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    In memory of Polly Hunt Neal


With deep gratitude


For her hospitality and her friendship


~ ~ ~ ~ ~


“I hold my face in my hands


To keep my loneliness warm.”


-- Thich Nhat Hanh
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​DAY ONE – CHAPTER 1 - 2:00 a.m. to 4:00 a.m.
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~BISCUIT McKEE~

It was a dark and stormy night, dammit, and I was stuck, gasping for air, desperate for warmth, wedged between two branches of a drowning pine tree as the rain-swollen Metoochie River tried its best to uproot the almost completely submerged tree and drown me. If it didn’t freeze me first.

I had no idea who had pushed me from the dock, but I knew I hadn’t simply slipped. A moment after I’d sensed I wasn’t the only one standing there watching the surge of the storm water, two big hands hit the middle of my back.

What on earth had I been thinking to take a walk at 2 a.m. when I could have stayed curled up next to Bob? Obviously I’d lost my mind, and now I was paying for it.

I prayed for a convenient lightning bolt to strike the man who’d pushed me, whoever he was. I prayed for dawn. I prayed for a friendly boater or a sudden river-drying drought. My only chance was to hang on and hope for rescue. I screamed for help again and again, but heard no answer above the roar of the river. Visions of Snoopy, pounding away at his typewriter on top of his red-roofed cartoon doghouse, careened around inside my muddled head. It was a dark and stormy night; it was a dark and stormy night. I couldn’t get beyond that first stupid sentence.

I’d been sound asleep, in the middle of a very satisfying dream, when Marmalade had padded up my leg, over the curve of my hip, and wiggled her way under my arm. Breathing is difficult with a cat against one’s nose, so I’d shifted onto my back. She shifted with me and placed her paw over my eyelid. It’s hard not to wake up when that happens.

Look outside the window.

I swear, in the middle of the night her purr sounds like a dump truck.

Someone is in the backyard beyond the fence.

I pushed her out of the way—gently, but firmly. “Let me sleep, Marmy,” I mumbled. Bob stirred, muttered something but didn’t seem to wake up, and settled back down. “Go ’way,” I said again as she balanced on my hip like Snoopy on his doghouse roof, and continued to nudge me with her paws and her head. 

Come to the window. Come to the window now.

“Shh! Don’t wake up Bob.”

Now!

When she let out one of her gurgly yarps I gave in. “Awright, Marms.” I considered pulling the blanket over my head, but knew she’d never let me get away with it. “What’s going on? Did you find a mouse?” I slipped into my robe and stretched as she jumped down and bounded to the big window. Our beautiful private backyard is bordered by woods and precious little else. Everything looked peaceful, the vegetable garden, the shed, and what I could see of the compost pile tucked behind it. The moon, behind a pattern of intermittent clouds, was bright enough to cast shadows from the trees that lean over the chain link fence.

Look!

Marmalade squawked again. I scanned the dark outline of trees against the moon-bright sky. Maybe there was an owl or some other kind of night bird out there. 

Mouse droppings!

She snorted and I climbed back into bed. Before I settled in, though, I took one more look out the window. Maybe she’d seen a raccoon, or a possum. If only the creek back in the woods were closer, I’d be able to see it burbling along. I did a bit of my own burbling, and tried to get back to sleep, but after a year or two of tossing—why does everything seem longer in the middle of the night?—I gave up. I slipped out of bed, debated the merits of a cup of chamomile tea versus a long walk. Decided on a short walk and grabbed my sweat pants and a balled-up tee-shirt from the top of the overloaded laundry basket. Something fell on the floor, but I ignored it. I could always pick it up tomorrow.

Bob mumbled and rolled to the middle of the bed. “I’m taking a walk,” I whispered. “Want to go with me?

“Why?” 

He hadn’t answered my question.

“I can’t sleep.” 

“What time is it?”

“About two.” I prodded his arm. “Come on. We’ll just take a short walk.” 

He did open one eye—I’ll give him that much credit—but only long enough to say, “I’d rather sleep, Woman,” and he closed his eye.

I know a lost cause when I see one. “Okay, spoilsport. You’ll be sorry you missed it. I’ll just walk around the block. Be back soon.” I leaned forward to kiss him, but he heaved one of those I’m-almost-asleep sighs and wrapped his arm around my pillow. I settled for laying my hand briefly on his shoulder. 

I detoured to the bathroom. I considered flushing, just to wake him up again—our toilet was pretty loud—but decided that would be childish of me, and eased my way down the stairs. Let him sleep if that was what he wanted.

The night air wasn’t cold, but it wasn’t particularly warm, either. It was a typical mid-summer night in the mountains of northeast Georgia, the foothills of the Appalachians. Our valley tended to stay cooler in the summer and warmer in the winter than the surrounding areas. I heard a distant roll of thunder as I opened the front door, even though it wasn’t stormy outside, so I ducked back in and threw on Bob’s favorite sweatshirt hanging on the coat rack. He wouldn’t mind if I borrowed it. Otherwise I’d have to go back upstairs for one of mine, and that might wake him up. I grabbed my raincoat too, just in case. I debated an umbrella. No. The raincoat had a hood. Anyway, if it rained, who cared? I figured I was drip-dry.

I looked around for Marmalade, who had preceded me down the stairs. She stood in the doorway to the kitchen, outlined against the nightlight we kept on beside the pantry. 

“Want to come with me?” I talk to my cat all the time, and she almost always purrs right back at me.

Come out to the backyard, now!

Her purr was more peremptory than usual. “It’s not time for breakfast yet; you’ll just have to wait—at least till the sun comes up.”

Mouse droppings! I am going back to bed.

I eased out the door and closed it gently to the sound of her funny sneezes. Dust in her little nose? She sounded surprisingly like Bob, whose nose had been stuffy lately. Maybe that was why neither one of them wanted to go with me. Well, phooey on them. I’d have a wonderful walk all by myself. Now, which way to head? Uphill, I decided, and turned right at the end of the walkway, power-walking to tire myself out. I used to take slow strolls if I couldn’t sleep, but walking fast worked better. I’d get home too tired to think.

Bob had been stewing about something lately. I could tell he had, but each time I asked him if anything was wrong, he’d put me off. “Nothing to worry yourself about,” or “I can’t talk about it yet,” or he’d just change the subject. Doggone, stubborn male. It would be a lot easier if he’d talk it over with me. I thought of all the times I’d talked things over with Melissa, or with Glaze. But then I remembered a book I’d read about how men look at problems differently than women do. He couldn’t talk it out with me, not the way I confided in my women friends. What a ridiculous way to go about life. Of course, it might have been police business that had him simmering. Still, I knew how to keep a confidence. Didn’t he trust me?

If I’d been smart, I would have headed straight back home right then, to my warm bed, but I was too steamed about that husband of mine. I crossed 3rd Street and chugged my way up to 4th, where I tossed a mental coin—which way?—and turned right toward Pine Street.

This whole block was Maggie and Norm’s spread, a mini-farm within the town limits. I listened as I walked along their sturdy fence—heavy-duty because goats are regular Houdini’s, or so Maggie had told me—but the barnyard crew were all pretty silent. Fergus, their Great Pyrenees watchdog appeared quietly on my right, probably just checking to be sure I didn’t have any predators along with me. “Humans are the worst predators,” I whispered to him, “but you wouldn’t know that, would you, big guy?” He made a low snort and accompanied me until I turned the corner onto Pine Street, at which point he snuffled again and ambled back to the goats he would spend his whole life protecting.

Someone issued from the street ahead of me, and my heart did a little skippy dance. Bob, I thought. He’d decided to join me. But before I could call out, he turned to his right and walked quickly down Pine Street. He didn’t walk with the same rhythm Bob had. It looked like a man, but in the dark I couldn’t be sure. Who’d be out on a night like this? Although I didn’t like the idea of adding streetlights to our quiet roads, there were times, like this, when they’d be convenient. I looked up at the sky. The moon, which had been shining so steadily a few minutes ago, tossed fitfully among the incoming clouds. I could never see such a sight without thinking of that poem The Highwayman. I’d memorized the whole thing when I was in seventh grade. The moon was a ghostly galleon, tossed upon cloudy seas. Made shivers run up my spine.

Whoever was walking ahead of me was too far away for me to recognize even if there had been a street light. He crossed Pine Street at an angle. Halfway down that block he turned left into St. Theresa’s. Of course! Henry, our minister. He and the Catholic priest, Maddy’s brother, were good friends, and it was common knowledge around town that Henry was a member of Father John’s prayer team, or whatever they called it. Nobody—no Catholic, that is—had wanted the 2 a.m. to 4 a.m. prayer shift, so Henry had been “filling in.” I was willing to bet that tonight he was praying for his wife to hurry home. They were both such dear people.

Way ahead of me I saw headlights turn to their left onto Second Street. Probably Reebok taking his usual turn around town. Bob and I had joked about Reebok’s fresh-faced enthusiasm, his rookie determination to protect this town. “It’s not a bad idea,” Bob had said, “driving around town once or twice each night.” In a town with only two police officers, Reebok seemed to want to fill the role of three cops all by himself. But then Bob had spoiled the picture by telling me that he had repeatedly caught Reebok polishing his badge.

At the corner of Pine and Third I had another chance to go home, to head back past Ellen’s house, past Matthew’s house, and down the remaining half block to home. I was tiring, but wasn’t worn out enough yet to get to sleep. And I definitely needed to sleep, because Melissa was probably bringing her fiancé to dinner tomorrow night, or rather, tonight, although Chad had warned Melissa that he might be gone for a few days. Some sort of meeting in Atlanta, but she was pretty vague about its nature.

It was hard to believe I hadn’t met him yet, but he wasn’t from Martinsville. I thought back to what few conversations I’d had with Melissa recently. I couldn’t recall her having mentioned where he was from. In fact, I don’t think she’d even told me how they’d met. I’d have to ask her the next time I saw her, whenever that would be. Maybe they’d tell us over dinner.

She and I had grown so close that year I’d rented a room from her, and we’d remained good friends even after I married Bob. The past few months, though, she’d been hard to reach. Other than taking care of her B&B guests at Azalea House, she’d spent most of her evening hours—I wasn’t sure about her nighttime ones—with the wonderful, the amazing, the talented Chad. She’d even missed a couple of tap dance lessons, forcing our group to disperse after class rather than heading up the hill for our usual Tuesday night gabfest at Azalea House. And then two Tuesdays ago, she’d waltzed into class with a ring the size of a small boat, an exquisite amethyst surrounded by a circle of small diamonds. Ida thought it looked fake, but for once she’d held her tongue about it and only told me of her suspicions the next day.

I will admit I was a bit miffed that Melissa had made her engagement announcement to the whole class first instead of confiding in me beforehand, but I felt better when she announced, “Of course, Biscuit’s going to be my matron of honor.” In fact, I already had a dress picked out. I’d chosen it for my sister’s wedding, but Glaze had shown no inclination whatsoever toward accepting Tom’s frequent proposals, even though we all expected her to cave in eventually. 

I walked on down Pine past St. Theresa’s, planning what to serve for dinner on the offhand chance that Chad got back from Atlanta in time. All I ever cooked was homemade soup and homemade bread. And ice cream for dessert. Simplicity was best. That way I didn’t have to think about convoluted menus. There were plenty of fresh veggies in the garden. That would do it. A thick, rich vegetable soup, with dill bread. I yawned.

The night sounds from various critters in the Old Woods, a stand of original trees that filled most of the block our house was on, had lulled my brain, if not my body, into droopy-eyed somnolence. I almost missed seeing the car parked back underneath the edge of the trees, tucked into a place where no car should be. The weight of a car could damage the roots, compacting the soil and making it harder for the trees to live. The locusts and katydids got quiet all of a sudden, in that eerie way that insects do. I must have disturbed them. “Sorry,” I said quietly. It was probably just a couple of kids fooling around in the back seat—something I did not want to confront. In the sudden illumination of a bolt of sheet lightning, I made note of the license plate. Luckily, the plate was an easy number to remember. I’d tell Bob. He loved these trees as much as I did. He’d issue a citation or something. Surely there was an ordinance against parking under such ancient trees. Of course, I’d have to wait to talk with him until he woke up tomorrow morning, even though I’d rather shake him and make him listen to me. I listened to the tone of my thoughts. Picky, picky, picky, Biscuit, I told myself. Let him sleep. So what if he didn’t feel like walking in the middle of the night?

I turned downhill to resume my walk. The rains from upriver had been so severe, the Metoochie was swollen well beyond its usual limits, almost as much as during the floods of two years ago. I’d just go take a peek at it from the dock. For no reason whatsoever, I felt like running—it was downhill, and the wind was at my back—and run I did, all the way to the dock, the hood of my raincoat fluttering behind me and my footsteps echoing off the buildings once I crossed 2nd Street. I was in no shape to be doing this, but it felt good, although my legs would probably give out on the uphill climb back home. 

I’d barely made it to the end of the dock, when I felt the vibration of someone running up behind me. Before I could turn, I was in the water, gasping from the shock of it.

I struggled against the current, but it was far too strong, so I concentrated on keeping my face above water. Surely the boulders would stop me, the ones at the bottom end of the Pool, the wide section of the Metoochie that formed a favorite swimming place for the town children, although swimming had been forbidden for now with the river this high. Those boulders, piled at the point where the current flowed into a narrow straightaway between towering cliffs, normally served as a barricade to power boats. But now those boulders were far enough under water that I didn’t encounter them. Just as well, I might have been dashed to death. 

I was pretty sure I was going to drown. Paddling like crazy, with nothing to slow me down, I was swept by the current into the mile-long Gorge. The moonlight was blotted out by the looming cliffs bordering both sides. It was nothing but sheer, bloody luck that I ran right into the pine tree that stood atop what we all called Lone Tree Island, an outcropping of rock three-fourths of the way down the Gorge. Every summer, Lone Tree played host to countless canoes and kayaks whose paddlers picnicked on its meager shore. Small shrubs had taken root, and that one tall sturdy pine. Nobody knew how it managed to hang on, or where it got the nutrients it needed, but the tree had thrived.

When I rammed into the tree, it knocked the breath out of me—what little breath was left. Gratefully, because I’m not much of a swimmer under the best of circumstances, and these were not good circumstances at all, I pulled myself up onto that branch, and then higher. I had to get out of the water. All those Red Cross lessons about water safety came back. There was no way I could survive much longer in the water. I couldn’t, could not, let myself be pulled back into that raging river. My legs felt like watermelons and my arms were even worse. At that point, I could still think relatively straight. Hypothermia. That was my greatest danger. When I didn’t come home, Bob would send out search parties. They’d find me. But I had to be alive when they did. I couldn’t die.

Marmalade! Who would take care of Marmy? Bob would. He loved her as much as I did. This was ridiculous. He’d find me. He had to. Of course, if he’d come on the walk with me, this never would have happened. A tiny hot spot of rage tightened my throat. Or maybe we both would be here. The tree wouldn’t hold us both. He was a better swimmer than I was.

My thoughts kept revolving, like one of those doors going around and around, pulling fragments in and spewing them out and not getting anywhere.

I couldn’t die. My laundry wasn’t done, and I hadn’t flushed the toilet. Glaze would come to help Bob pack up my things and she’d find dirty clothes and a toilet full of stale—I didn’t want to think about it.

I hoped the tree could hang on until the water receded. It had made it through the floods two years ago. Surely it would stay firm through this one.

I clambered, screaming for help, up one more branch, high enough to be completely out of the water but not so high as to worry about whether the branches would support my weight. My teeth were chattering. Not a good sign. I zipped up the raincoat the rest of the way—not an easy task curled against the scratchy trunk of a pine tree. I reached behind me to dump excess water out of the hood and pulled it up over my head. The danger would be falling off the branch, but I had to get curled into a ball to conserve as much body heat as I could. With hands that were losing feeling, I groped around the trunk. On the other side of it, what I thought was the downriver side, the branches were thicker, and closer together. I pulled my way around there, unable to see where I was going, wishing I had gloves on, and getting a face full of sharp pine needles.

I wedged myself as best I could between three branches, two big interlocked ones that held most of my weight, and a smaller one above them that pushed against my hip, reminding me of Marmalade perching on that very spot of my anatomy. That should hold me. I curled into the smallest ball I could possibly make, pulled the hood down as far as it would go, and breathed on my frozen fingers. I sure could have used that cup of chamomile tea. It was then I remembered to scream again. “Lone Tree Island!” That way they’d know where I was. “Lone Tree!” But I finally gave up. It took too much energy. Nobody would be listening at this time of night anyway. I settled down to wait for dawn. I’ll probably be dead by then, I thought, but my bright purple raincoat will be easy to spot. They’ll find my body. If the water doesn’t rise any higher.

Then I thought about my un-flushed toilet again. I will not die. I stuffed my frozen fingers in my mouth two at a time to warm them. I tasted blood and pine sap. I will not die. I need to kiss Bob. I will not die. I need to hold Marmalade again. It was a dark and stormy night. It was a dark—
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​CHAPTER 2 - Thursday 2:00 a.m. to 5:00 a.m.
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~HENRY PURSEY~

The Reverend Henry Pursey settled his rear end into one of the short pews in St. Theresa’s prayer chapel, but he couldn’t settle his mind. He’d heard from Irene. She said she’d be home this weekend, but he wasn’t sure things were settled between them. She’d told him she needed some time, and she’d taken off to visit her sister in Ohio. A month ago.

Didn’t twenty-three years of marriage count for something? What did she need to think about?

Henry rearranged his back end on the hard wooden pew and took a very deep breath. He knew what she had to think about. She had a husband who was a durn fool; that was what she had to think about.

He usually had no problem waking at 1:50 and getting here by 2:00. When Irene was there beside him, he felt like life just rolled along the way it was supposed to. But this morning he’d been late getting up from that half-empty bed, late getting here to the prayer chapel. Usually he never saw a soul on his way here. Tonight he’d seen one car and before that, he thought he might have heard some footsteps up the block behind him. Ordinarily he would have turned to greet the fellow night-time traveler, but tonight he simply didn’t feel very companionable. 

The statue on the little altar in front of him didn’t move, but Henry got the idea that maybe she thought he was worrying too much. He’d stay till a bit after 4:00 so he could give his full two hours of prayer. That wouldn’t make Irene any happier, but it felt like the right thing to do. Of course he hadn’t prayed once since he walked in the door. He leaned forward, put his elbows on his knees, and rested his face in his cupped palms. And tried to pray.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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~REEBOK GARNER~

Deputy Reebok Garner, named for an African antelope by parents who were unaware of high-priced running shoes, always polished his badge before he took his usual turn around the town. Every evening before work, and at least once around midnight, he drove up and down every street in Martinsville. He enjoyed the night shift. The dark was friendly. He was a night owl anyway. He never could understand people who were bright and alert at sunrise. Their cheery early morning smiles always intimidated him. Luckily he’d found this job, where he could work when he wanted to.

He put one final finishing flourish on his badge and checked his watch. Two a.m. A lot later than usual. He’d gotten busy cleaning out the filing cabinet and answering what few calls came in, mostly lonely people wanting to talk to someone who would listen. Maybe he’d cut his regular route a little short and only drive the south end of town. Maybe he’d just forget it this once. It wasn’t like it was on his job description. Nothing ever happened, anyway. He’d make a fresh pot of coffee and put his feet up on the desk, like the Chief did sometimes. No, he needed to stick to his routine. Drive every street. Then he could come back and put his feet up.

The trouble was, he thought as he slid into his car, there wasn’t anyone else to answer calls at night. But he still felt he needed to drive along each street, checking the houses and businesses. Nestled at the bottom end of a dead-end valley, dead-end except for the outlet of the Metoochie River that passed through the Gorge, Martinsville was an incredibly sleepy little village. Burglary was unheard of. There’d been only one car accident in all the time since he’d taken the job, when Mr. Harper had a minor stroke and sideswiped Ida Peterson’s car. He’d bumped up over a curb, taking out four of her prize rose bushes in the process. And that fatal crash up the valley awhile back, when little Willie’s mother was killed, but the Braetonburg force had handled that one.

He took a quick turn around town. Up 1st Street, left onto Pine, another left and down 2nd Street, back and forth through the dark, quiet village. Nothing moved except the wind. Just before he’d turned left onto Second Street he’d seen Henry crossing Pine Street to go pray. Everybody knew he did that, even though Henry thought he was anonymous. The couple who had the midnight to 1 a.m. shift had stayed an hour late one night, and they’d seen him come in. Nobody could keep a secret in a small place like Martinsville.

This cruising around town was a waste of time, really, but he’d done what he considered his duty. Now it was time for that coffee.

The office was quiet, as usual. Reebok wondered briefly what it would be like to have another police officer to talk to during the long stretches of the night shift. Every other town in the valley had at least five officers—some had even more than that. So what if those towns had more than twice the population of Martinsville? Martinsville was growing. Look at all those new houses north of town. Happy Acres. He loved the friendly sound of that name. When he’d driven through there Wednesday evening before beginning his shift, the whole subdivision had been just that—happy.

He’d cruised through the numerous cul-de-sacs of the new neighborhood, his open window inviting in the sounds of the summer evening. Birds on the final feeding frenzy of the day fluttered around front yard bird-feeders, rising with a clearly audible whoosh of feathers as Reebok’s car neared. Music drifted from the piano teacher’s house as the professor pounded the keys. That Mozart guy, Reebok thought, or maybe Bach. He wasn’t really up on that sort of music. He noted license plates as he went. Not that he wrote down the numbers. He mostly just checked to be sure they had a current registration. Those little stickers in the lower right-hand corner were easy to spot. Farther along the street a different sort of music had poured from a corner house where a would-be high school band practiced every chance they could get. Reebok was young enough to appreciate their musical style, but even to his untrained ears, the emanations from the dark brown house needed work, a lot of work.

Reebok paused in his reminiscences to pour another cup of coffee. He loved the smell of coffee. In fact, he liked all kinds of smells. In Happy Acres, wonderful dinnertime odors wafted out of the houses. One house smelled like his dad’s grilled chicken. How long did smells linger? How long did the memory of a smell last? His dad had been dead three years, and all it took was a breeze in the right direction over an outdoor barbeque, and Reebok was home again.

He shook himself and went back to recalling his drive. Right after the grilled chicken smell, he’d passed two young couples out for an evening stroll. Then he stopped short as a tiny white Chihuahua ran out in front of his car, followed almost immediately by a medium-sized brown dog. Both dogs bounded across a lawn toward a man wearing a Hawaiian shirt, and Reebok had waved when the man shouted a quick apology. That Chihuahua sure was cute. When Reebok was a little kid, the people who lived next door had a white Chihuahua named Seven, because it had the perfect shape of a seven in black hairs right in the middle of its back. Reebok wondered what had happened to that little dog. Still reminiscing about his childhood, he’d turned right into the next side street, driven to the cul-de-sac at the end of it, and circled back around. When he turned back onto the main street through Happy Acres, he paused as a car in front of his slowed to a stop to pick up a man waiting at the curb. Current license. Vanity plate, nothing but letters. Two teenagers crossed the street in front of him, holding hands. Young love. I’ll get a girlfriend someday, Reebok thought. There must be someone around like Miss... He squelched that thought. There was nobody like her. He circled the block, nodding to passersby. Another vanity plate, this one nothing but numbers, probably the owner’s birthday or anniversary. This section of town was full of vanity plates. Reebok briefly wondered why and then forgot about it.

All the usual goings on of a sleepy village. Even so, Reebok had straightened his back and gripped the wheel more firmly as he drove back to the station. Things could go wrong. And he couldn’t be on duty all the time. He felt bad about that, but at least they had the 911 center up in Russell Gap. It serviced the whole valley.

He wished he had a real police car instead of just using his own wheels. He had one of those flashing lights he could slap onto the roof if he needed to. Trouble was, he’d never needed it. So why did he need a real police vehicle?

There had been so much talk recently about all the money Margaret Casperson plowed into the town. He was going to ask her—well, he supposed he’d have to go through channels and propose his idea to the Chief first. He pulled a yellow legal pad from the desk drawer and started listing the reasons why the department could do with a full-time dispatch staff. First of all, someone was needed to handle the phone calls 24/7. He wrote that down. Only there weren’t that many calls. The town hall secretary answered the phone during the day if the Chief was out, and the Chief had a pager so she could contact him. But she left at five, and the Chief usually left before six, and then it was just Reebok. Maybe there wasn’t such a need. He started to cross out number 1.

Instead, he added a number 2. If something went really wrong, two people weren’t enough. They needed a dispatcher, but they needed another officer even more. The Chief kept telling Reebok he couldn’t work such long hours, but Reebok had argued that there wasn’t any reason he couldn’t hang out at the station. Just in case. They didn’t even have to pay him for all those extra hours. His mother told him repeatedly he needed to get a life. But he had a life, one he loved.

Number 3. Two cruisers, one for him and one for the new officer, the junior officer. Reebok liked the sound of that.

The phone rang. “Yes, Sir?... No, I haven’t seen her...  I can’t hear you, Sir. What’s that noise?... Are you sure, Sir?... Right away, Sir.” Not even pausing to shine his badge, he grabbed his car keys and ran.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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~SHARON ARMITAGE~

Sharon Armitage was only vaguely aware of her husband heaving his bulk up to a sitting position. She yawned and turned on her side. “What’s wrong, Carl?” She didn’t really want to know. She’d rather sleep.

“I feel kind of funny. I need a drink of water.” He waited.

She was almost sound asleep and Carl needed water? He wouldn’t drink it right out of the tap. Oh no, it had to have ice in it. It was... she took a quick look at the lighted clock dial... three ridiculous minutes after two. She absolutely refused to get up and walk into the kitchen to get him ice water. Let him get his own. Yep. She had to open the hair salon earlier than usual in the morning and she needed her sleep. She waited him out.

Finally, with a martyred sigh, he got to his feet. “I’m gonna go outside for awhile. It’s too hot in here.”

Sharon mumbled something, turned over, and was back asleep within seconds.

At 2:45 Carl fell beside the bed, moaning and clutching his left arm. Sharon dialed 911 in a panic. I should have fetched him the water.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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~CORNELIA PRZYBYLSKI~

Cornelia Przybylski, long-time resident of Enders, Georgia, couldn’t sleep. Her oldest great-grandson, who was staying with her over the summer, had gone out right after dinner, and he wasn’t back yet. This was ridiculous. She’d had plenty of sleepless nights when her children were little and even more so when they were in their teens. Now, with Hugh a responsible young man almost through college, only one more year to go, she still felt obliged to remain awake until she knew he was inside safe and sound. She hadn’t even put on her pajamas yet. Silly to sit around the house in pajamas. 

Cornelia knew her friends called her a tough old bird. Well, that she was. Tough. As tough as they came, even now in her eighties. A little slower than before, maybe, but tough. She’d had some problems that had slowed her way down a couple of years ago, but she’d bounced back. She was better than ever now.

Just an hour or so ago she’d listened to the late-night radio station, and it said they’d found the body of a woman floating face down in Enders Lake. Asked if anybody knew of a missing woman. Poor thing. What a way to die. Cornelia had always respected the water. She’d never been afraid of it, but by golly, she respected it. She’d lived here in Enders all her life, and that lake had killed five people that she could remember. Now here was a sixth one. Come to think of it, the lake wasn’t the culprit. Stupidity was the problem. She’d be willing to bet that woman hadn’t worn a life vest. She’d probably never learned to swim either.

All of Cornelia’s children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren—how could she have lived long enough to have those?—could swim like little dolphins.

She heard the front door creak open. There was a reason she’d never had those hinges oiled. “Hugh,” she called. He was the biggest of her dolphins, and she loved him dearly. “Is that you?”

“Of course it is, Grana. Who else would it be? Why are you still up?”

She ignored his question and raised her cheek for a peck; that was about all she ever got from Hugh, who was shy to the point of... No. He wasn’t shy exactly. He was more self-effacing. Not like Hugh’s seventeen-year-old sister, who always had a big hug for her great-grandmother, but who also had to be the center of attention. “Why’ve you been out so late?”

She heard a sharp intake of breath, but he’d schooled his face by the time she glanced up at him. “I’ve been trying to get the Susie Q’s radio working.”

“Well, did you?”

“Sorry, Grana. I couldn’t figure out what was wrong.”

She looked up at the grandfather clock. “You worked on that radio till almost three in the morning?”

Hugh looked a bit sheepish. “Oh Grana, with the river flowing so fast and high, I was worried about Susie, so I decided to keep her company for awhile.”

Cornelia chuckled. Boats never had a problem with rising water. They just floated on top unless some durn fool tied them up with no slack in the bow line. “That boat,” she said with real affection in her voice. “I think my old runabout is the reason you agreed to stay here with me this summer.”

“Not fair, Grana. I’m repairing your roof.”

“And doing a lovely job of it.” He was built like a Greek god. Strong as a horse. I’m being trite, she thought. But he was strong. How she and that scrawny husband of hers—rest his soul—could have come up with the genes to contribute to such a specimen, she’d never know. She smiled up at him and patted his hand. “I enjoy listening to you singing while you’re up there hammering.”

Hugh got one of those funny looks, one Cornelia couldn’t decipher. “What?” she asked. “What’s wrong.”

“Nothing.” He rolled his shoulders back and swiveled his head around. “It’s just that I... Talk about singing, when I was down at the landing just now, I thought I heard somebody singing from up in the Gorge. Maybe not singing exactly, but it had words.”

Hugh wasn’t the sort to be taken with fancy. “What kind of words?” she asked him.

He shuffled his feet. “Kind of high-pitched and... kind of like a ...” He shook his head. “It sounded like ‘Lone Tree.’ It went on for a minute or two, and then it stopped.”

Cornelia held her hand out for some support. The old bones didn’t shift as well as they used to, but she’d have to be doggone near death before she’d let somebody drown. She’d worked water rescue years ago, when she was younger. And she could still steer circles around anybody when she was at the wheel of the Susie Q. 

“Come on, don’t just stand there. Get me my slicker, and let’s get out of here.”

“Grana, what—”

“Close your mouth, boy, get your rear in gear, and grab your wetsuit. I’ll drive, but you’re the one who’s going to have to jump in the water.”

Cornelia always kept the Susie Q stocked with survival gear. Life vests and life rings aplenty and warm blankets stowed in a waterproof unit. She’d checked the batteries on the heavy-duty searchlight only last week. “You topped off the fuel tanks?” she hollered back across her shoulder as she stepped gingerly over the hull.

“Yes, Grana. But I don’t see why we’re—”

“You heard a voice, Hugh.” She fumbled with her key. Darned arthritis. “Where there’s a voice, there’s a person. And a wet person won’t last long on a night like this. Hurry now. We need to cast off!” She eased the Susie Q out of the slip and headed for the gaping mouth of the Metoochie River.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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~PUMPKIN~

Shouting and loud thumps blended with Pumpkin’s dream. She had no idea how long she’d sat there in her robe and pajamas, slumped in her easy chair. What time was it anyway? Her book had fallen from her lap and lay splay-paged over the base of her floor lamp. She rubbed her hand over her face and felt a trail of drool down her chin. Disgusting.

More shouts and pounding, like a fist against her front door. They’ll break those old glass panes, she thought. She stepped into her cow slippers, the ones with moo stitched on the insteps and a pink nose where her toes went. She’d inherited those—sort of—from Annie McGill, the woman who used to live here.

More shouts—the words were indistinguishable. Tying her robe, she hurried downstairs, flipping on lights as she went.

She began to make out words as she opened the door at the bottom of the staircase, flipped on the lights, and entered her shop. Beyond the shelves of organic, all-natural, environmentally-conscious products, she saw a man outside the door. He wore a black wetsuit. He waved his hands at her and yelled again. “Help! Call 911!”

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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~REEBOK GARNER~

Reebok and the Chief met up back at the station. “I’ve been up and down all the numbered streets,” the Chief told him. 

“Yes, Sir. And I’ve driven all the east-west ones.” This town was laid out on a grid, made possible by the topography. The streets running parallel to the river, all five of them, stretched the length of the town north to south. Those streets were numbered; First Street ran next to the river; Fifth Street hugged the cliff. The streets that ran up the steep incline away from the river were the east-west ones. 

“We start waking people up.” The Chief grabbed the phone on his desk. “I’ll start with Glaze. You call Melissa. And get Tom.”

Reebok stepped over to his desk and dialed Azalea House. Melissa Tarkington was one of Miss Biscuit’s best friends. “Miss Melissa,” he said as soon as she picked up, “Miss Biscuit’s missing, have you seen her?” He looked at a yellow sticky note the Chief handed him. “We’re meeting at the station as soon as you can get here.”

Tom was next. “We’re going to plot out a map, and assign blocks for everyone to search so we don’t miss anywhere.”

“Be right—” Tom hung up before he finished his sentence.

Before Reebok could call Dr. Nathan, the phone rang. “Martinsville Police, Deputy Garner here.”

“This is the 911 operator in Russell Gap. We received a call for an ambulance at the Martinsville town dock. A woman suffering severe hypothermia was reported.”

“Chief! Ambulance to the dock!”

“Your town ambulance,” the operator continued, unflappingly, “is on its way back from an earlier run carrying a heart attack to Russell Gap.”

“Who had a heart attack?”

“I don’t have that information. But your ambulance should be at the dock within minutes.”

“Uh, thank you. We’ll get right on it.”

Reebok couldn’t catch up to the Chief, who’d peeled his car in a loud screeching u-turn from in front of the station. He saw Melissa and Tom running across the town green. “She’s at the dock. Hypothermia. Get in!” They both scrambled into the back seat and Reebok sped down Juniper.

One of the ambulance crew bent over a gurney, pressing some sort of instrument against Miss Biscuit’s head. It had to be her. Had to be. Two people Reebok didn’t recognize moved away from the Chief and walked to one side to join—was that Pumpkin? He couldn’t tell for sure. The tall one, the one in a wet suit, blocked Reebok’s view of her. 

Reebok turned when a car zoomed to a stop. Glaze and her roommate Madeleine tumbled out of it. “We saw the lights. Is it Biscuit? Is she okay?” Glaze ran toward the stretcher but was restrained by the ambulance driver.

She’s dead, Reebok thought. She looks dead. The flashing red lights from the ambulance made her face look gray. And she wasn’t moving, hardly even shivering. That, he knew from what he’d read, was a bad sign.

One of the medics spoke to the Chief, although he never took his eyes off Biscuit as the other medic checked to be sure the straps were secure. Everyone leaned closer to hear what he said. “We’re taking her to the Montrose Clinic, Bob. I don’t think she can make it all the way to the hospital. We’ll do our best, but, her temp is below 90 degrees.” He gestured to the implement in his hand. “This is just a quick reading. Her core temp could be higher than that, but we don’t dare take the chance.”

The Chief didn’t even answer the man, just clambered into the ambulance and settled down next to Biscuit, leaving Reebok behind. That was the way it had to be, Reebok thought, but I’d give anything if I could help her. He ground the toe of his shoe into the sand that littered First Street.

“Will she be all right?” The small voice next to him quivered on the last two words.

Two slippers with moo written on
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