’m going with my original theory that a joyride got out of hand. Wonder whose car it is, though? Rental or Mommy and Daddies? Wanna make a wager?”

			“Yeah, right. Or have you forgotten I’ve got a divorce to pay for?” 

			“Good point,” Bruce said, then cocked his head to speak into his radio. “Dispatch, this is car 216. Based on what we can see, we have what looks like a car in the swamp and will need a tow truck and some divers to hook it up. See whether old man Walter is close by.”

			“Ten-four, car 216. I’ll get back to you once the tow truck and divers are heading your way. I’ll check with Walter first to see whether he’s available.”

			By now, Eddy had started assessing the area and taking pictures. “Why’d you ask for old man Walter? There’s no way he’ll get close to that water,” Eddy said chuckling.

			“Because he’s the best there is, and he’ll be the first to arrive. You want this dragging on? There’s a game on tonight, and I’d rather be kicking back with a cold one and not in this morbid swamp.”

			“True that,” Eddy said.

			Bruce moved the patrol car out of the way so the tow truck would have plenty of room to maneuver, while Eddy took pictures of the tire tracks, the surrounding area, and where the unidentified vehicle seemed to have entered the water. It appeared the vehicle came up the driveway and straight into the swamp. The area would soon be compromised once the tow truck and divers arrived, so they wanted to get as many pictures as possible. 

			“Doesn’t seem like anyone’s home, but lets check,” Bruce said as both men walked toward the cottage.

			“God, I hope this isn’t someone’s full-time house. Who in their right mind would want to live in a swamp?” Eddy said.

			“Ya got that right. In decent shape, though, so someone’s keeping it up. I’m surprised there’s not more mold or moss. Hardly even a cobweb. Must have been pressure washed recently,” Bruce said.

			“Shit. What the hell is this? Almost twisted my ankle. Figure I’d find this to step on.” 

			Bruce was already on the bottom two steps of the porch as he turned around to see Eddy pick up a hand-carved wooden cross, about twelve inches high, that was hidden in the taller grass. The force of Eddy’s weight had snapped the cross in half.

			“Man, someone took their time carving this. Shame I broke it. Wonder why it’s out here in the grass?” Eddy said, turning it around in his hand, admiring the craftsmanship.

			“Yeah, look at the detail. A lot of work went into that. I’d just leave it on the porch so they can see it. Maybe they can have it fixed.”

			Bruce knocked loudly on the door. No one answered. He continued knocking and identified himself as the police. Still no answer. They looked in the windows but saw nothing out of order. It looked like a sparsely decorated home, neat and tidy. Bruce tried the front door. It was locked. Without cause, they couldn’t enter the home even if the door were open, but he was prepared to yell inside if it were, and, because of the nature of their visit, it could fall under extenuating circumstances.

			“Let’s take a walk round back,” Bruce said.

			Finding all in order there, they started around the side of the cottage when Eddy pointed straight ahead of him.

			“Hey, tire tracks over there in that parking area. I’ll get some pictures. They look pretty fresh. Didn’t we have a storm a few days back?” Eddy said.

			“Something like that. Looks like there has been a car here since then. They don’t seem the same as the swamp tire tracks, though, do they? A little more rugged, like a truck tire?”

			While Eddy was taking pictures, Bruce stood nearby and looked around at the grounds.

			“Looks like a roadway leading back into the pines. I see some sort of building. You done?” Bruce said.

			“Hang on. Just a few more,” Eddy said.

			Minutes later, Bruce and Eddy walked a couple of hundred feet and came upon an old, run-down trailer that looked as though someone had recently visited, based on the footprints near the door. Overgrowth had been cut back, which would indicate more than a single visit. Otherwise, why bother.

			“Hunters might stay here,” Eddy said.

			“Likely,” Bruce said.

			Bruce banged on the door and announced they were police. No answer. Bruce banged a couple of more times. Still no answer. They looked in the windows of the dingy trailer but saw nothing out of sorts.

			“From the looks of things, the cleaning lady hasn’t been by recently,” Eddy said chuckling. “What a shithole.”

			“It’s killing you to see this, Mr. Over-the-Top Clean, isn’t it?” Bruce said.

			“Hell yeah it is. There’s no need to live like this. Soap’s cheap.”

			They headed back toward the cottage and continued checking its perimeter but, not detecting any type of suspicious activity there, walked back to the swamp to wait for the rest of the crew.

			“Maybe the car in the swamp belongs to whoever lives here,” Eddy said. 

			“I wish they’d hurry up already. This place gives me the creeps,” Bruce said.

			“Don’t you find it odd that someone would leave a car in the water?” Eddy remarked, unable to let it go now. “Maybe they couldn’t afford to have it towed out, or maybe it’s a junk car and rather than leave it sitting out to rot, they decided to put it in the water to erode there, thinking it would happen faster.”

			“What would happen? You think it’s going to turn to dust overnight? You say some of the craziest shit sometimes, man. It’s scary, actually.”

			Bruce cocked his voice to one side as he spoke into his radio.

			“Dispatch, this is car 216. Do you have an ETA on the divers and tow truck for Seacroft Lane?”

			“Car 216, checking on ETA.”

			“Ten-four.”

			Less than ten minutes passed when dispatch came over the radio.

			“Car 216, divers and Walter are enroute. ETA fifteen minutes.”

			“Ten-four.”

			“This place is eerie, man,” Eddy said. “And I can’t imagine why anyone would want to live here.”

			“I know. You’ve already said that many times.” 

			“It’s not like you can fish or enjoy the water. And this place is crawling with snakes and alligators that you would constantly be on the lookout for.”

			“Yeah,” Bruce said chiming in. “I sure wouldn’t want this as my vacation spot. Give me the mountains or a golf course any day, but this place? Hell no.”

			“I thought you were a cruise man,” Eddy said playfully. 

			“Cruise ships suck. You’ll never find me on one of those. I don’t care how cheap they are. Way too many people and those buffets. Can you imagine all the people coughing and spitting all over the food? Kids grabbin’ food with their hands and puttin’ it back. No thanks.”

			As the minutes ticked away, Bruce and Eddy caught up on the sports scores, and then, like clockwork, they both started talking about Walter. It was hard not to. Everyone who grew up in Charleston knew the story. As it got passed down, it became more and more embellished so that the only people who really knew the truth were the people involved that day.

			Walter had been the department’s preferred towing specialist for nearly thirty of his forty years towing. It wasn’t Walter’s charming personality that kept them talking about him, but his devastating story and the grief this man was holding on to. It was so traumatic that the minute his name was brought up, the memory of that dreadful day, several years earlier, flooded in fast and furious like a pop-up storm.

			Bruce lifted his head, motioning as he said, “Speak of the devil. Here comes old man Walter now.” The front end of the 1978 GMC tow truck was now visible as it chugged up the drive.

			Walter hopped out of the truck and hobbled toward the two officers. A tour in Vietnam left a permanent limp in his gait, a limp for which he never offered an explanation. He was still sporting long-outdated sideburns and a permanent five-o’clock shadow, and his thinning gray hair was tied in a ponytail that needed a trim years ago. He wore the same dark green work shirt tucked into dark green work pants, and an overused leather belt was the only separator between the two monotone pieces of clothing. Heavy steel-toed, tan-colored work boots were his usual form of footwear, and he always had a tire-pressure gauge tucked in his shirt pocket. The man always talked with a cigarette in the corner of his mouth, which danced like a marionette. Everyone wondered whether his skin was permanently stained with engine oil, as he was covered from head to toe in it. His hands and nail-bitten fingers had dark grease carved into every line.

			“You two good-for-nothings got nothing better to do than sit around in your car in a mosquito-infested swamp?” he said grunting. “Dragging me out to this godforsaken mud pit. I’m gonna be retiring soon, boys. You keep doing this to me. Time to throw in the towel, like they say. I should be dealing with only the easy jobs now. I’ve done my time.”

			“You’re too damn miserable to give this up, Walter, no matter what kind of job it is. Who else you gonna torment?” Bruce said jokingly.

			“Miserable, I’ll give you that,” Walter said. “Yup, definitely give you that.”

			Eddy pointed toward the swamp and said, “Looks like some sort of vehicle took a splash, Walter, and looks pretty fresh.”

			“Why’d you say it’s fresh?” Walter asked. 

			“I don’t know,” Eddy said.

			“You’ve got the brains of a fart, don’t you, boy?” Walter said.

			Bruce broke into laughter, while Eddy just smiled, not really understanding the joke.

			Looking over to where the car was positioned, Walter asked, “Now how in the hell did it get in there? And you know I won’t be gettin’ in that godforsaken water.”

			“How it got there is what we’re meaning to find out. Someone called it in,” Bruce said as a noise caught his attention, causing him to glance back toward the lane. “Don’t worry, diving team’s on its way. In fact, I bet that’s them coming up the drive now.”

			“What kind of crazy bastard wants a job where he ends up swimming in a swamp? Shit for brains, I tell ya. I’ll never figure that out, but better them than me,” Walter muttered under his breath and went about getting the truck positioned and the winch set up, and out of habit, he grabbed the shovel from behind his toolbox. It had been known to come in handy a time or two. All this while Bruce and Eddy stood by like audience members waiting for the show to begin.

			After a few minutes of small talk, the dive team suited up, giving the officers and Walter time to catch up on typical man conversation—politics, the weather, and sports. 

			Walter got the tow hook ready to hand off to one of the divers, making sure he understood where to hook it. Both divers entered the water cautiously and approached the car. 

			Walter went back to his conversation with Bruce and Eddy.

			A yell from one diver stopped Walter in midsentence. 

			“There’s a body in the driver’s seat.”

			Things just got more complicated.

			“Ugh,” Bruce said. “Not how I wanted today to go. Gonna be a long night,” he said out loud then turned to his radio. “Dispatch, this is car 216. Divers have confirmed a body in the car at 582 Seacroft Lane. Will need a detective and medical examiner on site.”

			“Car 216 will contact a detective and ME and advise on ETA.”

			“Ten-four.”

			“Looks like you’re on overtime, Walter,” Bruce said. “Eddy, continue taking pictures of the car and the area. I’m gonna tape off the area back at the trailer and the tire tracks up at the cottage.”

			“I’ll be in the truck taking a break. Holler when you need me,” Walter said as he flicked open the lid of the classic chrome lighter, his thumb striking the wheel enough to produce a flame. With one quick puff, the cigarette was lit, and the lighter’s lid was snapped closed. He returned it to his pants pocket and hopped into the truck to settle in.

			Over an officer’s radio came an update from dispatch. “Car 216, we have an ETA on a detective and ME. On the way and approximately thirty minutes out.”

			“Ten-four, dispatch,” Eddy said.

			“Good. Gives us plenty of daylight still,” Bruce said. Next, he yelled over to the divers. “Boys, might as well come out for now. It’s gonna be thirty minutes for the rest of the gang to get here.”

			One of the divers acknowledged with a wave, and at that, both men started the slow walk back to dry land, the weight of the water and sludge suctioning them down like quicksand as if gravity had tightened its grip and was beckoning them toward the center of the earth.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			What Lay Beneath?

			Beau drove up Seacroft Lane, his mind pushing his argument with Kathleen to the side so he could focus on the dead body. A suspicious death investigation involves many elements that require a clear and sharp mind. Pulling up next to the patrol car, he mindlessly put the car in park and turned off the engine. Before exiting, he briefly took a mental image of the scene, and played with a toothpick. His replacement for cigarettes.

			Pine straw rustled and crackled under Beau’s feet as he headed toward Bruce and Eddy. “You boys got nothin’ better to do on my day off than dredge up trouble?”

			“Trust me, if we’d known this was going to go on, we may not have been so quick to answer the call,” Eddy said jokingly.

			Bruce banged on the driver’s-side door of the tow truck. “Beau’s here, Walter. Break’s over.”

			“How far behind do you think Doc and CS are?” Beau asked, totally ignoring Eddy’s comment.

			“Dispatch said you were both thirty minutes out, so they should be here any time now.” 

			“What’s the deal here?” 

			“Dispatch got an anonymous call about a shiny object in the water. We thought it could be a prank, but the divers found a body in the car.” 

			“Did you notice anything out of the ordinary when you searched the grounds?” 

			“Doesn’t seem like anything is out of place. No one’s home now, but tire tracks up by the cottage look fresh within a few days. There’s an old trailer on the grounds too. Possibly used by hunters. It’s pretty grim, but I doubt they would care.” 

			Both men turned toward the drive area, hearing a vehicle coming up the lane.

			“There’s the man with all the answers. Good timing,” Beau said.

			Doc stepped out of his car and waved toward Beau and the officers. Crime-scene investigators, or CSI, were quietly organizing their work paraphernalia. 

			“I’ll be right there!” Doc yelled over. “Let me talk to CS and get suited up first.”

			“Take your time,” Beau said. “Body’s not going anywhere.” Beau wished he had kept that last comment to himself. Still unnerved by his confrontation with Kathleen, his tone was still sharp, but needed to show some respect for the dead. 

			Doc had been with the medical examiner’s office for over twenty years, so he had a long working relationship with Beau. A short, pudgy man with a thick head of silver hair and beard accompanied by round, frameless glasses and jolly red cheeks made him resemble Santa Claus, who should grant wishes and hand out gifts instead of dissecting human bodies to determine their cause of death. He briefed CS on who would handle what and then went to the trunk of his car to suit up before meeting up with the others. Suiting up for him was as natural as brushing his teeth. 

			“Walter, wanna get her
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