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      I stuffed forty copies of that morning’s Paducah Chronicle into a burlap sack, dropped in a brick, and tied off the sack. I carried the bundle down the ramp to the transient dock on the Ohio River, where I whirled and let the sack fly. The splash satisfied me as much as every other morning that I saved Western Kentucky from crimes against grammar, syntax, and reason.

      Two or three mornings per week, I heaved papers into the river—papers that I was supposed to place inside racks around town. Yes, my method reeked of laziness, and when viewed in a certain judgmental light, my actions could be deemed unethical, but they were efficient, which should count for something.

      If the powers that be at the Chronicle, commonly referred to as the Comical, wanted the job done right, well, then they shouldn’t have demoted me.

      I had been a general-assignment reporter, a job somewhat commensurate with my decades of journalism experience and talent for crafting complex, often convoluted sentences—similar to this one—that quite often wield both depths of meaning and dollops of humor, leaving readers, as the expression goes, wanting more.

      Sadly, editors nearly always wanted less.

      Delivering papers was a big downgrade, so, unlike when I’d been a journalist, I took less than no pride in my work. The combination of embarrassment and revulsion I felt during that stretch of my life brought me to the river at 6 a.m. on Wednesday, April 9.

      I watched for a few seconds as the water soaked through the burlap, then sucked under the reporters’ words, the photographer’s images, and the ads for junk nobody needed.

      I started to leave when I saw a patch of red sticking out where the dock and ramp came together. The sky was still fairly dark, but the minimal sunlight revealed a shimmer of red in the water, four feet below where I stood. I moved closer and leaned over the rail, but I couldn’t see more of whatever was wedged under that section of the long, rectangular, black pontoon that held up the dock. The patch of red poked out six inches from underneath the pontoon, just below the surface of the water.

      I walked to the corner of the dock to see if anything was sticking out on the other side. Nothing.

      Now I was curious, and I wouldn’t quit until I satisfied my curiosity. I hustled back to my truck, grabbed the telescoping ball retriever from my golf bag, then jogged down the ramp, with a bad feeling welling in my chest.

      I maneuvered the ball retriever through the railing at the end of the ramp where I thought I had the best angle. After a few attempts to secure the latch on the end to the shiny, red fabric, I finally found purchase, then pulled the retriever toward me gently.

      I strained to see what slowly emerged—and then I recognized the left arm and hand of a human. I recoiled and felt sick, but I somehow managed not to throw up, even when I realized the watch on the wrist was the one that I’d given to Matt Ackerman, my former fiancé. The watch had a red band attached to a face that featured the red Philadelphia Phillies logo.

      I’d endured violence, been in a car crash, and interviewed rapists and murderers, but the anguish, panic, and horror I felt at that moment were worse than all of those experiences combined.

      I must’ve blacked out or dissociated or something because I didn’t remember maneuvering the ball retriever back through the railing or collapsing it into its shortest position. But there it was, on the deck, next to my right shoe.

      The red I’d seen turned out to be the elbow of the jacket I’d given to Matt last Christmas—a red and blue jacket with the logo of the Paducah Chiefs, the local collegiate summer-league team, stitched on it.

      I ran up the ramp to my truck, grabbed my phone, then tried to calm down enough to speak. When I finally managed to slow my breathing, I called the Paducah Police Department. Calling 911 would’ve been pointless.

      While I waited for the police to arrive, I tried to clear my head by walking up the ramp, then along the bluff, and finally down along the river. This didn’t clear my head because I couldn’t change the fact that Matt Ackerman—the love of my life, the man who until the week before had been my fiancé—lay dead in the river.

      The riverbank was slick and mossy, and I muddied my running shoes while trying to maintain my balance. I felt dizzy and nauseated, so I sat down, muddying my maroon running suit. Then I cried harder, longer, and louder than I’d cried since I was a little girl.

      When I heard four car doors slam, I looked upstream toward the sounds and toward Matt. As I stood up, a flash of green caught my eye near the water.

      I took a few steps, then realized that I saw a man’s Asics running shoe on its side. The moving water pinned the left shoe against a rock.

      That someone would murder Matt Ackerman wouldn’t surprise many people, at least not anyone who’d interacted with him. Having been at the paper for seven years—an all-time record—Matt had alienated nearly everyone in town who was in a position of power, in law enforcement, in business, in the arts, in the medical profession, in high school, or who had driven past his 2002 navy-blue Honda Civic and had seen the bumper sticker that read:

      Paducah—Fairly close to cities you’d like to live in!

      Matt fancied himself an entrepreneur. Conceiving of the bumper stickers was one of the ideas about which he was very proud. Predictably, he lost hundreds of dollars in that endeavor, which, compared to his other business failings, made that one a runaway success.

      He cultivated affectations that alienated most of the people he encountered. For example, on Fridays he wore a monocle, despite having 20/20 vision. He alternated which eye the monocle adorned each week. The first and third Fridays of each month were right-eye days; the second and fourth, left. When a rare fifth Friday wedged its way into a month, instead of switching the monocle back to his right eye—which would’ve been logical but still idiotic—Matt jettisoned the monocle, then donned an ascot.

      He lived for fifth Fridays.

      Any American pretentious enough to wear an ascot in the twenty-first century would seem to be pretentious enough to wear one on a random Tuesday, but not Matt.

      About a year earlier, Bill Lang, the Chronicle’s cops-and-courts reporter, asked Matt why he only wore ascots on fifth Fridays.

      “Why is the Kentucky Derby only run on the first Saturday in May?” Matt asked.

      Bill raised his eyebrows at me and shrugged. Turning to Matt, he said, “I’ll never understand why you haven’t been elected mayor.”

      So, if irritating people can be defined as a talent, then Matt was not totally devoid of talent.

      And he was a spectacular lover.

      But I digress.

      That morning at the river, still trying to stop my tears, I approached the four officers who stood at the top of the ramp.

      “I’m the one who called you,” I said. “I found a body under the dock. It’s Matt Ackerman.”

      Three of them looked surprised, and the fourth, Officer Josh Williams, squinted at me in what I took to be his suspicious expression.

      “Why you say that?” he asked.

      I tried not to react visibly to his grammar. Worse crimes exist than butchering the English language, but his scowl, suspiciousness, bunched-up shoulders—and my knowledge of him—led me to believe that Officer Williams had committed many of those crimes, too. His mustache, which looked like a brush used to groom Thoroughbreds, didn’t help put me at ease.

      But I admit I was not an impartial observer that morning. Before he was Officer Williams, he was just Josh Williams, and he’d terrorized Matt long ago through middle school and high school at Tilghman. At first, Williams had preferred to throw projectiles—apples, cans of soda, or rocks—at Matt. But Williams later graduated to throwing cups of red punch or leaking pens when he saw Matt wearing an unfamiliar item of clothing, on the chance that it was new.

      Matt grew up extremely poor, and he told me that he’d only received a few new pieces of clothing (as opposed to thrift-store finds) throughout his high school years. The second time that Williams ruined one of those items—a Phillies sweatshirt his mother had given him—Matt went straight to the high school principal, demanding justice. Principal Soudar said, “Kids let off steam. Some kids have more steam than others. It is what it is.”

      But what it was, was assault, harassment, and an unsafe learning environment.

      After realizing that Matt would not or could not retaliate, Williams started to slug Matt frequently, stepping from around a corner or from behind a column to deliver a punch—usually in the stomach, but a few times in the face—then laughing while he walked away.

      So, when Officer Williams eloquently asked that morning, “Why you say that?” I responded with, “I gave Matt the watch, Sherlock.”

      “What make it the same watch?”

      It was a piece of junk, probably made in a sweat shop by malnourished child laborers. Ten thousand of those watches likely were sold each year in Philadelphia’s Citizens Bank Park, mostly to parents buying cheap souvenirs for their tween sons. I, however, had purchased the watch on the wrist of the forty-year-old dead man under the dock in a Philadelphia shop, on the trip during which Matt had introduced me to his father.

      “It’s the same watch, oh wise and kind Officer Williams, because it’s on Matt’s wrist.”

      He squinted at me and put his fists on his hips. Had I not just lost Matt, I probably would have laughed. Instead, I sat down and hugged my knees to my chest.

      Later, two detectives in cheap sports coats examined the scene as two Kentucky State Police officers stood guard. A police officer in scuba gear took photos of Matt from above and underwater, as Officer Williams and Officer Kramer stood far too close to me. I was still hugging my knees, and they were positioned between me and the ramp, in case I decided to jump up and flee.

      At the top of the ramp, five people—three of whom had been walking their dogs when they spotted the yellow crime-scene tape blocking the entrance to the ramp—were looking down at the officers, the coroner, and me.

      “Officers,” I said, “I’ve never seen a dead body that wasn’t in a casket, much less found one. Today I’ve done both, and I’m not doing well, so I’d like to go home, probably to drink.”

      “Don’t understand why you on the dock so early,” Williams said. They’d had me penned in for who knows how long by then, and Officer Kramer had yet to say a word.

      I told them I liked to begin and end my day at the river because I found the river to be peaceful. I didn’t want to mention my burlap deposits for two reasons: First, I would likely get fired this time, rather than just demoted; and, second, Williams would probably manage to turn my littering (of biodegradable items, for whatever that’s worth) into a felony. Obstructing a federal waterway? Hindering international trade? Failing to genuflect in the presence of a peace officer?

      As we stood there, with the sun rising and Matt still under water, I wondered whether I should mention the shoe I’d found. It could be nothing. It could be litter. It could be the murderer’s, or one of Matt’s. If I mentioned it, Williams would probably consider the fact I hadn’t said something about it immediately to be suspicious. If I didn’t mention it, and the shoe turned out to be a clue, then Williams would likely consider the fact I hadn’t mentioned it to be suspicious. I decided to mention it.

      “Between the time I called you and the time you arrived, I walked downriver, over there, and found what could be a clue: a man’s Asics running shoe. Could be the murderer’s.”

      “Murderer? Why you say there a crime here?”

      “Matt was an all-state swimmer in high school, but you think he slipped and fell into the Ohio, then couldn’t make it a yard to safety?”

      “Coulda hit his head. Can’t swim if he unconscious.”

      “Okay, then don’t get the shoe,” I said.

      Williams gestured with his chin to Kramer, indicating that Kramer should check out my claim. Kramer nodded, then headed off without a word.

      I heard water drip, turned toward the sound, then saw three men maneuvering Matt over the edge of the dock.

      I turned away quickly, then ran to the other side of the dock and vomited into the river. Dizziness overtook me, so I sat down, then dangled my legs over the side.

      As the three men hoisted Matt from the water, I didn’t see his face, and I forced myself not to look toward them.

      I had last tried to look into Matt’s eyes when he’d dumped me the week before, breaking off our engagement. Although I didn’t want the unusual expression on his face that morning to be the image of him burned into my memory, I knew I really didn’t want the bloated nightmare version of him on the dock to be in my head, even for an instant—let alone for the rest of my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            SETTING

          

        

      

    

    
      Shivering uncontrollably from nerves, I wondered if I should tie something heavy around my waist, then jump in the river. That thought passed, and then I felt a warm sensation across my shoulders, neck, and back.

      I looked up and saw my best friend, Dakota Crowley, age 44, four years older than I was. She smiled at me, and I smiled back. Then I looked at what she had placed on me: It was the four-by-six-foot quilt the two of us had made, featuring a depiction of the I-24 bridge crossing over the Ohio, the bridge within view to the left of the dock on which I was sitting. Even fellow quilters who didn’t like us—more than a few—would begrudgingly admit we’d done an excellent job. Dakota kept the quilt in her Nissan Murano, in case she felt a nap coming on.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “The whole town’s buzzing. When I jogged by, Gayle stopped me and said she thought she saw you down here. I looked and knew it was you, so I found a way to help. Here you go.” She handed me the orange water bottle she carried when she ran. I drank half the water quickly.

      “How’d you get past the crime-scene tape?”

      “Ducked.”

      If Dakota had run far that morning, her exertion didn’t show. As usual, she looked fantastic—the kind of fantastic that would make most women instantly dislike her: tall and athletic with long, auburn, naturally highlighted hair, and eyes so blue that fabric-artist extraordinaire Ian Berry could put on a denim show using only her eyes as inspiration. She had magnificent taste in clothes, apart from her near compulsion to infuse orange into almost every outfit. She was kind and generous, had a beautiful singing voice, and was as smart as anyone I knew. She couldn’t act worth a plugged nickel and had lousy luck with men, but no one can do everything well.

      Even so, on my bad days, I could still hold at least one of her positive traits against her. But that morning was not one of them.

      She sat down beside me and was astute enough not to say anything. She wore a white Adidas running top and a white running jacket, complemented by shorts and running shoes in University of Tennessee orange. A matching orange scrunchy held her hair in a ponytail.

      Officer Williams startled me when he said from behind us, “Officer Kramer found the shoe.”

      When it occurred to me that he could be waiting for a response, I said, “Yes.”

      “It suspicious you down here early, found the body, and found what could be a clue, if the vic was murdered.”

      A few seconds passed.

      “Are you waiting for me to respond?” I asked. Dakota elbowed me gently in the ribs.

      “Well, what do you think of that?” Williams asked.

      “I think your suspicions are ridiculous.”

      “You know you a suspect, right? I wouldn’t be such a smart-mouth, I was you.”

      “Why would I call the cops to report the dead body of someone I murdered, then point out what could be a clue if I had committed the murder?”

      He thought about that for a few seconds. As he did, I decided to ease the discomfort the hard dock had created in my butt by standing. Williams stepped back quickly when I stood, as if threatened by my movement. I handed the quilt to Dakota, who stood, too.

      “Guess you wouldn’t, if you done it,” he said.

      I didn’t point out that a savvy murderer might do exactly that if he—or she—wanted to appear to be helpful, cooperative, and innocent.

      Eventually, the officers let us leave. Without turning to look at what was left of Matt, I walked up the ramp with Dakota. Despite her offer to stay with me for as long as I needed, I told her I loved her and appreciated her offer, but I’d rather be alone. She hugged me, told me she loved me, then turned and walked away.

      “Hadley!” I heard her shout after about twenty seconds. I turned around. She jogged toward me.

      “Do you want me to feed and walk Trapunto?” He was the friendliest, most life-loving dog I’d ever known. I had picked him up at the McCracken County Humane Society a little less than five years before, just after Matt and I had become a couple.

      Trapunto was two parts mutt and two parts mongrel, and I loved him all the more for his lack of pedigree.

      I’m not a snob about much.

      True, I think Jim Beam is only slightly less toxic than hemlock. I get irritated when coffee houses and restaurants try to pass off Robusta coffee beans as arabica beans. And I like people who speak the English language grammatically. I realize that this makes me a bigot because many people say, “he don’t,” “she don’t,” and “I seen.” I didn’t have parents who spoke grammatical English, but I read compulsively from an early age, so I taught myself how to speak differently than my mom.

      But, other than that, I’m not a snob.

      No, wait. One more—don’t try to pass off a wad of twenty-two-thread-count poly/cotton sandpaper as a quality fat quarter.

      But, otherwise, I’m not a snob.

      I loved Trapunto and loved that he was a mutt. Every day, I walked him in Noble Park, which used to be an amusement park when I was a kid, and I jogged with him at least three days a week and wrestled with him or played tug-of-war in the backyard—on the twelve days a year during which my backyard wasn’t either a swamp or a frozen tundra.

      I said to Dakota, “Oh, yes, thank you, D. Can’t believe I forgot him.”

      “Hads, you’ve got a lot going on.”

      “Yeah, but I should take care of him. I’ll head home.”

      “You’ve just suffered a major trauma. Two, actually. I really don’t think you should be alone, but if you insist on my not being with you, then I insist on this: I’ll take care of Trapunto. He’s one part of your life you don’t have to worry about now.”

      I knew she spoke only from a place of love, but her last sentence stung because it correctly implied that I had numerous parts of my life to worry about.

      Dakota and I hugged again, said goodbye again, and then I walked toward downtown. Coffee made more sense than Maker’s Mark.

      I entered the Lower Town Arts District, then passed the beautiful Victorian and Craftsman houses and the restored brick homes that line the streets. People seemed either to be whispering about me as I approached them or changed directions just after they saw me.

      I walked toward Etcetera Coffeehouse on Sixth. For the last week, I’d wondered almost constantly what I’d done to cause Matt to dump me—and now he would never be able to tell me.
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      I was demoted from my reporting job to the position of newspaper launcher after my butt was grabbed at a company Christmas party by Nick Stoddard—a member of a local family so self-important that its members seemed to believe they founded Paducah, if not America. In other words, the Stoddards were accustomed to getting what they wanted, and Nick Stoddard wanted to grab me, so he did.

      I’d been in Nick’s presence on more than a few occasions, and each time he’d exuded Jim Beam fumes the way Bradley Cooper does charisma.

      The Bluegrass State is actually a commonwealth, a distinction without a difference, which doesn’t stop Kentuckians from being oddly proud of this distinction. Of course, we aren’t as proud of Kentucky’s commonwealth status as we are of its most famous product: Kentucky bourbon.

      That phrase is almost redundant because ninety-five percent of the world’s bourbon is produced within the confines of Kentucky. The McCracken County Public Library in downtown Paducah raised my sister, Jenny, and me. So, when I was old enough to understand how the United States was founded and how it developed, I made a point to learn about my native state. I mean, commonwealth.

      I learned the distilling terms “white dog,” “sour mash,” and “angel’s share” early. At the time, I didn’t notice the inaccurate apostrophe in “angel’s share,” as though the millions of ounces of bourbon evaporating through the countless aged, oaken barrels in the thousands of rickhouses throughout Kentucky are being drunk by one inebriated angel.

      As I’m sure you’re aware by now, I’m not a woman who dances around my opinion. Therefore, I feel compelled to point out that only jackasses drink Jim Beam.

      Sure, in a commonwealth housing nearly twice as many barrels of bourbon as it does people, plenty of those residents drink Jim Beam, as do many other palate-impaired drinkers around the globe.

      So, Nick Stoddard wasn’t the only one who drank Beam. But if a man’s taste buds are so poorly developed that he prefers to drink a liquid that tastes worse than the sweat between Jabba the Hutt’s chins, then perhaps that man cannot distinguish between acceptable flirting and sexual assault.

      Of course, the Stoddards being the Stoddards, they tried to have me fired after I filed an official complaint with H.R. at the Chronicle. My complaint (given the once-over by Dakota) included the phrase “hostile work environment,” which was accurate because the Christmas party that year, and every other, was mandatory, making it an official work function. Nick Stoddard was in attendance because he and his family were the paper’s largest advertiser.

      Ostensibly, the Stoddards made their fortune in the shipping industry (to this day, the largest economic engine in Paducah), then branched out into various retail operations, mostly grocery chains and car dealerships but also fast-food joints specializing in deep-fried heart-attack balls.

      However, the Stoddards’ fortune likely resulted from less-noble pursuits than slowly killing Paducahans.

      Because the Stoddards had gotten away with behaving like Stoddards for generations, Nick just assumed he was right, and I was wrong. Or at least he assumed he would win, and I would lose.

      But two witnesses saw Nick manhandle my left buttock. Matt Ackerman, my former beloved, was one of them. If he’d been braver and not so afraid of the Stoddards, he would’ve defended my honor. The other witness was Henrietta Moss, a fine lady, but, even if she’d wanted to chastise Nick, he would’ve stumbled out of the hall long before she could’ve maneuvered her walker near enough for him to have heard the rebukes coming from her tracheal tube (a three-packs-a-day smoker).

      So, in the millisecond it took me to realize Stoddard had grabbed my butt and the second it took me to realize no one would come to my defense, I made a fist and threw a right-cross to the jaw of the groper, who staggered backward, then fell into the Christmas tree, crushing the faux gifts beneath it and shattering many of the glass ornaments that had been hanging on the lush Noble fir.

      Hearing the crash, everyone in the room turned toward the noise, which meant most of them could tell—because I was grimacing and cupping my right hand with my left—that I’d decked Nick Stoddard.

      By the way, punching someone in the jaw can be invigorating, but that feeling is tempered by a lot of knuckle pain.

      I’d downed two shots of Maker’s Mark that night, so I might not be recounting the Paducah Comical Christmas Party Incident with complete objectivity (as though complete objectivity exists). But I can say that after about three seconds, once the party attendees had figured out that Nick Stoddard was on the ground, and he appeared to have been put there by one of the paper’s reporters—the only female reporter on staff, no less—the majority of the partygoers cheered.

      I heard an “All right!” and a “You go, girl!”

      Eventually, after the paper tried to fire me at the behest of the Stoddards, I hired Mike Weiss, a talented and successful local attorney who was more than happy to threaten to sue the paper and the Stoddards. He had sued the self-important, bully clan many times and had won every case.

      In truth, a lawyer didn’t have to be any good to beat the Stoddards in court because the family was so corrupt and felonious that many Paducahans used the family name as a verb: “What did Jimbo do? I’ll tell you what he did. He Stoddarded the hell out of that girl.”

      The two sides involved in the resulting legal skirmish worked out a deal: I wouldn’t pursue sexual-assault charges against Nicky the Hand, and the Stoddards wouldn’t pull their ads from the Chronicle. If you suspect that I somehow got lost in the negotiations, don’t worry about me.

      I was given a demotion from the newsroom to the loading dock, which was, of course, a major step down because all of the reporters at the Chronicle—and at nearly every paper in the country—had college degrees. Most of the loading dock workers, however, had meth addictions morphing into opioid addictions, so I didn’t have any rapport with the other distributors of the Chronicle.

      The deal I received for not filing charges against Stoddard could be seen as sweet, however. I received a nowhere-near-new Nissan Frontier 4x4 in majestic blue with a matching blue camper shell from one of the Stoddards’ dealerships.

      As part of the compromise/buy-out/punishment, I was moved to the loading dock, and my workday was cut from eight hours to two, but my weekly take-home pay didn’t change. Sure, I was no longer performing the job I’d pursued and excelled at since I was in high school, the one that had gotten me a scholarship to college, and, sure, I was sliding into a job that soon-to-be opioid addicts were embarrassed to be doing, but I got to start work at 5 a.m., so why wouldn’t I feel great about my career and my life?

      Then Matt was killed by what the coroner’s report called blunt-force trauma, and the arts-and-entertainment beat needed to be filled.
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      As I drank my coffee that Wednesday in Etcetera, a few people approached me to say they’d heard about Matt and to tell me how sorry they were. None of them had heard that Matt had dumped me, or if they had, they showed enough class not to mention that humiliating fact.

      I was probably in shock. All of my systems seemed off, and I actually had to remind myself to breathe. Our autonomic nervous systems don’t require conscious thought, so I was in trouble.

      I knew I still had to tell the horrible news to Matt’s mom, Donna Ackerman. Of course, I should’ve called her from the dock as soon as I’d found Matt, but that’s not the kind of news someone should receive on the phone—especially not the mother of the deceased.

      So, I sat there, my coffee having gone cold, trying to think about whatever it was I was supposed to think about in a situation like the one I was experiencing. Were there logical responses to such a loss? It seemed as though there should be. After all, death isn’t unprecedented; in fact, it’s ubiquitous and universal. So, why was I having trouble breathing?

      I was sitting in the smaller, side room, and I turned to a goateed guy in his early twenties and asked, “How do I know if my brain is broken?”

      He looked up from his black laptop and stared at me. After a few seconds, I realized he was waiting for me to deliver the punchline.

      “No, sorry. I’m really asking. Is there something definitive?”

      “Uh, I don’t know. I’d say your brain is broken if you like Nickelback.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “Then you’re probably fine.” He smiled, and then his expression changed. He stood up and walked over to me. “Actually, are you okay?” he asked. “Looks like you’re shaking. Shivering.”

      I looked at my hands, and both of them appeared to be palsied. I was pretty sure any of the awful diseases that cause palsy didn’t appear within a couple hours of losing the love of one’s life. I knew caffeine wasn’t causing the tremors because I hadn’t even finished my first cup.

      I forced my hands to stop shaking by contracting the muscles in my hands and arms. That worked for a few seconds.

      “I’m Jake Balmat,” he said, sticking out his right hand.

      “Hadley Carroll. Nice to meet you,” I said while shaking his hand. “I appreciate your concern, Jake. I really do. I’m obviously going through some stuff.”

      “Please forgive me for asking, but you’re not detoxing, are you?”

      “No. I wish I were,” I said, then added, “Sorry for upsetting you. Enjoy the rest of your morning.”

      I stood, then decided to walk somewhere. Didn’t matter where. Movement seemed to be necessary, but I didn’t know why I believed this—or if that belief made sense. But I decided to move, intending to prove or disprove the necessity of movement as a response to trauma.

      As I walked through the door, I couldn’t remember where my truck was. Then I remembered it was parked at the top of the ramp. If I’d just done my stupid job that morning as I was supposed to do—loaded the papers into the racks instead of chucking them—I wouldn’t have had to wade through this cesspool of a day.

      That thought entered my head, but then I realized how stupid it was. I would’ve avoided finding Matt if I’d performed my job duties as expected, and I wouldn’t have been accused of murdering him and wouldn’t have seen him being pulled from the water. But Matt would still be dead, and that was the real source of my pain.

      That, and not knowing why he’d dumped me.

      I decided to get my truck. The dock is only a half-dozen blocks from Etcetera, so I probably reached it quickly, but I couldn’t concentrate, so I wasn’t sure how long it took me to get there.

      When I reached the top of the ramp, where the crime-scene tape was strung, I looked down at the dock, even though I didn’t want to. Matt had been removed—to the morgue, I guessed—but Officer Williams looked up at me and sneered. He then shook his head slowly, which I took to mean, “I knew it.”

      I’d just returned to the scene of the crime. That’s why he sneered, I figured.

      I considered mooning him. Matt would’ve appreciated my spirit because whenever he could, he liked to “stick it to the Man.” I told him he shouldn’t do it on a Friday because nothing has less impact on the Man than being challenged by someone wearing a monocle or an ascot.

      Matt had been unable to fight back against Williams, so I wanted to right that wrong for him.

      Maybe the stress had broken my brain because I silently said to myself, This is for you, Matty, then I raised my right hand high, intending to flip Officer Williams the bird. But my hand waved, instead.

      I half expected him to charge up the ramp to pummel me.

      But, with a big smile on his face, he raised his right hand and gave me the middle-finger salute.

      Because up was down and left was right, I laughed—for the first time in a week.

      Donna Ackerman and I, however, didn’t do any laughing.

      Based on her smile when she opened her front door to me, I knew she hadn’t heard that her son was dead. But she looked at me and knew something was wrong.

      Without saying the words “sit down,” I guided her carefully to her threadbare couch, which was covered with a beautiful quilt she’d made using University of Kentucky blue and white. Instead of the UK logo, though, she had scripted Paducah on the bias from bottom left to top right.

      Before I set my muddy butt down on her quilt, I grabbed a towel from the messy bathroom, then set it on the quilt before I sat next to her.

      Donna was a heavy-set woman with a right knee that troubled her enough to cause her to limp noticeably when the pain flared. Matt had shown me pictures of her when she was young, and she’d been beautiful. I thought she was still pretty, with expressive brown eyes and luminous skin, especially for a woman of fifty-nine. She was an excellent cook, a great baker, and a very good quilter, but she had a quick temper, and I long ago stopped trying to understand why a woman with such a refined aesthetic sense would intentionally color her hair the color of cotton candy.

      Blue cotton candy.

      Okay, not all of it—just a streak down the middle. But, still.

      She lived in a small, run-down two-bedroom house in the run-down Glendale section of town, four blocks from where I lived, and a little farther away from Noble Park. It was the house Matt had grown up in, after he and Donna had moved to Paducah from Philadelphia when Matt was ten.

      After he’d left to go to college at UK, she converted the second bedroom into her quilting room. If the room had been three times larger, it still would’ve been overstuffed. Usually, I try not to judge another quilter’s compulsion to accumulate a stash that could give the incomparable Hancock’s of Paducah a run for its money, but she was a hoarder’s hoarder. Even in the municipality known as Quilt City, or Quilt City, USA, home to the National Quilt Museum—Donna’s compulsion to accumulate fabric was extreme.

      Her hunting-and-gathering was made worse by the fact she always seemed to be broke. Every time I visited, I wanted to point out how many thousands of dollars of quilting supplies were piled up in her stash, but addicts have to recognize they have a problem on their own. The rest of us harping at them won’t get them to see the truth.

      Because I didn’t like enabling her or watching her indulge her addiction, I did my best to come up with solid reasons why I couldn’t accompany her every time she asked if I wanted to go to Hancock’s with her.

      Donna and I had become close in the five years Matt and I had been together. Even though she and I had a significant age difference, and even though our lives had taken different paths, we had first bonded over quilting, then had become true friends. We quilted together on Sundays at Paducah Quilters Quorum, which we called PQQ most of the time.

      While trying to muster the courage to explain why I was there, I looked around the room. Pictures of Matt lined the walls and sat on the mantle. From where I sat, I could see three pictures of Matt and me, four of the two of them, and one of the three of us.

      “Donna, I have some bad news.”

      “Matty?”

      “Yes.”

      “Which hospital?”

      “I’m so sorry, Donna.” I didn’t need to say more.

      She put her head on my chest, hugged me tightly, and sobbed, which made me start to sob, too.

      After at least a minute, she asked, “Car crash?”

      “No. It looks like he was murdered.”

      “Oh, God, no.” Her sobs became wails, and she shuddered.

      Eventually, she calmed down, as much as a mother can calm herself after hearing news like that.

      I made tea, then didn’t say anything for a long time, probably five minutes. I didn’t know how to comfort a mother who’d just lost her only child. After a few seconds, I realized that no one could distract a distraught mother within minutes of receiving such horrible news because everything was going to remind her of him.

      I thought that giving her space might help, so I stepped into her quilting room, then stood near the door. Without scooting into the chair at the table that had a huge green ruler on it, I had almost nowhere I could stand safely.

      The bolts of fabric piled against the left wall literally touched the ceiling, and for Donna to reach any of them, she’d have to hopscotch her way around the numerous knee-high stacks of fabric bolts between the door and the ceiling-high pile. And Donna’s hop-scotching days were over. I’d guess that 12,000 quilters would only put a dent in her stash if they quilted round-the-clock for the rest of their lives. On the right side of the room three eight-high stacks of long white boxes were covered by what I hoped was a mountain of clean laundry.

      I suddenly felt claustrophobic and far less self-conscious about my unwieldy stash at home. Donna’s colorful, disorganized mess looked like the aftermath of a collision between a Sherwin-Williams Paint Store and the Sixties.

      I stepped back into the living room and was about to offer to buy her lunch at Mellow Mushroom when her landline rang.

      She picked it up and said, “Yes, I’m Donna,” then listened for three seconds. “Thank you. Goodbye,” she said, then hung up. “I have to go identify Matt’s body.” She started to sob again.

      After we returned from the morgue (where I didn’t look at Matt), I made sure Donna didn’t need me to run errands for her or to make her a meal. She thanked me for the comfort I’d given her, then told me she wanted to try to nap.

      “Take care of yourself,” she called out as I closed her front door.

      I drove to my house, showered, changed into clean workout clothes and running shoes, then took off walking around Paducah.

      I walked along Twenty-Eighth Street toward the Coke Plant, down Jefferson to the river, along the Greenway Trail, across Twenty-First, down Kentucky, up Monroe, down Harrison, across Franklin, back down Jefferson, and along Second, where I passed the new restaurant, Broussard’s Cajun Cuisine, in the space where Whaler’s Catch used to be. Before the upscale restaurant burned down, Dakota and her parents took me to Whaler’s Catch a few times over the years.

      In the middle of the night, I bought thirteen dollars of junk food at the FiveStar at the intersection of H.C. Mathis and Park. I stopped at my house to refill my water bottle and to put on another layer. I put Trapunto’s leash on him, and then we kept walking.

      I fought off sleep because I knew I’d only toss and turn if I climbed into bed. Or, if I somehow managed to fall asleep, I’d have horrible nightmares.

      Through the night, I tried to concentrate only on my next step, struggling not to think about Matt, his murder and who might have killed him.

      I walked Trapunto home, then turned around and headed downtown again. I passed the Columbia Theatre, which was being refurbished. I occasionally attended dollar-movie night there when I was a girl. I sat on the curb in front of St. Francis de Sales Catholic Church on South Sixth Street, where Matt’s service would be held.

      I prayed.

      Dear God, please, please give me enough strength to get through this. You’ve gotten me this far, and I’ve overcome a lot, but I’m not sure I’m going to survive this. At least not as the woman I am now. Please give me strength, and please treat Matty well. And make sure he knows I love him. Amen.

      I continued to walk, and the first light of dawn eventually arrived. I was exhausted and sad and hungry and emotionally raw. And my legs and feet hurt like crazy. I had reached no conclusions. I didn’t have any epiphanies, and I still understood almost nothing about what had happened over the last week.

      I opened the fitness app on my phone just after sitting down in Kirchhoff’s Bakery with a cup of coffee. I had walked 17.2 miles.
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      A while later, after apparently zoning out, I was surprised to see that three hours had passed. I’d been awake for thirty-one hours, and I was trying to read that morning’s Chronicle in the corner booth while drinking my fourth? ninth? who knows? cup of coffee and eating a blueberry muffin.

      I overheard Janet Loy ask Vivian Franey, “Did you hear about Hadley’s fiancé, that nitwit?”

      “No. What’d I miss?”

      I was out of sight of the two of them. They were both members of PQQ. Matt’s murder made me shocked, confused, disconsolate, and sleep-deprived, but listening to Janet bad-mouth him also made me seethe.

      “He was murdered,” Janet said.

      “Oh, my God! How awful,” Vivian said. “I didn’t even know murder happened in Paducah.”

      Yikes! Why wouldn’t murder happen here? The 25,000 Paducahans are people, and murder is never outside the realm of possibility when one person interacts with another.

      I wanted to shout at Vivian: “Of course murder happens here, you moron!”

      Her worldview was as haphazard as her chain piecing.

      I knew I was in a foul mood, but that Thursday’s edition of the Chronicle was especially bad. It had a story across the top of the front page about how to de-flea cats. The down-page left story declared the city’s stretch of April weather to be within half a degree of last year’s April temperatures (that day’s editorial argued that this temperature consistency debunked the Chinese communistic conspiracy known as climate change). The down-page right story instructed readers how to mow their lawns (in case they’d forgotten since last week), and the last was an Associated Press story about the infestation of Asian carp that had inundated local waters.

      The art on the page consisted of a stand-alone photo of a collie walking along a bank of the Ohio River with its owner in tow and a second photo down-page of an Asian carp.

      As news days in Paducah go, that one was fairly strong.

      Which is why I knew that a force greater than incompetence must have kept a story about the murder of a Comical reporter out of the paper.

      Janet said, “This murder wasn’t just one meth addict killing another. Matt Ackerman was killed because he was such a lousy reporter.”

      “My God!” Vivian said as I choked on my blueberry muffin.

      It’s one thing to gossip, as most of us do, but the reporter in me was closer to horrified than offended by Janet making stuff up. With scientifically proven facts being called fake news and journalists being killed around the world because they dare to speak truth to power, I knew I had to stop the nonsense spewing from their mouths.

      I stood up so I was in view. They both looked at me, then made startled faces as if they’d seen Elvis kissing Jimmy Hoffa.

      “Hadley!” Janet said.

      I was about to say, “Matt was a solid cops and courts reporter, and it’s not polite to talk ill of the newly murdered.” But before I said anything, they simultaneously remembered they’d both left irons on. They raced toward the door, although casual observers would’ve seen two ladies of a certain age creaking toward the exit.

      I sat down, then did what I too frequently did: I thought.

      Yes, thinking had helped me make a living, and, in general, thinking is better than not thinking. But I once thought myself out of existence and barely found my way back to reality. If Trapunto hadn’t needed to be walked, I might not have returned.

      I wondered why Bill Lang, the Chronicle’s cops and courts reporter, or another reporter, hadn’t written about Matt’s murder but arrived at no conclusions. My phone had rung a handful of times since I’d called Paducah Police Department the day before, but I had neither answered it nor bothered to see who’d called. Somewhere along my walk, I’d turned the ringer off. I looked at the missed calls and saw that Dakota had called four times, Donna once, Bill Lang once, and Greg Wurt, my boss, once. But I didn’t listen to the messages.

      I left that morning’s Chronicle on the table, intending to head home to double-check that Dakota had tended to Trapunto. When I reached the sidewalk, I saw Freddie DiSalvo walking toward me. He wore immaculate jeans and a maroon Harvard Law sweatshirt. At fifty-five, he was six-feet tall and very good looking, with short brown hair, brown eyes, and a good build for a man his age.

      Freddie was Dakota’s ex-boyfriend. Matt and I had been excited when they’d started dating about three years before because we’d never seen Dakota so enthusiastic. She was a world-beater in many ways—a successful lawyer, smart as could be, kind, generous, and gorgeous—but she didn’t have the Midas touch when it came to men. She couldn’t find a man in or near Paducah who possessed even half of her positive traits.

      Despite the odds, however, and after umpteen bad first dates, she finally told us she was with “the one” after dating Freddie for a while. A few months later, she moved into his house in West Paducah, only to have him decide—about six months later—to close his law practice to write historical fiction about Western Kentucky’s Jackson Purchase Region, which includes Paducah.

      Freddie had never written anything other than legal briefs, so Dakota was not surprised when the opening chapter of Mayfield in Moonlight was as incomprehensible as a penguin in a cornfield. At the end of the year that he’d given himself to complete his first two novels—which were certain to become the beginning of a twelve-volume, bestselling series—Freddie had written twenty-eight pages.

      Dakota had been patient and tried to believe in him and his writing odyssey but managed only to make it through Chapter One, the first seventeen pages. “So, what do you think?” Freddie had asked her. She answered: “You can’t go wrong with Times New Roman,” then went upstairs to pack. She moved out that day.

      Outside Kirchhoff’s that morning, Freddie saw me, and his face showed sadness and concern. “Oh, Hadley,” he said, then gave me a tight hug. In the three years I’d known him, I’d thought he was pretentious and standoffish, but his concern that morning was exactly what I needed.

      He let go before I did and said, “I’m so sorry. This is terrible. If there’s anything I can do. And I really mean that—anything.” I looked him in the eyes, and I was surprised by how genuine his concern seemed to be. Then I looked at his Asics running shoes and was surprised by how new they seemed to be. My breath caught, and then I asked, “New shoes?”

      “No, why?”

      “They look new.”

      “No. I take care of my clothes. The key is rotation, especially with shoes.”

      Matt and I had traveled twice with Dakota and Freddie, and we both thought Freddie was totally full of himself. On paper, Matt and Freddie should have gotten along well: They both loved the outdoors, fished in Noble Lake and Kentucky Lake, ran along the Greenway Trail, took long bike rides, and wrote. But plenty of friction had existed between them. During their bowling league the month before, Matt had come home upset because he and Freddie had gotten into an argument that almost turned into a fight.

      “What was it about?” I’d asked.

      “The clown again said journalists aren’t real writers.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I said, ‘If anyone would know who isn’t a real writer, Freddie, you would.’”

      “Great comeback.”

      “But it hit too close to home because he puffed up his chest and raised his fists. Bill and Niles stepped between us, but, man, I wanted to pummel that loser.”

      Matt was not alone in his desire to harm Freddie, or at least to see him harmed. Freddie was more polished than Matt, but he was far more arrogant and pompous. Somehow, he’d managed to elevate graduating from law school to the level of winning the Nobel Peace Prize. He could rub people the wrong way just with his custom suits (he was sure to mention in casual conversation that the one he was wearing was from Saville Row). When people factored in his name-dropping of Harvard Law School into conversations about cookies or woodworking, they at least thought about hitting him. Although, I’ll admit, he toned down his better-than-everyone pretentiousness after Dakota dumped him.

      That morning, I said to Freddie, “If I can think of how you can help, I’ll take you up on your offer. But right now, what I need is sleep or a drink, or maybe five drinks, then sleep.”

      “Whatever works, I won’t judge. Take care of yourself.”

      “You, too.” He hesitated for three seconds, then asked, “So, how’s the most perfect one?”

      Dakota had moved out about two years before. I didn’t feel like helping him tear off the scab because my heart had just been torn out, then had been stomped on. So, I felt insulted, if not offended by his attempt to get me to denigrate my best friend, soothing his heartache in the process. I refused to play his game, so I said, “Perfect means incapable of being improved, so it can’t be modified by ‘most.’ It’s similar to ‘unique’ in that way. See you around.”

      I didn’t look at him to see his expression, but I hoped it screamed “Bitch!”
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      I said my final goodbye to Matt as he was slowly lowered into the ground at Oak Grove Cemetery. I then went directly from the reception to the newsroom because Greg Wurt, the Chronicle’s editor, had called me two days before to ask if I’d like to be a reporter again, this time covering the arts-and-entertainment beat, called A&E.

      “I know this must be an especially difficult time for you, Hadley,” he said after I picked up and we exchanged hellos. “It is for all of us, and we weren’t as close to Matt as you were.”

      I almost said, “Really? Y’all weren’t engaged to him?” Instead, I said, “Thank you. It’s been difficult, but Maker’s Mark is helping me through.”

      “Um, well, yeah, Hadley, um, you wanna be careful there. You can’t drown grief.”

      I’d drunk exactly three shots of Maker’s in the week since Matt had died, but I thought Greg’s response would be worth hearing—and it didn’t disappoint.

      “Yes, I’ll be careful. Thanks for your concern.”

      That was another little joke but not one he’d appreciate. Greg had not shown a smidgeon of a scintilla of concern for my wellbeing in the more than four years I’d worked for him as a reporter. In fact, he almost acted as though my presence in his newsroom offended him.

      I had filed countless quality stories, never missed a deadline, took the assignments the other reporters didn’t want, never asked for special treatment, and was respected by the community, yet Greg had never expressed any appreciation, let alone concern. When I finally listened to the messages I’d received while on my long walk, Greg’s message said, “Yeah, um, Hadley, um. I’ve been informed you haven’t shown up for work. I know things are difficult right now, but—yeah, so, call me.”

      Why did Greg treat me worse than he did the other reporters? Why did he joke with them and go out for a beer with them occasionally? What did they have that I didn’t?

      Hmmm. Let me think…

      Here’s a hint: something that’s rarely as big as advertised, functions only sporadically, could always be cleaner, and has likely been given a dumb name by its possessor.

      “This is awkward for me to ask,” he said, “but Matt has left us in a bind.”

      Yeah, what an inconsiderate jerk he was. He left the paper understaffed just because he’d been murdered. The gall!

      Greg hadn’t asked a question, so I provided no verbal answer, but I’m pretty sure I harrumphed.

      “Would you be willing to be a reporter again, replacing Matt on A&E?”

      Of course.

      “Well, I don’t know, Greg. I’m still grieving, and Matt was a great reporter, so it won’t be easy to fill his shoes.”

      Come on, Greg, you can do it.

      “You and I both know you’ve got the chops.”

      Give me a break, I thought. I have the same chops today as I had when I worked in the newsroom, but you were too busy staring at my chest to acknowledge I’m a damn good reporter.

      “Well, I’m still pretty upset about being groped—and then demoted.”

      “You know I had nothing to do with that, right?”

      Of course, you had nothing to do with it, Greg. You would have to do something to have something to do with anything, and the whole staff thought you’d retired years ago but showed up every workday because you didn’t fish.

      “Oh, I know you didn’t, but I’m not exactly thrilled with management, so…”

      “I’ll give you a dollar more per hour than you were making.”

      “I don’t know, Greg.”

      “I’m sure you’re aware how stingy management is with raises, and considering the trouble you caused⁠—”

      “I caused? My ass jumped into Nick’s hand? That’s impressive. I should take that act on the road.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “No, I don’t. Are you suggesting you can’t give me a two-dollar-per-hour raise because I didn’t sue the company and put the paper’s largest advertiser on the sex-offender registry? And are you suggesting, in a town with an outsized A&E scene that brings in millions in revenue to the city and plenty of ad dollars to the paper that you can’t find eighty dollars more per week? But you’re asking me to help get you out of a bind by covering an essential beat while grieving the loss of my murdered fiancé?”

      “Um, well, I’m not suggesting that. I guess I’m… well… let me think… yeah, I’ll figure something out. Okay, Hadley, if I can get you the two-buck raise⁠—”

      “Per hour. Two bucks per hour.”

      “Of course. I’ll get you the two-bucks-per-hour raise. When can you start?”

      “Monday, after Matt’s funeral.”

      “Deal. See you then.”

      I was overdressed and probably inappropriately dressed on my first day back. But my all-black ensemble had been mournfully stylish in St. Frances de Sales Catholic Church and had been acceptably somber at the cemetery, as opposed to the outfits of the rest of the staff. They either wore jeans or clothes they appeared to have slept in—the exception being the man at the top of the masthead, Greg Wurt, who, inexplicably, draped a black cape over a black-and-gold Pittsburgh Pirates jersey.

      In truth, I half understood what Greg was doing: He was paying tribute to the city in which Matt was born. Predictably, Greg got his facts wrong—not a good trait in a donut maker, but an especially bad one in a journalist. Matt came from South Ninth Street in Philadelphia, not from Pittsburgh. What Greg’s cape was supposed to represent, I had no idea.

      Greg had changed into his wear-a-sweater-every-day look by the time I arrived at the office for my second stint as a reporter. His sweater that day was peach.

      I’m five-eight, and Greg looked up at me at a pretty steep angle. I’d guess he was five-three. He overcompensated for his lack of physical height by hitting the gym too often. It’s one thing to be in great physical shape, but it’s another to build muscle after muscle atop your fire-hydrant frame until your chest becomes so bulky it makes your arms look like those of a T. Rex. I’d wondered if Greg had managed to build muscle inside his skull, crowding out the gray matter.

      But he had great hair. Blond, very long, and straight. On another man, I would probably have liked it, but every time I looked at Greg, with that hair hanging down over his short, squat body, I thought of a Troll Doll. I wanted to pull a brush through it to see if I could make it stand straight up.

      At the funeral that morning, the other members of the staff, all males, had hugged me, so they just nodded or said “hey” when I entered the office.

      Despite having just officially said goodbye to Matt, I felt a surge of excitement as I once again walked through the door that the newspaper’s staff used in daylight, as opposed to heading to the back of the building, standing at the loading dock, and waiting for the print run to finish so I could begin the tedious process of preparing papers for delivery, all at an hour that should be illegal in civilized society.

      Being a reporter had been how I’d defined myself, so I was looking forward to my first assignment, even though working a forty-hour week would cut into my quilting time. In effect, I’d been paid by the Chronicle to quilt for six hours a day since I’d been demoted. I almost always gave my quilts away. If I could afford to spend the insane amounts of money I did on quilting supplies, then I could certainly give my finished quilts away to people who couldn’t afford housing, electricity
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