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 Prologue

Blood Pendant

Tuesday, May 3, 1831

The two men sat on sloping rocks shaded by a
Bear Island hackberry tree. Sweat trickled down their backs and
foreheads and their reddened hands were streaked with dirt. Five
hours of work on a spring morning had raised a thigh-high stone
wall that bisected a swampy drainage. The feeder was operating now,
watering the C&O Canal down from Seneca, and the sixty-foot
depth of Widewater across the towpath was slowly filling. When
their half-built wall was finished, it would prevent this grafted
vein of the canal from draining out across the island toward the
Potomac River.

Glancing through slender trees toward the
towpath, the man with curly hair noticed the girl when she was
still forty paces away. He caught the other man’s attention with a
low whistle. Screened by sunlit trunks, they could watch her
approach without being seen. She wore a tan skirt that might have
been buckskin and a long-sleeved blouse. Her hands and dark hair
swung a gentle rhythm as she glided forward with feline grace. A
grin widened on the face of the man with curly hair as he watched
the girl.

“She moves like an animal, eh Richard?” He
gathered a clot of saliva in his mouth and spat it out tersely
between his feet. “Bet she fucks like one too.”

“Just one way to find out,” Richard said,
stroking his red-gold mustache. He rocked forward to crouch in the
shade on the balls of his feet.

“No sign of poppa today,” the man with curly
hair whispered, grinning again.

“Probably sleeping off his whiskey back at
the quarry,” Richard whispered back. “It’s lonely out here on the
island today, Johnny.”

Johnny pushed himself away from the rock and
crouched alongside Richard. The girl was only twenty feet away now
and they could hear her singing softly to herself, the tune rising
and falling as she passed. Richard stepped quietly to the towpath
and Johnny followed. Their eyes met and they loped toward the girl.
When she turned toward the crunch of footsteps, Richard’s arm
encircled her neck. His hand clamped her mouth as Johnny lifted her
legs to his waist. The girl shook her head and tried to scream but
her voice and teeth were overpowered by Richard’s calloused
hand.

Richard lowered her to horizontal, hand
still across her mouth, and the gesture jerked open her top button,
displacing the silk cord of a pendant necklace that lay against her
dust-colored skin. She writhed and twisted as the men carried her
back into the Bear Island woods. Past their half-built stone wall,
a fish-shaped pond occupied the lap of the drainage. They carried
the girl along a slope of brown grass toward the tail of the
pond.

“I think we’re beyond earshot,” Richard said
over his shoulder.

“Aye. We ain’t seen no one pass in hours
anyway.”

Together the men dropped their arms to the
ground. The girl tried to roll onto her stomach, screaming as her
mouth came free, but Richard quickly muzzled her with one hand and
pinned her arm with the other. He knelt facing Johnny, who pressed
her ankles to the earth.

“Well now, Johnny,” he said with a smile.
“You seem to have ended up in the favored position. I guess that
means you get the first taste.” He looked down at the girl. Her
gleaming hair was speckled now with dried grass and her dark eyes
oscillated wildly under an emerging skin of tears. “You just relax
and enjoy this now honey. Might be the only chance you get with two
full-blooded white men.” She bit at the fingers of his hand, but
they were tough and thick and he waggled them to avoid her teeth.
When he looked up again, Johnny had already dropped his trousers
and was yanking down his grimy undershorts, still pinning her thigh
with one hand as she frantically tried to twist away. Johnny
cradled his craning member and shuffled toward her on his
knees.

“Here I come, darlin’,” he said, pawing at
her underwear and smiling, “like a big old barge sliding into a
tight little lock.” With his hands still pressed to the girl's
mouth and elbow, Richard glanced down and saw that her eyes had
dried. She was reaching inside the neck of her blouse and pulling
something with her free hand.

“Hey, Johnny,” he said, looking up again. “I
think she likes the look of your boat. Seems she fixin’ to open the
gates for…” Before he could finish he saw a moving shape and a
flash of white light, then felt a stabbing pain. His left eye
closed reflexively as warmth flowed down his face and trickled onto
his lips. Turning back toward the girl, with one eye he saw his own
blood raining onto her face and neck. His occluded left eye was
buried behind a red, throbbing field.

“God damn it!” he roared. “Fucking
half-breed whore!” Johnny jerked back onto his knees in surprise.
The girl stopped struggling momentarily and Richard saw a thin
smile form on her lips. Her free hand was clenched around a reddish
stone shaped like an elm leaf and stained a deeper red with his
blood.

In one motion he grabbed a fistful of hair
and stood up, yanking her to her feet. He pressed his wrapped fist
to her scalp and dipped to sweep her legs off the ground. When she
tried to scream, he pulled her hair until the tears resurfaced and
her voice trailed off. The pond was a half-dozen paces away and he
strode quickly toward it. Johnny had hoisted his suspenders and was
shambling to catch up.

“I told you she was an animal,” he said.
“Fucking injun blood.”

“Well she better ask her medicine man to
turn her into a fish,” Richard said as they reached the water.
Johnny gestured toward the stop-gate near the tail end of the
pond.

“Let’s go behind it. Too open here.”

Past the stop-gate, Richard thrust her down
at the water’s edge, then bent her right arm behind her back and
forced her to her knees. “Time to join your ancestors, you pagan
bitch!” he said as the blood slowed and grew viscous on his face.
The girl inhaled sharply as he thrust her head into placid water
discolored by decaying leaves. Her body was quiet for a moment,
then lunged violently upward. Johnny placed his hand on top of
Richard’s and together they held her head below the surface. Still
clutching its weapon, her left hand flailed for another target.

The girl’s resistance subsided and her body
grew quiet. Her dark hair fanned out across the water, like an aura
surrounding the oppressive hands. She pulled her free arm into the
pond and groped for leverage in the muck at the bottom. Then her
legs and arms erupted in another spasm as she fought to push upward
and back. The reddened hands and arms held fast. She tried to dive
forward but was tethered by Richard’s grip on her bent arm. Her
third and final lunge was a fading echo of its predecessors, and
after that the girl was still.

Johnny pried the object from her fingers and
laughed. “Some kind of stone leaf. Maybe a necklace…with an idiot
symbol. She’s a fucking native, like we thought.” He tossed the
sandstone pendant onto the bank. Richard pushed her head under the
surface in disgust, then brought his hand gingerly to his face to
gauge the damage while Johnny knelt back from the water and
watched.

“I don’t think she caught you square in the
eye.”

The girl’s head bobbed to the surface and
her hair undulated on the water like sea moss.

“Maybe not,” Richard said, “but that whore
got a piece of me. My eye’s too swelled up to open.” He gently
washed drying blood from his face with wet fingers. “Let’s get rid
of her,” he said, spitting savagely at the dirt.

The men stood up and Johnny pulled her limp
body from the water and laid it on the bank. Her dark eyes were
fixed at infinity and a stream of water trickled from the side of
her mouth. Johnny bent to grab her ankles. One of her heels had
twisted out of its shoe, and the shoe hung from her toes. Richard
gripped her wrists and turned toward the thin tail of the pond.

They carried her along the drainage,
continuing straight through sparse trees over flat terrain when the
outlet stream swung away to the left. Accustomed to lifting heavy
stones, they bore her body easily as they wove through a cordon of
boulders and approached large rocks that rose to a rounded ridge.
Beyond the ridge crest was blue sky.

Dragging the girl’s upper body with one arm,
Richard climbed onto the base of the ridge and waited for Johnny to
scramble up alongside him. The girl’s loose shoe fell and rolled
into a crack in the rock. The men reclaimed their grips,
sidestepped to the crest, and looked down at the river below. It
ran swiftly and impassively between the cliffs of the gorge.

Staring at the swirls and folds of the
current, they rested for a few breaths. Richard caught Johnny’s eye
and Johnny nodded. Holding the body by its wrists and ankles, they
swung it like a pendulum toward the river. On the second swing they
let go at the height of the forward arc, and the girl’s body soared
out into the air above the river. Her arms flew free from her sides
and hung in the air like those of a dancer as her body carved a
graceful arc toward the water. From the cliff above, they saw an
ephemeral flash of bright water, its sound lost in the rush of the
current. The body knifed into colder water beyond the reach of the
sun, then rose slowly toward the surface as the river carried it
away.

***

Sunday, May 8, 1831

Greyanne Alstyne pressed the sandstone
pendant against the smooth stick of driftwood she held in her palm.
She carefully wrapped the cord around the leaf-shaped pendant and
the stick, knotting the end to hold the two together. Looking down
at her husband Parry, she saw tears streaking his sunburned cheeks
as he worked, and she brushed a tear away from her own eye. Sitting
on a broken log he had set across the tail of the pond, he leaned
forward, tools in hand, toward the stone wall.

On a waist-high block on the southern face
of the stop-gate, Grace’s symbol was taking shape. He had already
inscribed the curve of the G and was tapping out the vertical arm.
It was a mark that Grace had designed and drawn herself, to
surprise her father when she was only seven. Greyanne watched as
Parry gently set his chisel to the stone and tapped rhythmically
with his hammer. The prominent veins on his large hands were
stained with sweat and dust. She curled her fingers around the cord
that lashed the driftwood to the pendant and turned away.

Searching for Grace, they had found her
necklace yesterday in the rough grass near the tail of the pond. It
was only a few feet from the stop-gate that had been built last
month by the vermin who killed her, with stones that Parry and the
other masons had cut. Grace had met a friend at Great Falls on
Tuesday morning, and a few people at the Tavern had seen her set
out downstream on the towpath early that afternoon. She never made
it home to Cabin John. That was five days ago now.

On Friday night one of the masons had heard
the English laborer Richard Emory, whiskeyed up with his work crew,
brag about how he and “Johnny” had “had our way with that little
half-breed Alstyne whore out on Bear Island and then fed her to the
fishes.” The mason had said that Johnny was another laborer from
Liverpool – John Garrett. And that Emory’s eye was hemorrhaged and
blackened.

Greyanne and Parry, and others who offered
to help, had scoured Bear Island in search of Grace, hoping the
boast was only half truthful, clinging to the prospect she might
still be alive. They hadn’t found their only child, dead or alive,
on the island or along the banks downstream. But they had found
Grace’s bloodstained necklace by the stop-gate. And then worse, one
of her shoes lying upside-down in a crevice on the ridge, only a
few paces from the cliffs that lined the gorge.

Greyanne walked toward those cliffs now. She
clenched her fingers in anger around the driftwood, knowing that
even if Grace’s body were found, her killers would go free. At the
base of the ridge, she fixed her long black hair into a loose knot,
then climbed up onto the rocks. She switch-backed toward the
rounded crest and continued a few steps to the precipice.

Two hundred feet away across the gorge, the
Virginia cliffs were lit by the warm morning sun. Below her the
broad coursing river reflected the soft blue sky of mid-spring. She
turned toward the upper gorge and the indomitable falls beyond it,
as her ancestors had while fishing this river five hundred years
ago. A light breeze stirred as she spoke to her lost daughter in a
clear voice and a forgotten tongue.

“Grace, those men have taken your life and cast your
body into the water.

They have stolen the lives of your children and ended
your line forever.

Now for ten generations, your spirit will rise with
the river

to drown a son of Garrett or Emory.”

She held the driftwood with its sandstone
rider aloft and flung it with all her strength into the sky above
the river. It arched through the sunlit void between the cliffs and
dropped into the water with a silent splash. A great blue heron on
the rocks below unfolded its wings and took flight. She watched
Grace’s talisman bob away in the current, then softly finished her
invocation.

“In their dreams they will see and fear you,

but they will not recognize you in their waking
lives,

until the floodwaters come to carry them away.”

 The driftwood disappeared in
the march of water and time.



 Chapter 1

Figure Eights

Saturday, October 21, 1995

Vincent Emory Illick opened the sliding
glass door to the backyard and stepped outside as Randy bolted past
him, headed for the woods. He closed the door, leaving it unlocked,
and turned to follow. A barely visible trail descended a wooded
hillside and he shuffled down it, dodging the branches that
occasionally blocked his path. Halfway down he saw the decaying
shed he used as a navigation reference, a hundred feet away through
the trees. Moments later he saw ghostly white walls emerge through
foliage at the base of the hill. He left the woods and entered a
field of uncut grass next to the fenced-off remnants of the
Pennyfield House, at Pennyfield Lock in the Chesapeake and Ohio
National Historical Park. Randy was already across the canal,
urinating on a tree next to the towpath. He turned back to locate
Vin, wagging his tail in anticipation. Vin jogged across the meadow
and the wooden bridge that spanned the lock, then turned south with
Randy following for the three-mile run down the towpath to
Swains.

Thin gravel on the towpath crunched beneath
his feet, beating out a melancholy rhythm that had stalked him the
last few months… thirty – five – thirty – five – thirty – five. On
October 22 – tomorrow – Vin would be thirty-five. That was almost
half a life and he didn’t feel like he had much to show for it.
Twelve years of experience along a career path he cared less and
less about. A few months severance and some stock options he’d been
able to cash in as part of the buyout. A small network of family
and friends scattered across New England and the west coast. And as
of three weeks ago, a new city, a new place to live. With Nicky –
that was one positive. And at least Nicky was sanguine about her
own career. He also had a vague and inchoate sense that he belonged
here, was here for a reason. He’d never lived in the mid-Atlantic
before, but long-dead ancestors on his mother’s side had roamed the
Maryland hills near the confluence of the Potomac and Shenandoah
rivers for generations. For Vin, moving here somehow seemed like
coming home.

As the towpath curved clockwise in a shallow
bend, he watched his shadow slide in the opposite direction, out
over the leaf-spattered water of the canal. It bounced rhythmically
forward over the sun-drenched and slowly drifting pool, keeping
time with the thumping of his feet as he ran. Sycamores, swamp
oaks, and maples soared high overhead, sending gold, green, and
vermilion branches arching toward each other above the water. The
arms receded along the axis of the canal but never embraced. He
felt the uneven northeast breeze stiffen into an extended gust. A
shower of leaves took flight and the clear skin of the canal
morphed into a fingerprint of ripples. The falling leaves spun a
slow descent toward their graves along the canal and the towpath,
as they had for a hundred and sixty-five years.

He glanced over his shoulder and saw Randy
pawing at a root. For a Saturday afternoon, this stretch of the
C&O Canal was surprisingly quiet, given that it was only
fifteen miles from the Maryland-D.C. line. He focused on the path
ahead and ran on.

Rounding a lazy bend, he saw the whitewashed
stone lockhouse at Swains emerge in the distance. He jogged
backward and whistled for Randy while scanning the terrain. An
apron of brush and trees eased down from the towpath toward the
broad Potomac River, hints of which he saw glinting in the sunlight
through the trees. The towpath itself was a flat dirt ribbon, eight
feet across. Low vegetation and vines sloped down a few feet from
the towpath to the canal, which was forty feet wide. The wooded
bank across the water rose steadily away from the canal.

Randy burst up onto the towpath from behind
a tree and jogged toward Vin, tongue hanging. Medium-sized, with a
short coat and silky ears, Randy looked to most people like a
skinny chocolate lab. But Vin had realized years ago that there
must be something else mixed in – maybe Doberman. Nicky said pit
bull. Randy was panting hard when he reached Vin, who clipped the
retractable leash he was carrying onto the dog’s collar. He turned
downstream and they ran together for the last quarter-mile to
Swains.

Like many of the old lock sites along the
C&O Canal, Swains Lock provided recreational access to the
towpath and the river. A small gravel parking lot was connected to
the towpath by a wooden footbridge over the stone lock. Between the
lot and the footbridge, a stand sold soft drinks and rented canoes
during the warm months of the year. The whitewashed locktender’s
house stood empty and shuttered, set back from the lock by trampled
grass.

Slowing to a walk, Vin examined the parking
lot as he approached the footbridge. Nicky’s wasn’t among the
handful of cars, so maybe she’d been delayed at the Clinic. He
hoped not, since she needed a break and they’d planned an afternoon
outing together. He drew his leg up onto the railing of the
footbridge to stretch his hamstring and let the leash extend so
Randy could sniff the grass beside the towpath. A man and his son
wheeled their bikes across the footbridge, and then two older women
walked past with their dogs. Vin glanced back at Randy, who was
gazing across the thinly-wooded apron toward the river.

Vin turned back to his stretching and saw a
woman crossing the parking lot toward him, holding a slack leash
clipped to a large dog – probably some kind of Akita-shepherd mix.
The dog bobbed its head eagerly from side to side, but the woman
looked straight ahead and seemed to glide forward like a cat. She
wore faded jeans and a simple sweater under a purple vest, with her
hair pulled back in a short ponytail. Her hiking boots were scuffed
and streaked with dirt. Vin glanced up as she passed and saw a
thin, faded scar descending from her left temple to the top of her
cheekbone. He guessed she might be forty, maybe a little older.

A second later the towpath behind him
erupted in a cacophony of canine aggression. A woman yelled “Allie
– let go!” as Vin whirled to see a snarling tangle of fur and fangs
where Randy had been. “Randy, no!” he yelled, sprinting back to the
towpath. He retracted the leash to yank Randy back from the other
dog, pulled it tight over Randy’s head, and put a foot on his
hindquarters to push him into a sitting position. Randy was
panting, his face and neck streaked with saliva from the other
dog’s jaws. Vin angrily held his open palm directly in front of
Randy’s eyes, then looked up at the woman and her dog.

“I’m really sorry. Are you OK?” His hair had
fallen across his forehead and he brushed it back along with
pinpricks of sweat. The woman had placed her dog into a sitting
position and was stroking its withers. She looked up at Vin.

“She must have lost her mind. That’s not
like her at all.”

Vin caught a trace of bemusement in her
voice. “What happened?”

“Your dog came over to sniff as we walked
by,” the woman said, still stroking her dog’s neck. “Allie growled
and showed her fangs, but your dog kept coming. Then Allie decided
she’d seen enough and jumped your dog.” Standing up, she took her
hand from the dog and looked at Vin. Her eyes were grayish-green
and for a moment they seemed to flit left and right as she met his
gaze.

Vin approached Allie slowly and extended a
hand toward the dog, fingers down. “That’s OK,” he said soothingly.
“Good girl, Allie.” He let her sniff his hand, then lightly ran his
fingers along the thick fur on the dog’s neck.

“I hope this is a friendly pow-wow!” called
a familiar voice. He turned to see Nicky crossing the
footbridge.

“It is now,” he said as she joined them. He
turned back toward the woman. “By the way,” he said, extending his
hand, “my name is Vin and this is Nicky.”

The woman hesitated for a second and her
eyes darted quickly from Vin to Nicky and back. They steadied and
she smiled. “I’m Kelsey,” she said.

“And it looks like our dogs have already
introduced themselves,” Nicky said. Randy was still breathing
rapidly, with his tongue hanging and flecks of saliva drying on his
neck. “Did they go at it?” she asked Vin, kneeling down in front of
Randy and pushing up her sleeves.

“For a few seconds. It sounded worse than it
actually was.”

“It usually does.” Nicky pressed her fingers
against one side of Randy’s neck and worked them around toward the
other. Wrapping her arm around his head, she tilted it back gently,
pulled his lower jaw down, and quickly inspected his teeth.

“He’s fine,” she said to Vin, “but I see a
little blood on his gums.” She turned toward Kelsey. “Do you mind
if I take a quick look at your dog? I’m a vet.”

Kelsey gave her assent, retreating a step
while Nicky kneeled in front of Allie. The dog looked back toward
its owner for reassurance. The source of the blood was a small cut
on Allie’s ear. Nicky bent the ear toward Kelsey and pointed it
out.

“Maybe that will teach you not to pick on
chocolate Labs,” Kelsey chided.

“It wasn’t entirely her fault,” Vin said,
remembering the last dog-fight he’d broken up. “Randy’s not as
innocent as he looks.”

“It’s a superficial cut, so I don’t think
she’ll need stitches,” Nicky said, standing up and pulling down her
sleeves. “You can just clean it with soap and warm water when you
get home. We live off River Road by Pennyfield Lock. If you want to
swing by tomorrow, I can give you some gentamicin spray. It’s a
topical antibiotic. You should be OK just treating her with that
for a week or so and monitoring her ear as it heals.”

Kelsey asked for the address as she fished
into her vest pocket for a pen. Vin gave her the number on Ridge
Line Court and told her it was the driveway at the end of the cul
de sac. “My name is on the mailbox. Illick.”

“Illick,” Kelsey echoed, writing the address
on her wrist. She said she’d stop by early tomorrow afternoon and
Nicky said to look for the medicine in the mailbox if they weren’t
home. Vin watched Kelsey flick the leash lightly against Allie’s
ribs, then glide away downstream on the towpath with her dog.

Nicky poked him in the ribs and smiled. “I
brought your stuff. Still up for a paddle?”

“Absolutely.” He took the keys and jogged to
her station wagon to retrieve a daypack with picnic supplies and
their custom-made wooden canoe paddles. They didn’t own a canoe,
but he’d bought the paddles this spring to celebrate Nicky’s
passing grade on the veterinary licensing exam. There was no one in
line at the rental counter and within minutes they were paddling up
the canal in an aluminum canoe, Nicky from the bow seat and Vin
from the stern. Randy sat between the thwarts, eyes and nose
trained on the wooded bank to their right.

Vin watched Nicky’s shoulder blade swell
when her paddle caught the water with each stroke. She had grown up
canoeing during summers in New Hampshire, so her strokes were long
and even. She and Vin had canoed on a lake in Maine while visiting
his parents in June. After a few seconds, he matched her rhythm and
their paddles hit the water together. At the end of each stroke,
their blades released and sliced toward the bow, shedding teardrops
as the canoe glided forward. With their strokes synchronized, he
hardly had to steer to keep the canoe heading straight.

Nicky held her paddle against the gunwale
and pointed to the bank ahead, where Vin saw the olive-black shells
of a string of turtles sunning themselves on a fallen tree arm that
leaned into the canal. Nose to tail, they extended up the branch
from the water, the biggest turtle the size of his daypack and the
smallest the size of his hand. Vin had read that this stretch of
the canal was maintained by the Park Service, and any trees
attempting to take root between the towpath and the canal were
quickly culled. But generations of trees had grown up on the bank
opposite the towpath – the berm – since the canal’s commercial
demise. Many of these trees shed branches into the water or died
and eventually collapsed into the canal. Large fallen trunks were
cut away, but branches that didn’t block the entire canal were left
in place. The rotting limbs allowed the turtles to crawl out of the
water into sunlight, remaining safe from predators while warming
their antediluvian blood.

The canal curved gently and Swains Lock
disappeared behind them. The woods along the berm grew steeper, in
places turning to rock faces that had been blasted or cut away
during the canal’s construction over a century and a half before.
Vin surveyed the stretch of towpath he’d just finished running.
Most of the leaves had yet to fall, so the wide brown river beyond
the towpath and the woods was more sensed than seen.

From the berm he heard a rush of air, like
the sound a sail makes when it suddenly fills with wind, and from
the corner of his eye he saw a tilting of blue-gray shapes. Randy
put his front paws on the gunwale, growling and barking as the
great blue heron extended its wings, leaned forward, and with two
powerful flaps was airborne over the water, long legs splaying
behind. It flew upstream over the canal, ascending slowly as its
legs came together to form a rudder.

“That’s amazing,” Nicky said, turning toward
the heron’s abandoned perch. “I was looking right at it and didn’t
even see it! They’re like statues. They blend right in with the
terrain.”

“I didn’t notice him either,” Vin said.
“They’re so skinny that when they look straight at you, their beak,
eyes, and head almost converge to a single point. Imagine if you
were a fish. The beak could be just above the surface and you’d
never see it.”

“I’m glad I’m not a fish.”

“Plus they can stand dead still for a
half-hour, then strike in a heartbeat.” He looked straight at
Nicky, expressionless and silent for a second, then jabbed his
extended fingers toward her as she yelped in surprise.

“I’m really glad I’m not a fish.”

“I’m glad you’re not a fish, too. Though I
do like fish.”

She smiled and they paddled quietly until
Vin steered toward the bank beneath the towpath and proclaimed
their arrival. The grade from the towpath down to the river here
had been cleared of trees. They carried the canoe up to the edge of
the towpath, then waded through meadow grass down to the river as
Randy raced ahead. At the downstream edge of the meadow, they sat
on a fallen tree trunk and stretched their legs toward the water.
Randy zig-zagged along the opposite edge sniffing clumps of grass,
periodically sighting Vin and Nicky to confirm their presence. Vin
spread the contents of the day-pack out on the log.

Watkins Island and its smaller kin severed
this stretch of the Potomac like ragged stitches, but here its
trees had been felled for a buried gas pipeline, so Vin and Nicky
had a clear view across to Virginia. The river sparkled in the late
afternoon sun, with whirls and ripples lacing its surface where the
current poured over rocks hiding just below the waterline.

Vin tore a baguette into small hunks and
sliced off pieces of cheese as Nicky bit into an apple. “So it’s
been a while since Randy’s last dog-fight,” she said between
bites.

“Yep,” Vin said. “But this wasn’t really a
fight.”

“Tell that to the dog who got bit.”

“Yeah, I know. It couldn’t have lasted more
than five seconds and he still managed to draw blood.” He exhaled
and swept his hand back through his hair. “I didn’t see it coming,
because two other dogs had just walked past us and nothing
happened.”

“Maybe Randy wanted you to meet the dog’s
owner,” Nicky said, narrowing her eyes in a suspicious squint.
“Kelsey, wasn’t it? She looked like your type. Slim, outdoorsy,
blondish.”

“And older!” Vin protested. “And she said
her dog provoked it!”

He put his hand on her thigh and confided,
“You’re right that I trained Randy to meet women, but I was
training him to meet you!” It always surprised him when Nicky
speculated about his attraction to other women, since, physically
and mentally, she really was his type. Part of the attraction was
that Nicky seemed to know what she wanted in life and where she
wanted to go. A clear direction, tempered by occasional flashes of
self-doubt. Opposites attract – on both fronts! – he thought with a
resigned sigh. He grabbed her shoulders in a wrestling clench and
squeezed her, then nibbled on her ear without relaxing his grip.
Her short brown hair smelled like lilacs, and he felt her twinge
and giggle as his nose rubbed her ear.

A fanfare of barking broke out and Vin
released Nicky to scout the upstream side of the meadow, where
Randy stood looking intently at the river. Nicky rolled her
eyes.

“What’s he barking at now?”

“I don’t see anything,” Vin said, hopefully.
“He’s just a little high-strung today.”

Nicky shaded her eyes from the dissolving
sun and pointed to a spot a stone’s throw offshore. A small
triangular face was pushing downriver in their direction. It had
slicked-back fur and rounded ears above dark eyes and a whiskered
nose. Its upper back barely broke the surface. “It’s a beaver!”,
she said, leaning forward for a better view.

“Cute little guy,” Vin said, chewing a hunk
of bread. “Nature’s engineer.”

The beaver’s head made a tiny V-shaped wake
as it was driven across the water by a submerged, undulating tail.
As they watched, its head and upper back dove beneath the surface.
A flat tail rose from the water and smacked down with a thwack that
echoed against the nearby trees. The tail sank and the beaver
disappeared before emerging further offshore, its nose plowing
upriver now. The beaver curved shoreward and curled its head
underwater again. Its tail flexed up and fell immediately with
another echoing thwack. The beaver resurfaced to complete the top
portion of a figure eight, then dove again. While finishing their
apples and bread, they watched the beaver trace three full figure
eights and slap the water a dozen times before swimming away
downstream.

“I love it when we get to see animals play
in the wild,” Vin said. “When you consider what they have to do on
a daily basis just to survive, it’s almost like an
affirmation.”

Nicky looked at him quizzically, her blue
eyes darkening a shade. “That’s not an affirmation,” she said
softly. “It’s a warning.”

***

Sunset was imminent when Nicky pulled into
the driveway on Ridge Line Court. Vin opened the back hatch for
Randy, who hopped down and shook off a spray of canal water.

“If you clean him off, I’ll set us up for a
glass of wine on the back deck,” Nicky said.

Vin grabbed an old towel from the back of
the car and took Randy around to the backyard to hose him down.
“Feels good, doesn’t it buddy?” He toweled the dog and circled to
the unlocked sliding glass door on the lower level of the
house.

Crossing through his office, he felt
momentarily depressed as he passed the books and papers on his
desk. It was a consulting project from his old life and it already
felt alien. He shuffled up the stairs and through the living room
to the deck. Nicky was sitting in one of the chairs, and an
unopened bottle stood on the patio table next to two champagne
glasses and a plate holding crackers and red grapes.

“Champagne?” he said, cocking an eyebrow and
approaching the table. “Mais oui.”

“Well it is Saturday,” Nicky said. “And
tomorrow is your birthday…”

“Does that mean you actually get the day
off? You worked the last two Sundays.”

“Yeah, I got stuck with Mondays off instead.
It sucks, but that’s how seniority works. Or I guess for me that
would be juniority. But Abby said she thought Carlos could cover
for me tomorrow, so as of now I’m just on call.”

Vin twisted the cork out with a flourish,
then filled the glasses and raised his for a toast. “To our new
life in Maryland. And our first house together, even if it’s just a
rental.”

“To an eventful next year,” Nicky said, as
they clinked glasses and sipped. She tipped her glass toward Vin
and added, “and to the next stage of your career.”

He sighed, propping his elbow on the arm of
his chair and bracing his chin with his fingers as he looked at
Nicky. “I’m thinking I could be a dog trainer.”

She took the bait, as he knew she would;
deadpan humor was one of Nicky’s endearing traits. “You’ve already
got the ‘how-to-break-up-a-dog-fight’ thing down. How much more
could there be to learn?” He nodded and they discussed the pluses
and minuses of a business catering to the idiosyncrasies of dog
owners. Nicky suggested that he might not be suited to chaperoning
lapdogs wearing argyle sweaters, so they agreed that dog taxidermy
might be a more promising career. If she could secure a supply of
deceased canines from the clinic, maybe Vin could build some
inventory and put together a catalog.

“I need to give this some serious thought,”
he said, refilling their glasses.

“While you’re doing that, you can assemble
one of your birthday presents,” Nicky said, reaching under the
table and pulling a gift bag toward the base of her chair. She
peered inside and extracted a bone-shaped piece of smooth wood,
which she placed in the center of the table.

“Is that… driftwood?” He walked around the
table to share her perspective. The stick was a bit asymmetrical,
with a knob at one end, but so smooth it could have been
sanded.

“Yep. I think that piece is part of the N,”
she said, reaching back into the bag. “So this must be part of the
V.” She pulled out a slightly larger stick and laid it at an angle
to the left of the first. “And here’s the other half of the V.” She
withdrew a femur-sized stick and set it symmetrically to form a V.
She used two more driftwood sticks to form a wobbly N to the right
of the V. Fishing once more into the bag, she found two
finger-sized sticks, which she placed on top of each other at right
angles in the center.

“V plus N,” Vin said. “I love it.”

“It’s a mobile. I found a big pile of sticks
in a crevice between two rocks on the Billy Goat Trail next to the
river. For some reason I couldn’t take my eyes off them. I wanted
to bring a few pieces home, but I couldn’t think of anything to do
with them. Then I remembered your birthday.”

“It’s brilliant,” he said. “We can hang it
in the living room.”

“I was thinking the basement.”

“Hey wait,” he said, squinting at Nicky. “Is
this a symbolic gift?”

“What do you mean?”

“Driftwood.”

“Well… you are a bit adrift. I mean both of
us... or in transition anyway. Getting married, me starting a new
job and you finding one, considering the baby thing.” She stood up,
put her arms around his waist, and kissed him lightly on the lips.
“But first things first – there’s more champagne tonight. And
tomorrow’s your birthday, so that means more presents, plus dinner
and cake at the Tuckermans.”

Vin set his glass on the table, then bent
down quickly and put an arm behind Nicky’s thighs. He pulled her
legs off the ground, catching her back with his other arm.

“Cake tomorrow?” he said with mock
incredulity as he marched toward the door. “I want my dessert
now!”

“I think reading driftwood sticks has turned
you into a caveman.”

“Caveman no read,” he grunted. “Cave too
dark. Dark cave good for having sex with cavewoman.” He carried her
into the master bedroom and dropped her face-up on the bed, then
knelt astride her and pinned her wrists to the mattress.

“Well you may be Conan the Barbarian,” Nicky
said, thrusting her lower half sideways to free a leg, “but I’m
Houdini.” She yanked an arm loose and flipped to her knees,
parallel to Vin. He kept one of her hands pinned and tried to repin
the other while she tried to push his shoulder away.

“Houdini was a guy.”

“OK,” she said, catching her breath. “I’m
Mata Hari.” She threaded a leg between his knees and pushed his
shoulder hard. He flipped onto his back and she hopped on his waist
and held his wrists to the bed, grinning and dangling her hair
toward his face.

“Well you may be Hari,” he said, “but I’m a
hairy beaver!” He capsized her and she rolled onto her hands to
prevent him from pinning them again. He lowered his chest onto her
back and thwacked the mattress with his open palm. She made a
muffled squeal in surprise. “I’m a raging wild beaver!”, he said,
pounding his palm into the mattress again, closer to her thigh.
“I’m a wild, drifting beaver,” this time smacking her butt cheek
with his palm as Nicky yelped. “And I am going to thwack you with
my tail!”



 Chapter 2

Discovery

Sunday, October 22, 1995

After breakfast the Clinic called. Carlos
had car trouble and couldn’t make it to work, so Nicky was needed
after all. A woman had just come in with a cat that needed
emergency surgery for a broken leg.

“Sorry, honey,” Nicky said. “It’s not much
fun being alone on your birthday.”

Vin told her he felt bad that she’d had to
work so much recently. He’d been hoping they could spend a lazy day
together.

“Maybe tomorrow,” Nicky said, before
reminding him they were going out tonight.

He felt his spirit deflate as he remembered
their dinner engagement at the Tuckermans, then silently chastised
himself. Abby was Nicky’s boss and the Tuckermans knew everyone. He
and Nicky were new here and needed to make an effort.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Nicky added, “if the
dog-fight woman comes by, give her the gentamicin spray on the
medicine shelf in the pantry. Dosage is on the label.”

Vin kissed her goodbye and returned to the
breakfast table, where he finished the Sunday paper. He washed his
dishes and walked out to the deck – another clear day in the low
seventies. Randy was napping in a sunny corner and the driftwood
sticks from last night lay arrayed on the table. That’s what I can
do today, he thought.

He bagged the sticks and brought them into
the house, then padded down to the finished half of the first
floor. With a fireplace and a sliding glass door to the backyard,
this room resembled a den, but Vin had made it his office. He
opened the door to the cement-floored laundry and storage area and
saw nylon ski bags leaning against the far wall. Beside them on the
floor sat two pairs of snowshoes they’d bought last year in Maine.
He smiled as he remembered snowshoeing through the woods with Nicky
near his parents’ house over Christmas, then wondered wistfully if
it made sense to own skis or snowshoes in Washington, D.C.

Next to the snowshoes was a stack of boxes
with a rope ladder heaped on top. He’d acquired it a few weeks ago
when he came home from biking to discover he had locked himself out
of the house. So he’d biked five miles to a cluttered hardware
store in Potomac and found the ladder. He hooked it to the deck and
climbed up, re-entering the house through the glass doors to the
living room. For a while he left the ladder in place, but when the
novelty wore off he’d resorted to leaving the lower-level sliding
door unlocked when he went running or biking.

His folding sawhorses were nearby and he
moved them to the foot of the stairs. A plastic crate held his
power drill, socket wrenches, screwdrivers. He pawed through a
shoebox of screws and bolts but wasn’t satisfied with what he
found. I need to go to the hardware store anyway, he thought, for
wire.

He drove to the intersection of River and
Falls, where two strip malls comprised the heart of downtown
Potomac. The narrow-aisled hardware store had an unpredictable
inventory of products piled on shelves to the ceiling, but he’d
come to appreciate it over the course of several visits. Finding
the rope ladder on his first visit had been serendipitous. This
time he only needed standard items: picture-hanging wire, a wooden
dowel, glue, bolts, and eyelet-screws. He paid for them and drove
home, then carried his tools and sawhorses out to the driveway.
When he examined his purchases, he realized he’d forgotten
something.

“Damn. I need a work surface.” Plywood or
planks or something. He had no desire to drive in search of boards
he only needed for an hour or two, so he shuffled back downstairs
to the storage area. Nothing. The house looked like it had been
built in the early 1970s; it didn’t have old cellar doors or a
plank fence he could scavenge. He circled the exterior of the house
just in case, knowing already that he wouldn’t find anything.
Looking out over the back lawn he remembered the abandoned shed on
the wooded hillside below. That might work.

He retrieved a hammer and a small crowbar
from his tool crate and set off across the lawn toward the woods.
Halfway down the hill, the brown sides of the wooden shed took
shape through the trees. He angled toward it.

It was larger than he expected, maybe eight
by ten feet, with thick clapboard siding and an overhanging
shingled roof. The front door faced downhill and was flanked by a
pair of small windows. It was tightly closed and fitted with a
swing latch but no padlock.

He climbed two worn-out steps, flipped back
the latch, and pulled the door open. It groaned away from the jamb.
Looking in he saw floating dust in the light from the windows. The
shed’s interior felt dry and the air smelled generations old,
devoid of life. He stepped inside and the floorboards creaked as
his eyes adjusted to the light. Directly before him was an old
wooden workbench built into the back wall. He ran his fingers
through the dust on its pockmarked surface and felt the random
grooves and drill holes left by unknown hands. Someone worked long
hours here, he thought, wondering if he would trade the logical
tools on his own desk for the physical tools that once rested here.
A narrow shelf above the bench sagged forward but held only dust.
He gripped the front edge of the workbench with both hands and
pulled up. It was solidly attached to the wall, so he studied the
remainder of the shed.

To his right the ruins of three wooden
chairs were propped against the wall. In the back left corner
stacks of wooden shingles were devolving into a shapeless pile. The
center portion of the left wall was unobstructed, with a series of
naked hooks hanging on every third plank of siding. He stepped to
the wall and ran his fingers along a plank. When he rapped it with
his knuckles, it returned a solid sound. Maybe cedar.

Looking down he noticed that a plank was
badly cracked and dented at the level of his knees. He tapped below
the crack with his hammer to separate the pieces, then examined the
portion above the break. The plank was ten inches wide, half an
inch thick, and still solid. Perfect. Its edges were nailed to
wooden studs.

He used the crowbar and hammer claws to free
the long portion of the broken plank, then unscrewed the metal hook
and tossed it onto the workbench. Now he could now see the planks
on the outer side of the studs that supported the exterior siding.
He marveled at the quantity of wood and labor that had been
invested in this simple shed decades ago. Today it would be pre-fab
particle-board and vinyl, he thought, and fall apart in fifteen
years. He started work on an adjacent plank. This one came free
more quickly, since he had better leverage.

Sweating now, he stopped to brush his hair
back from his forehead and dry his palms on his sleeves. Might as
well take a third, he thought, and have two whole ones. He could
put them all back in place easily enough when he was done with
them. He used the crowbar and hammer to free the edges of the third
plank. A pile of shingles blocked its base, so he pushed them out
of the way. His eye was immediately caught by a strange mark that
the shingles had obscured. It was a C-shaped arc overlaid with
three straight slashes that converged to a point.
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Like a symbol or letter from an extinct
language, he thought, tracing the mark with his finger. It appeared
to have been carved quickly and carelessly into the plank, almost
like graffiti.

He extracted the nails at the base and
pulled the plank free, catching a glimpse of something behind it. A
shingle-fragment resting on half-driven nails had been placed
between the studs to form a shelf, and the shelf held an old
eggbeater-style hand drill. When he picked it up, he was surprised
by how heavy it felt. It might be fifty years old. He gripped the
handles and turned the gear wheel. The first rotation was jerky and
uneven but after that the gear and chuck turned smoothly. He shook
his head in admiration.

The drill had pinned a thin sheaf of
yellowing papers to the exterior planks, so he set it down and
reached for them. The folded pages enclosed an old black-and-white
photograph, which he lifted to the light from the windows. It was
five by eight inches and remarkably well-focused, like old
photographs always seemed to be. Cycles of heating and cooling had
left it dry and stiff but otherwise undamaged. In the foreground a
young woman leaned against a hip-high rock, upper body facing the
camera and legs angled away. She wore a trim jacket over a
light-colored dress with a sash around the waist, and her hat had
an asymmetric upturned brim. A pendant necklace shaped like an elm
leaf rested against her dress below the collar. Her lips were
closed in a half smile and her wavy hair glinted where it fell into
curls halfway down her neck.

Beside her stood a tall young man,
clean-shaven and serious…dark thigh-length coat, white shirt, and
gray pants tucked into boots that rose over his calves. He held a
flat cap in one hand, leaving his close-cropped hair uncovered, and
one foot was propped jauntily on a rock.

A farrago of boulders lay behind the couple,
beyond which the surroundings fell away. In the background Vin saw
ten or more waterfalls plunging different heights and tilting in
different directions, connected by a wide labyrinth of flowing
whitewater and enormous knuckles of fractured rocks. The chaos of
water and rock extended into the distance upstream, and it was hard
to tell where the water came from or where it went. He turned the
photo over and saw a faded penciled annotation in the bottom
corner:

R. L. Fisher and K. Elgin at Great Falls

March, 1924

He unfolded the pages surrounding the photo
and noticed their left edges were uneven, as if they’d been torn
from a book or ledger. The outer page was blank except for a
pre-printed list of underscored column headings:

Date Time Boat no. Capt. Cargo Tonnage Origin
Destination

Maybe this page had been ripped from an old
log-book for canal traffic, he thought. The remnants of Pennyfield
House were only a stone’s throw away at the bottom of the hill, and
this shed must have belonged to its owners. And the whitewashed
stone locktender’s house stood boarded up and abandoned, just
across the canal.

Since there was no other writing on the
outer page, he guessed it served as a protective envelope. The
inner page had the same pre-printed column headings, but a note had
been written in ink below them. Though the penmanship was
inconsistent, the margins were flush and the lines evenly-spaced.
It looked like a carefully composed letter from an unpracticed
author.

March 29, 1924

Charlie,

If it is April and I am missing, I fear I have been
killed because of what happened today at Swains Lock. I may be
buried along with the others at the base of three joined sycamores
at the edge of a clearing. The name of the place is well knowed by
Emmert Reed’s albino mule. One tree leads to the money, the second
leads to the killers and the third leads to the dead. In your
search for me you may find the truth. Be careful you don’t share my
fate.

Your friend, Lee Fisher

As he re-read the note, Vin felt the back of
his neck chill. He studied the photo of the young couple again,
turning it over to see the notation “R. L. Fisher and K. Elgin at
Great Falls”. That could be Lee Fisher in the picture, he thought,
since Great Falls was only a few miles away and the picture was
also dated “March, 1924”. He turned back to the letter. Who was
Charlie? And why was the note placed here, where Charlie – hell,
anybody – would have been highly unlikely to find it? Maybe Charlie
had already found the note and hidden it here himself. But then why
would the drill be hidden along with the papers? Strange.

He plucked the finishing nails from the
planks, then carried them back to the house along with his tools
and the newfound drill and papers. On his way to the driveway his
throat felt dry, so he set everything down in the foyer and climbed
the half-flight to the breakfast nook and kitchen for a glass of
water.

Between sips in the foyer, he finger-tapped
the planks as they leaned against the wall. Definitely cedar and
quite solid. The strange mark was facing outward at the top of one
plank, so he spun the plank to its original orientation. The curve
and one of the slashes suggested a sickle, but the other two
slashes made the symbol look alien. Wondering whether there was a
connection between the mark and the photo, he studied the picture
again but couldn’t find one. The doorbell rang and he nearly jumped
out of his skin. He laid the photo on the foyer table and opened
the door.

“Hi, Vin,” the woman at the door said. He
stared at her blankly for a second. “We met yesterday.” Her
gray-green eyes flitted left and right, then settled on his own.
She smiled as he remembered yesterday’s dogfight.

“Sure, sure,” he said, sweeping his hair
back from his brow. “You’re Kelsey, right? I’m sorry, I was asleep
on my feet when you rang. Come in.” He stepped back and held the
door.

“Thanks. Where’s your dog?”

“Napping on the deck. At least he better
be.” She laughed as Vin found himself locating the faded scar on
her left temple. He quickly made eye contact again. “How does your
dog’s ear look today?”

“About the same. I’m trying to make sure she
doesn’t scratch it, but given the amount of time she spends rolling
around outside, the ear spray sounded like a good idea.”

“Right, the gentamicin. Nicky told me where
to find it. I’ll be back in a minute.”

Kelsey watched as he headed off to the
kitchen. He ducked into the pantry, flicked on the light, and
started checking labels on the medicine shelf.

***

In the foyer Kelsey surveyed her
surroundings. A split-level from the late sixties or early
seventies, she thought, with no major updates. A generic pendulum
lamp overhead and a cute little red-and-orange kilim rug over slate
tiles. To the right, a half-flight down to the first floor and
another up to a breakfast nook. An alternate half-flight on the
left led up to the living room. An antique table in front of her
and cedar planks propped beside it against the wall. Her gaze
drifted down the face of the nearest plank and her eyes widened
when she saw the symbol carved near its base. Her mind went blank
in disbelief and all she could think of or feel was the hammering
of blood against the walls of her heart. The mark from Whites
Ferry. A vague intuition formed like a bubble in her subconscious
and ascended until it became a discernible pearl. The pearl
shattered into a premonition, and the premonition flew beyond her
grasp.



 Chapter 3

Whites Ferry

Tuesday, June 20, 1972

Destiny Gowan, née Melissa, pushed the
twelfth and final four-by-four until its opposite end nudged the
windshield just above the dash. She swept tiny beads of sweat from
her forehead, then looked up at her boyfriend and smiled. “That’s
the last one,” she said, slamming the tailgate shut. The yellow
Ford station wagon squatted cautiously in the heat, unused to its
burden of two hundred paving stones and a dozen beams of varying
lengths.

Miles Garrett checked his watch and brushed
the dirt from his hands. “Damn, I hope so,” he said. “Since we
still need to take all of this shit back out.” He pulled on the
tailgate to make sure it was fully closed. “I thought artists were
supposed to use art supplies. Like paint…or chalk...or clay.”

“It’s architectural sculpture, Miles,” Des
said. “Tell him, Kelsey.”

“It’s architectural sculpture, Miles,”
Kelsey said. “And thanks for taking the morning off to help. Teresa
is a talented artist – even when we were in high school she was
talented – ask Des. And you can come to the open house at the
Collaborative next week to see what she can do with this stuff.”
Kelsey ducked and shaded her eyes to peer in through the open
tailgate window. The back seat was folded over, buried beneath the
stones and beams. “Des, do you think all three of us can fit in the
front seat?”

“Sure. If Miles sits in the middle and keeps
the beams from swinging into me, and you can scrunch against the
door on the passenger side…”

Miles was happy with this arrangement for
the short ride to the ferry. It meant that his back would be
pressed against Kelsey’s hips and torso while he twisted to keep
both arms on the beams. And his eyes could rest on the swell of
Des’s breasts beneath her peasant blouse. The blouse’s ties hung
lightly against her chest, framed by the emerging curves. To avoid
staring, he shifted his attention to the barely-visible blond hairs
on her tanned forearms as she turned the wheel. Then to the
purple-tinted granny glasses he’d grown attached to last semester,
and her streaked auburn hair, pulled back into a loose single
braid.

He held the beams away from the steering
column so Des could shift into gear. Gravel crunched beneath the
tires and small plumes of dust flared in their wake as the station
wagon pulled away from the Leesburg nursery lot and turned toward
Whites Ferry. The wagon accelerated slowly, undulating a little
under the load. Des clicked on the radio and a gentle reggae rhythm
filled the air.

and I will find you

across a river of time,

and I will hold you

until you know you are mine.

The morning sun was already high overhead,
and Miles felt his back grow warm pressing Kelsey’s bare left arm.
Prickles of sweat formed beneath the curls of dark brown hair
hanging against his neck and his t-shirt stuck to the skin between
his shoulder blades. He slid the air-conditioning knob to the right
and felt the hot air from the vents turn cool. The open windows
funneled a crosswind into the car. Strands of Kelsey’s hair flicked
against his ear and shoulders.

“Hey, Des,” Kelsey said. “Do you remember
that guy we met at the Taj Mahal show last month? Dave? The weather
guy?”

“Yeah. Hmmm. Maybe.”

“He called me a couple of nights ago. I
guess he has tickets for the Stones at RFK Stadium and can score a
few more, but he and two friends need a place to crash that night.
He seems cool enough, but I’ll be gone for the 4th. You
interested?”

Des squinted behind her purple shades.
“Let’s see. My folks will be at the beach. We could stay at their
place and throw sleeping bags on the deck. Dave’s a weather guy, so
he should be smart enough to come inside if it rains. Are we in,
Miles?”

Miles remembered a speech from his foreman
about getting to the job site on time. “I need to be in Rockville
by seven-thirty the next morning,” he said, “but it’s the Stones.
Let’s tumble some dice, baby.”

“Kelsey, I guess we’re in. Tell him we want
field tickets.”

“Sure,” Kelsey said, rolling her eyes. “I’ll
tell him you need to see every tongue thrust.”

Des extended her tongue, curled it toward
her chin, then pulled it in and pouted. Miles smirked but couldn’t
suppress a smile – the gesture was so typical of Des. The tide of
reggae ebbed and a DJ began blabbering, so Des twisted the volume
down. When the forecast came on she turned it back up.

“After making landfall in the Florida panhandle
yesterday as a category-one hurricane, Agnes has now been
downgraded to a tropical depression and is centered over Georgia.
Meteorologists expect the storm to continue tracking to the
northeast through the Carolinas today and tomorrow, possibly
regaining hurricane strength if it moves back over water off North
Carolina and turns northward again. Even if Agnes doesn’t regain
hurricane strength, we can expect heavy rain in the D.C. area,
beginning mid-day tomorrow, through tomorrow night, and into
Thursday. Depending on the path Agnes takes, areas to the north and
west of Washington, D.C. could see up to 12 inches of rain.”

“Yecch,” Des said. “I’m glad we’re doing
this today, since tomorrow looks ugly.”

“We can stash the beams in Teresa’s shed.
It’s OK if the stones get wet,” Kelsey said.

“Hey, if it rains hard enough, I get the day
off,” Miles said. His smile melted away. “But that means work on
Saturday.”

“Bummer, man,” Des said.

She swung the station wagon into a right
turn from Route 15 onto Whites Ferry Road. Miles tightened his arms
around the beams to keep them from sliding toward Des, and he felt
the loaded chassis sway as the car completed its turn.

Aside from its paved surface, Whites Ferry
Road hadn’t changed much since its construction in the aftermath of
the Civil War. It ran straight for a half-mile between a copse on
the left and unplowed fields on the right, then turned into the
woods along a hillside and descended to the Potomac River. Des
guided the wagon along the old road, then eased it to a stop behind
the last car in line.

The smell of green leaves and vines filled
the air and Miles inhaled deeply. This was his first trip to Whites
Ferry, so he turned to look out Kelsey’s window at the brown
flowing water of the Potomac. Five hundred yards away, on the
cleared bank across the river, stood the small store and the ferry
operator’s house that comprised Whites Ferry, Maryland. A taut loop
of steel cable was stretched across the river at the waterline and
anchored by concrete counterweights at each shore. Steel wheels
attached to the upstream side of the ferry traveled inside this
cable loop as the ferry trudged back and forth across the river.
The cable kept the boat from being pushed downstream by the current
during its traverse.

The ferry was churning toward them, a
featureless gray barge with chipped and rusted metal railings on
the sides and swinging gates at each end. The pilothouse and
engines looked like a little tugboat grafted onto the middle of the
ferry’s downstream side. Miles counted eleven cars in rows
three-wide, all pointed toward the concrete boat ramp that formed
the dock on the Virginia shore. “Hey, we lucked out,” Des said.
“We’ll make it on the next trip.”

Miles surveyed the cars in front of them
that formed an arc down to the boat ramp; they were tenth in line.
The ferry pilot eased the throttle and the boat decelerated. He
stubbed out a cigarette and threw the throttle into reverse, then
neutral, and the ferry stopped as its bow nudged the boat ramp. The
pilot threaded through cars to the bow, flipped a metal loading
ramp down onto the concrete with a bang, swung the gate open, and
shuffled down the metal ramp. He pointed to the cars in an ordered
sequence and they filed off, heading up the boat ramp and past the
waiting cars on Whites Ferry Road.

Des joined the procession of cars driving
down the hill and onto the ferry, which departed for Maryland less
than a minute after the gate closed behind them. With the car’s
engine still running and its air-conditioner blowing, Miles didn’t
immediately realize that they’d begun moving. It was only when the
view through the windshield evolved that he looked out Des’s window
and saw the folds and eddies in the brown water and the scattered
armada of sticks and debris pushing downstream with the
current.

“River law!” Des sang out, eyebrows rising
behind her purple shades.

“What is river law?” Miles said, drawing his
focus back inside the car.

Kelsey smiled resignedly. “There is none.
River law is no law. We’re not in Virginia or Maryland, so the
rules don’t apply. That’s always been our theory, anyway.”

“Kelsey, can you find my pipe under your
seat? It’s in a shoebox.”

Miles slid his legs aside while Kelsey bent
at the waist and foraged under the front seat. Reaching deeper she
touched cardboard and pulled the box forward. It snagged on a
tangle of unused seat belts. “Jeez, Des. Hang on a second,” she
said, unsnarling the belts.

Miles admired the taut curve of Kelsey’s
back beneath the wrinkles of her lavender linen shirt as she
twisted the shoebox out. She flipped the top off the box and
rummaged around, then pulled out a plastic disposable lighter and a
wooden box. It was smaller than a pack of cigarettes and the color
of ash wood, smooth and polished from handling, with a symbol that
looked something like the combination of a scythe and an arrow
etched on its face. A retractable lid on one of the shorter ends
gave access to the contents of the box.

“Hey, a dugout! Very elegant.”

“Thanks,” Des said. “I found it at a flea
market in Arlington a few weeks ago.”

Kelsey slid the wooden lid partly off one
end of the dugout, and the tail end of a small ceramic pipe popped
out. She retracted the lid further to reveal a second compartment.
The smaller shaft held the pipe and the larger compartment the
marijuana. “Where from?” she said.

“Jamaican,” Des said. “Timmy gave me an
ounce last week. Let’s spark one up.”

Kelsey removed the pipe, tilted and tapped
the dugout, and pressed the shallow pipe bowl into the side of the
stash compartment to fill it. She withdrew the loaded pipe and
closed the lid over both compartments with her thumb. Des looked to
the right, where a pickup truck and another car had followed them
on board to complete their row, screening them from the pilothouse.
The driver of the pickup truck had tilted his seat back and closed
his eyes. There were no cars in the final row behind them. “Better
roll up your window a bit,” she said, rolling her own window to an
inch or two from the top. “We don’t want to look like a
chimney.”

Kelsey leaned forward to drop below the
windows, then flicked the lighter and played it over the pipe bowl,
drawing steadily. The flame drew down toward the bottom of the bowl
as an encircling orange glow rose toward the surface. When the glow
subsided, she exhaled and passed the ensemble to Miles.

He tapped the pipe against his boot to empty
it, then ducked down to refill it for a long hit. A bud caught fire
and he nodded in approval, exhaling with a cough as he passed the
pipe to Des. “That’s good shit,” he croaked. Des dropped down and
Miles popped up, eyeing their perimeter. No one was watching. A
small cloud of smoke was forming in the car and drifting toward the
tops of the windows and the open tailgate window. He looked out
over the water upstream. They were halfway across the river.

Des surfaced, gave him a conspiratorial
look, and handed him the dugout, pipe, and lighter again. He
forwarded them to Kelsey but she pressed them back, and in the
exchange the pipe fell to the floor and skidded under the seat.
Miles rocked forward into a crouch and twisted to reach for it, and
his back pushed the beams closer to the steering column. “Got it,”
he said, thrusting his arm further under the seat and grasping the
pipe. And instantly the car lurched, then started rolling
backward.

“Shit, we’re in reverse!” Des said.

“Shift back!” Miles said, but the gearshift
arm was pinned against the beams. He reached around them and tried
to pull them away from the steering column as Des leaned into them
from the driver’s side.

“Hit the brakes!” Kelsey said.

Des stomped her foot onto the pedal and the
car accelerated backward. “Shit!” she yelled. She shifted her foot,
stomped again, and missed both pedals as the wagon crashed into the
gate behind them. The gate held for a split-second before the
gate-post sheared in two at a rusty spot near its base. Carrying
the snapped-off post with it, the gate swung wide over the water.
The wagon’s rear wheels powered clear of the ferry and its
undercarriage dropped quickly to the deck. Momentum kept the front
wheels turning for another foot before the wagon stopped for an
instant, its fulcrum defined. The paving stones prevailed, and the
wagon’s tail fell with a powerful splash into the churning water
behind the ferry. A wave coursed over the tailgate and into the
car. The ferry’s transom scraped forward along the wagon’s
undercarriage, hit and spun the front tires, gave a parting smack
to the underside of the front bumper, and then left the wagon
half-submerged in its swirling wake. The car’s front end tilted
skyward as its tail sunk quickly under the weight of the stones.
Water surged up to and over the dashboard.

“Windows!” Miles yelled, reaching past
Kelsey to claw at the passenger door. Kelsey groped through the
chest-high water until she found the handle, then spun the window
open. The river poured in, knocking her back toward Miles. Her left
temple struck the edge of a floating beam, and Miles saw a stream
of blood flow across her cheekbone. Only a sliver of air remained
between the car’s ceiling and the rising tide. Heart pounding,
Miles tilted his head to capture a breath from the vanishing air
pocket as water shot to the ceiling. It tasted like smoke. A
counter-wave from his left pushed the beams into his ribs and he
felt an arm against his lower leg, then a biting pain in his ankle.
Underwater now, he twisted blindly toward the window and spread his
arms. His right hand brushed Kelsey and found the frame of the
submerged window. He opened his eyes and saw brown water, his own
pale arm, the window frame, and Kelsey’s legs receding. Past the
windshield, he saw the front end of the wagon drop below the
surface.

He gripped the edges of the frame with both
hands and pulled his head through the window. When his shoulders
reached the opening he looked up to see light refracting through
water, and he realized the wagon was sinking tail-first toward the
bottom of the river. Fuck! He tried to pull himself past the frame
but something held his ankle. He kicked with both legs and his
chest began to burn. He could move his left foot a few inches, but
whatever held his ankle would not let go. The water grew colder and
darker.

He let himself float for a second and felt
the chilled water flow past his chest and forehead as he stared
upward at the receding light and the pressure mounted in his ears.
His upper arms flexed violently against the window frame as his
legs flailed. Three seconds. Four. Five. Rest. Can’t rest. Lungs
burning. Motherfucker! He pulled his head back into the car and
twisted toward his ankle, which felt like it was trapped somewhere
under the front seat. All of the beams were askew now, floating
randomly inside the falling wagon. Two of them were wedged against
the underside of the dash, and he drove his shoulder into them as
he groped downward to find what was holding his leg. Rest for an
instant. Reach around the beams! No use. He twisted back to grab
the window frame, then yanked fiercely against the vise that
gripped his leg. Once. Again. Again! Goddammit! Lungs on fire.
Exploding now. Hold. One. Two… release. The fire subsided as he
exhaled a shower of bubbles. Don’t blow through your straw, Miles.
He almost giggled when he realized he’d accidentally drawn a small
stream of water into his mouth. He swallowed it, then instinctively
took a full breath, and the river filled his lungs. I’m dying. The
dugout floated across his field of vision, a strange symbol on its
face. One last trickle of bubbles, then a crushing pain he could
not expel. Waiting for the bus and Carlin said cry me a river. The
tension on his ankle slackened momentarily as the wagon’s tail
found the ancient riverbed. I said unchain my heart. His irises
relaxed and his fingers unfolded toward the fading light.



 Chapter 4

Candles

Sunday, October 22, 1995

Vin examined the bottles on the medicine
rack in the pantry. “Doxycycline. Ivermectin. Diazepam.” Then
“Gentamicin. Nicky Hayes, DVM. Spray affected area twice per day
for 7-10 days. 04/19/96.” He shook the bottle to feel its contents
slosh around – over half full. Must be part of Nicky’s stash from
her residency at Tufts. He took the bottle back to the foyer.

Kelsey had stepped further into the room
during his absence, and she smiled weakly at his approach. From a
discreet distance she’d been studying the photo of Lee and K. Elgin
on the table top. “That looks like an old shot of Great Falls,” she
said. “Could I take a closer look?”

Her voice sounded thinner, almost strained.
“Sure,” Vin said, handing it to her. “I found it behind some planks
in an old wall.” He felt a transient annoyance that he’d left it
lying face up on the table. Why does that bother me, he wondered.
Was he already feeling attached to Lee and the girl? Or was it
because he knew nothing about this woman standing in his house?

“This is interesting,” Kelsey said, her
normal voice returning. “I’m a photographer and I’ve taken lots of
pictures of the Falls. You can tell that this wasn’t shot from the
observation deck on the Maryland side. It has a slightly different
vantage point.” Vin stepped around to her shoulder as she centered
the photograph and focused intently. “This must have been taken
from the end of the old path across Olmsted Island.”

“We just moved here, and we haven’t been out
to Great Falls yet,” he admitted. “We’ve started biking the towpath
on Saturday afternoons, so maybe next weekend...” He gently took
the photo from her and returned it to the table, feeling strangely
relieved that she hadn’t flipped it over to read the names on the
back.

“You should take the walkway out to the
observation deck,” she said. “It’s spectacular.”

Trying to redirect the conversation, he held
out the Gentamicin. “I think this is what Nicky wanted me to give
you.” As she scanned the label, he processed her previous words.
“Are you a professional photographer?”

She glanced up and nodded, then told him
that most of her work involved events like weddings, graduations,
and Bar Mitzvahs. When Vin said he and Nicky were getting married
in the D.C. area next fall and needed a photographer, she asked if
they’d chosen a date. He shook his head; both the date and place
were still up in the air. But they wanted to be married outdoors,
at a venue where they could hold both the wedding and the
reception. Kelsey told him popular venues were booked a year in
advance, and photographers were quickly slotted into those dates.
She already had a few weddings booked for next fall.

“Right,” he said glumly, realizing how much
remained unplanned. “Do you have a card?” She had one in the car,
so he walked her out to the driveway and watched her retrieve her
purse from a charcoal-gray Audi with dark tinted glass. She fished
out a business-card holder and handed him a card, telling him to
schedule a visit to her studio. He waved as she drove off, then
looked at the card in his hand. The address was a listing on River
Road, like practically every other business in the small suburb of
Potomac… maybe in the same strip mall as the hardware store he’d
visited today. In the corner, he read “Kelsey Ainge, Partner.” The
studio name was printed in white reversed on forest green. “Thomas,
Ainge Photography.” He read the tagline below it twice to make sure
he’d read it correctly. It said “Today Made Timeless.”

***

By the time Nicky’s car pulled into the
driveway a little after four, Vin had drilled the required holes
and connected the limbs of the driftwood letters with bolts.

“Gimme an N!”, he said, holding up the N
with both hands as she emerged from the car.

Nicky laughed. “Looks like you already got
one.” He could hear the fatigue in her voice as she approached.

“Welcome home,” he said, kissing her lightly
on the lips. “Long day, considering you were expecting a day
off.”

She exhaled and told him that her day had
started off with a cat with a compound fracture, and the pace had
accelerated from there. She felt lucky to escape by four. How was
his day? “Kind of interesting.” He told her about his visit to the
old shed on the hillside and his discovery of the drill and
photograph behind the planks. They walked inside and headed for the
living-room couch. Vin let Randy in from the deck as Nicky read Lee
Fisher’s note.

“Swains Lock. We were there yesterday,” she
said. “And ‘I may be buried along with the others’? What a creepy
thought.” She examined the photo, turning it over to read the
notation on the back. “K. Elgin is the girl?”

“That’s my guess. Assuming the guy is Lee
Fisher.”

“She reminds me of someone, but I can’t
think who.”

“I forgot to mention…the dog-fight lady came
by this afternoon to pick up the meds. Turns out she’s a
professional photographer. Kelsey Ainge. She handles weddings and
events. I got her card, for what it’s worth.”

“Hmm,” Nicky said. “You never know.”

Vin put his legs up on the table and asked
when they were due at the Tuckermans. “Seven,” Nicky said, rocking
back into the cushion beside him, “but first we can open your
presents and nap for a bit. Then you get to meet the natives.”

***

Sitting on a bone-colored leather couch, Vin
watched Doug Tuckerman lean forward in his armchair to carefully
balance a slab of soft cheese on an overmatched cracker. Doug
interrupted his sermon to wash the cracker down with scotch on the
rocks. He’d been expounding on the obstacles his firm faced in its
efforts to convert idled farmland on the periphery of the city into
condominiums and office parks. Doug’s wife Abby said something
about schools and Nicky asked what she thought. No one wanted to
send their kids to public schools in D.C., Abby said. Only the
lobbyists and the lawyers needed to work downtown, and they could
afford to live in Georgetown and underwrite the city’s blue-blood
private schools.

Vin liked Abby right away. She had an open,
earnest manner and an animated mien. Brown eyes and light brown
hair that swayed and caught the light and made him think of horses.
Her husband was representative of the forty-something parents Vin
saw prowling around Potomac – large-boned and a bit jowly, with a
helmet of dark hair turning gray at the temples. His sprawling
belly was held in check by a blue oxford shirt tucked into pleated
linen pants. Doug swirled the cubes in his scotch glass with stubby
fingers while Abby tried to draw Vin into the conversation by
asking how he and Nicky had met.

“It was at the end of last summer, on Cape
Cod,” he said. “Some mutual friends of ours were having a party at
their summer house in West Falmouth over Labor Day weekend.” It had
been foggy on Sunday morning, Vin remembered, and he and Randy had
caught up to a group of friends heading out along the beach to go
clamming in the marsh. Nicky was with them, wearing a cotton
sweater and shorts. She had long legs and a quick smile, and her
eyes were bluer than the slate-blue water.

Nicky picked up the thread. “I was just
starting the last year of my residency at Tufts, so I didn’t have
much free time, but he was persistent.” She smirked at Vin, who
deflected the expression with open palms and addressed Abby.

“I was smitten. We dated while Nicky took
her exams and finished up her residency, and then we spent six
weeks in late summer hiking in Wyoming and Montana.” Nicky
mentioned that they’d gotten engaged on a hike in Glacier National
Park. “Sitting on a rock outcropping with our feet dangling over a
six-hundred-foot drop,” Vin added. “I told her I would jump if she
said no.”

“You did not.”

“When’s the wedding?” Doug asked.

Vin looked at Nicky and she raised her
eyebrows, allowing him to answer. “Sometime next fall,” he said.
“We still need to pick a date and a place, but we’ll get married
here. My parents are in Maine, Nicky’s folks live in Arizona now,
and our friends and siblings are scattered around, so the D.C. area
seems like as good a place as anywhere.”

“Makes sense, if you’re doing all the
planning,” Doug said.

Nicky elbowed Vin. “Hear that, honey? You
can do all the planning!”

“Rejoining the work force suddenly seems a
lot more alluring,” he said, fending off her elbow as Abby
laughed.

After refilling drinks, Doug steered Vin out
to the deck, where he laid pork tenderloins on a flaming grill and
asked about Vin’s career in Boston. Vin listened to the chortle of
water flowing in a fountain beyond the backyard pool, the perimeter
of which was illuminated by landscaping lights. He sipped his beer
and gave Doug the basics: he’d been employee number fourteen at a
software startup that developed and sold network-traffic analysis
tools. Their products helped maintain the computer networks that
had become ubiquitous in large organizations during the previous
decade. The company was approaching breakeven when Weiler Networks
offered to buy them out and the Board decided to sell. So now
Weiler was digesting the company and the shots were being called
from Silicon Valley.

Had Vin been laid off?

“No, I could have stayed – I just didn’t
want to work for those guys. We used to call them Rottweiler.” He
explained that Rottweiler wanted to retain engineering and sales,
and since his little group wrote QA software and test scripts, it
was considered part of engineering. But he was ready to move on and
he knew that one of his employees could handle his job.

“I thought you techy guys got hooked on that
startup culture,” Doug said, wrestling the sizzling tenderloins.
“You know, building gizmos, working weird hours, playing ping-pong
while you strategize…”

“I don’t know,” Vin said. “It all sounds
good… building a product that makes it easier for our users to get
stuff done.” The crackle of the fire and the smell of grilled pork
were creating a soothing ambience. He took another sip and felt his
shoulders relax. “But then I would think about what my job actually
was,” he said. “Manage the process of writing software that tries
to find flaws in a product whose purpose is to find problems with
computer networks. It all seems second or third-order, relative to
other issues in the world.”

Doug asked if that meant he was changing
careers and Vin said he didn’t know. He’d convinced his old boss to
put his name on the downsizing list so he got the same severance
package that Rottweiler was offering the employees they axed. And
he’d been able to exchange some of his stock options for Rottweiler
stock, which he immediately sold. Together that amounted to a few
months worth of salary. If he couldn’t find something else, he had
a standing offer from Rottweiler. They wanted to start using the
Web for customer support, so they needed someone to build a
database that would track customer questions and problems, and then
they needed some code written to glue the database to their
website.

“It doesn’t sound like you’re too thrilled
about it.”

Vin leaned his elbows on the deck railing
and gazed at the tree silhouettes beyond the pool and the fountain.
The world extended tens of thousands of miles beyond the dark
horizon of Doug’s backyard and his fingers had scarcely touched it.
Maybe he could help people in Africa get connected to the Internet,
he said. Or build a website for online journalists. There had to be
something more meaningful, he thought, than what he’d seen and done
so far.

“Maybe you could save the whales,” Doug
said, draining his scotch. He started to laugh while swallowing,
triggering a spasm of coughs, so he bent at the waist and pounded
his chest. Vin turned to watch him cough and sputter.

“Or maybe I could look for Emmert Reed’s
albino mule.”

“How’s that?” Doug said after regaining his
breath.

“Just an expression.”

“I think the pork is ready to go.” Doug
twisted the tenderloins off the grill and led Vin back inside.

Abby and Nicky were laying out grilled
asparagus and roasted new potatoes with dill in a kitchen studded
with granite counters, cherry cabinets, and brushed-metal
appliances that went on forever. Vin was asked to open two bottles
of wine and take them to the dining room, which crouched nearby
with low-lit amber walls, pleated paper shades, and a cherry table
and chairs. How the other half lives, he thought with a sigh.

“Cheers,” Doug said when they were all
seated, raising his glass. “To new friends.” Their glasses clinked.
During dinner Nicky asked the Tuckermans about their children.
Marshall was nine and Whitney eleven. Vin feigned interest in their
precocious talents in soccer, piano, and chess. When the
conversation ebbed, Nicky excused herself and retreated to the
kitchen. The lights dimmed and she reappeared, carrying Vin’s
candle-lit birthday cake toward the table. They all sang happy
birthday, and Vin obediently blew out the candles.

“Coconut,” he said. “My favorite. The last
half of my thirties is off to a decadent start.” He cut slices and
passed the plates around. As Abby poured coffee, he turned toward
Doug. “I just remembered something I meant to ask when we were
talking about the wedding.”

“Shoot,” Doug said through a mouthful of
cake.

“Exactly,” Vin said, smiling. “We need
someone to do some shooting for us at the wedding. I ran into a
photographer on the towpath yesterday…”

“You mean your dog ran into her dog,” Nicky
interjected.

“Right. That’s how I meet a lot of people.
Anyway, she mentioned that she does weddings and other events, and
that she has a studio in Potomac. I was wondering if you had an
opinion or had heard anything about her work.”

“What’s the name of the studio?” Abby said,
retaking her seat.

“The studio is called Thomas, Ainge, and her
name is Kelsey Ainge,” he said.

“Sure,” Abby said. “Her studio has been
around for years. They’re good but expensive. And most people find
Kelsey a little strange.”

“Strange how?” Nicky said.

“Well, she’s kind of…” Abby said, and then
paused. “What’s the right word? Unorthodox, maybe.
Unpredictable.”

“She’s lived through some tough times,” Doug
said. “Her husband was a big-time neurosurgeon at Georgetown
Hospital. He died a few years ago in a one-car crash.”

“Was he driving drunk?” Nicky asked. “Icy
roads?”

“Neither,” Doug said. “But they found high
levels of valium in his blood – enough that he never should have
been driving. His family said he’d been drugged.”

“Did they have kids?” Nicky said. Abby shook
her head.

“Still, that must have been pretty hard on
Kelsey,” Vin said.

“Well, maybe,” Doug said. “She didn’t seem
to grieve very long. The rumor at the time was that her husband was
having an affair with a surgical resident. Kelsey inherited a few
million and a mansion off River Road. She was dating another guy
within months.”

“So maybe things haven’t been so tough for
her after all,” Vin said.

“Not recently, anyway,” Doug said. “Her
close scrape was a long time ago. I remember it was in the papers
when I was in college, just before the flood of ‘72.”

“Flood,” Nicky said. “On the Potomac?”

“Huge flood,” Doug said. “The kind that
happens once a generation or so. Usually from a tropical storm or
the remnants of a hurricane that dumps rain over the whole Potomac
watershed. If you want an indication, go to the Great Falls
overlook on the Virginia side. They have a wooden post on the lawn
near the observation deck that shows the river level during
different floods. The lawn is about seventy feet above the river,
and the 1972 level is six feet up the post. That’s all because the
river gets funneled into a narrow channel at the Falls.”

Vin shook his head in disbelief. “Seventy
feet?”

“Or go twenty miles upstream to Whites Ferry
on the Maryland side,” Doug said. “The river’s much wider there,
but the 1972 flood level is painted halfway up the second-floor
wall on the ferry operator’s house.”

“I’ve seen the mark on the wall,” Abby said.
“It’s hard to imagine.”

“That’s where her accident was,” Doug
said.

“You mean Kelsey?” Nicky said.

Doug nodded. “She was with another girl and
a guy – friends from college I think – when their car drove off the
back of the ferry in the middle of the river and sank to the
bottom.”

Vin issued a low whistle. “How could that
have happened?”

“I guess the car got shifted into reverse
and blew through the retaining gate or something,” Doug said.
“Rumor was they were smoking pot.”

“But they got out OK?”

“Kelsey got out OK,” Doug said. “She was
pulled out of the water by a rescue boat.”

“What about her friends?” Nicky said.

“They drowned,” Doug said. “A diving team
went out for them and they recovered the guy’s body from the car
later that day. They kept searching for the other girl, but the
river started rising and they had to suspend the search. They never
found her. She disappeared in the flood.”

“That’s horrible,” Nicky said.

“It’s strange that Kelsey was able to get
out and the other two weren’t,” Vin said.

Doug nodded. “Strange is a good word for it.
When they raised the car, the windows were open. Maybe the other
girl got out but couldn’t swim. Or maybe she was knocked
unconscious and drowned.”

“How about the guy?” Vin asked. “Why
couldn’t he escape?”

“He never had a chance. He had a seatbelt
knotted around his ankle.”



 Chapter 5

Sightseeing

Saturday, October 28, 1995

Vin finished his leftover jambalaya and
walked to the bookcase in the living room, where he pulled out a
topographic atlas for the state of Maryland he’d bought recently.
He opened to the page that covered the Potomac River northwest of
Washington, D.C. From the intersection of River and Falls – the
center of the village of Potomac – he traced River Road four miles
northwest to River’s Edge Drive. A left turn, and then two more
turns on sinuous neighborhood streets took him to Ridge Line Court.
His finger continued past the cul-de-sac to the canal, less than a
quarter-inch away on the map. That quarter-inch was the yard behind
his house, the wooded hillside beyond it, and the meadow next to
Pennyfield Lock. The map showed the border surrounding the canal in
green, denoting the area of the National Historical Park.

He traced the path of the Potomac River from
Pennyfield Lock down to Great Falls, five-and-a-half miles
downstream. A splintered clot of islands split the river from just
above Pennyfield to just below Swains, after which the river
narrowed and regained focus, passed to either side of oval Conn
Island, and then was compressed into a writhing torrent by Olmsted
Island before plunging over the Falls. Olmsted. Kelsey Ainge had
mentioned that name while looking at the old photo of Lee Fisher
and K. Elgin at the Falls.

He read the island names from the Falls back
up to Pennyfield: Olmsted, Conn, Bealls, Minnehaha, Gladys,
Claggett, Sycamore, Watkins, Grapevine, and Elm. Watkins Island
dwarfed and overlapped the rest of them, beginning near Pennyfield
and stretching almost to Swains. He and Nicky had watched the
beaver swimming between Watkins Island and their picnic spot on the
Maryland shore a week ago.

It was almost 1:30, so Nicky should be home
in about an hour. They had planned to ride their bikes down the
towpath to Great Falls. He looked out the sliding glass doors –
mostly cloudy, but still warm for late October. It would be good to
get outside, since he’d spent most of the rainy week at his
makeshift desk in the first-floor office. On Monday, he’d sent
e-mail to his former boss saying he was ready to get started on the
technical-support database project. By the time you’re thirty-five,
maybe it’s harder to be unemployed for a while without feeling
guilty, he thought. It certainly seemed as if Nicky had brightened
when he told her that he was starting his consulting work. He’d
spent the rest of the week wading through documents from Weill
Networks and roughing out a database structure and programming
requirements. This morning he’d e-mailed his thoughts back to
‘Rottweiler’ for comments. Now he needed to read a couple of books
on scripting languages, but that could wait until Monday.

He sat on the couch and studied the photo
and note he’d found in the shed last weekend. The scene in the
photo was his destination today. He re-read Lee Fisher’s note to
“Charlie”, and was struck by the line: “In your search for me you
may find the truth.” What truth was it that Lee hoped Charlie would
find? Did it relate to the money, the killers, the dead… or
something else? He was vaguely aware that this question was gaining
a foothold in his psyche, like a virus that had infiltrated his
bloodstream at imperceptible levels but was steadily consolidating
its presence. He almost felt as if Lee’s directive applied to him,
or that perhaps he had inherited the task from Charlie.

If Charlie never found Lee’s note, then no
one else would find it now. Vin had replaced the planks in the shed
this morning, but kept the drill, the photo, and the note. So in a
sense, he thought, he had picked up a torch that Charlie never
carried. And if he could find Lee, maybe Vin could find the truth –
whatever truth that was. With a wry smile, he wondered if this
meant the last line in Lee’s note would also apply to him. “Be
careful you don’t share my fate.”

Nicky got home and drank a glass of iced tea
with him in the kitchen. She eyed the open atlas, note, and photo
on the living-room table and shook her head in mock reproach. “I
thought you had work to do today,” she said.

“I did. I finished what I needed to finish
and sent it in. And I put the planks back in the shed. Let’s get
our stuff and head out.” They changed into biking clothes and went
down to the first floor to collect their bikes and helmets from the
storage area, passing the V+N driftwood mobile hanging in Vin’s
office. It spun slowly, acknowledging their presence.

“I like it,” Nicky said. “It reminds me how
close we are to the river.”

“I agree,” Vin said. “It’s like it connects
us to this place.”

They carried the bikes out the sliding door,
wheeled them across the back lawn, and walked them down the wooded
path toward the old Pennyfield House at the bottom of the hill. The
trees were slowly enveloping it. “It almost looks haunted”, Nicky
said as they passed the eroding structure. They crossed the meadow
and the footbridge and turned left onto the towpath.

“After you,” Vin said.

“Lazy,” Nicky answered. She stepped onto the
pedals and rode away downstream.

***

Two hundred feet upstream from Pennyfield
Lock, Kelsey stood in the trees abutting the towpath. With
binoculars pressed to her eyes, she looked like one of the many
birdwatchers stalking herons or hawks at the nearby Dierssen
Waterfowl Sanctuary. The sanctuary was a short walk ahead, tucked
beneath the canal and the river, but Kelsey was facing away from
its ponds and birdhouses, peering instead at the meadow near
Pennyfield Lock. She watched Vin and Nicky emerge from the woods
and cross the meadow with their bikes. As they rode away, she put
her binoculars in the jacket pocket that held her photographer’s
loupe. Checking her watch, she stepped out onto the towpath,
telling herself to be back in an hour. She headed down to the lock
and across the footbridge and meadow, found the path she’d seen
them descend, and started up the hill.

***

As Vin and Nicky approached the Great Falls
Visitor Center and its long parking lot, the towpath grew crowded
with pedestrians, so they dismounted and walked their bikes. Vin
admired the Visitor Center as they walked by. Like the majority of
canal structures, it was built on the berm side of the canal, since
the river side and the towpath were generally inaccessible to
carriages and cars. The building was a T-shaped whitewashed stone
house, with its tall façade oriented upstream on the head of the T.
The long axis faced the canal and offered a patio shaded by a
portico roof projecting from the base of the second story. Two
whitewashed chimneys on each axis gave the building an air of
dignified ease.

A nearby sign stated that the building had
been constructed as a locktender’s house in 1829, then enlarged
twice in the ensuing years as it evolved into Great Falls Tavern.
For 19th century Washingtonians who took overnight pleasure cruises
up the canal from Georgetown, it served as a destination, a tavern,
and an inn. But then as now, its proximity to the Falls was the
main attraction.

Vin noticed that the path from the parking
lot to the Visitor Center was decorated with carved pumpkins and
paper-bag lanterns. Cardboard signs pointed arrows toward a
goldmine and a mock gallows. A hanging banner over the gallows read
“Life and Death on the Canal.”

“Must be for some kind of Halloween event,”
Nicky said.

Vin nodded. “I wonder who they’re hanging
tonight.”

When they reached the Falls trailhead, they
locked their bikes in the rack and walked onto a cement arch that
crossed a spur of the Potomac. The water in this tendon of river
was white and flying and Vin was startled by its power and speed.
The arch led to a wooden boardwalk that zigzagged across Olmsted
Island, which a nearby sign explained was a rare example of a
bedrock terrace forest. Vin noticed that the trees were all shorter
and thinner than those along the canal, and that the leaves, moss,
and pine needles that formed the ground-cover lay on a foundation
of roots and rock, rather than topsoil. The sign claimed that trees
and vegetation on Olmsted Island were periodically carried away by
massive floods on the Potomac.

“It does look like this island has a
different ecosystem,” Nicky said. “Everything looks miniaturized…
almost fragile.”

“Like a bonsai version of the plants and
trees up the hill,” Vin agreed. The walkway wove around rocks and
depressions before crossing a rocky, fissured gully studded with
pools of stagnant water. The roaring they had heard in the
background for the last few minutes grew louder. Around a short
ridge and past a swampy basin they reached the observation deck,
which was mounted fifty feet above enormous rocks at the base of
the cliff. They found an opening between sightseers at the railing
and felt the cool breeze that drifted up to the platform from the
river below. Vin’s eyes were drawn to the cycling clouds of spray
where water pierced water at the base of the Falls. For a few
seconds he felt hypnotized, unable to focus elsewhere.

“Unbelievable,” Nicky said, raising her
voice against the roaring. “This is ten times bigger than I
expected.”

Vin blinked his hypnosis away. “Even though
you’d seen the photo of the Falls?”

“The scale must be hard to capture in a
single shot. And the motion.”

Vin nodded. What the 1924 photo of Lee
Fisher and K. Elgin at Great Falls couldn’t convey was the
animation of water following every possible path downstream. At the
head of Olmsted Island, the river was a half-mile wide as it
slipped around and over a field of large rocks. As the island
emerged on the Maryland side, a dented and fissured phalanx of rock
pushed into the river from the Virginia side, framing the top of
the Falls. Great Falls itself was a flowing staircase of three
arch-shaped drops, each over twenty feet high and split and twisted
by immense knuckles of fractured rock worn smooth like putty.
Between the upper, middle and lower drops, the river crawled
downstream through staggered boulders as a fabric of waves and
haystacks, with thousands of white veins writhing and twisting
across its sliding body of jade. The split currents converged again
at the base of the Falls, pulsing downstream as a train of standing
white-maned waves.

Vin looked across the river at the crowded
observation decks atop the cliffs on the Virginia side. “We’re both
looking at the same thing,” he said, “but what we’re seeing is
entirely different.”

Retracing their path along the boardwalk,
Vin studied the landscape of rocks, scrub pines and scrawny
hardwoods. What generation of this island’s trees was he seeing
now? The hundredth? Thousandth? Millionth? He tried to visualize
the scope and power of a flood that could – that had, that would
again – wash all this away. Like the people who had walked here, he
thought, and fished and hunted above and below the Falls across a
hundred generations, and left no trace except a handful of
petroglyphs hidden in the rocks along the river. They must have
left their bones here, too, interred in the underwater caverns and
sieves that lace the Falls. He pictured the degraded bones of those
who disappeared in the cataracts a thousand years ago embracing the
swollen flesh of a recent arrival, a wader who had slipped into the
river above Great Falls this summer and was never seen again.

From the corner of his eye, he saw a flash
of motion in the woods upstream from the walkway. He stopped to
track it, hands on the railing as Nicky walked on. Too large for a
squirrel or a small mammal, but very quiet. Could it have been a
deer? Was the island big enough for deer? Peering at the scrawny
trees and moss-stained rocks, he couldn’t see anything moving.
Whatever he’d seen was out of sight now, eclipsed by a rock or
hidden in a depression. He turned back to the boardwalk and saw
Nicky swing along its next leg, ten paces ahead, hands stuffed into
her pockets, shoulders relaxed and low. Her short brown hair
bounced and gleamed in sunlight, and her legs swung a slender arc
as her biking shoes struck the planks underfoot. Animal grace, he
thought, following her now, closing toward her through a mist of
alienation. He didn’t really know Nicky; they were both just
animals hunting. For what, he wasn’t sure.

She slowed to look back as he approached.
“You OK?”

He nodded. Nicky’s eyes were warm and
inquiring and he remembered visiting her during her residency at
Tufts and watching her reassure an elderly man that his cat should
recover completely from an eye infection. The man had said nothing,
just exhaled in relief, but Vin saw his eyes water and the tension
in his gnarled hand relax as Nicky spoke. Vin caught her hand with
his own and they fell in step together. “I thought I saw
something.”

***

As the path reached the top of the hillside
and emerged from the trees, Kelsey paused to assess the backyard of
the house in front of her. Seeing no humans or canines, she stepped
forward onto the lawn. She was pretty sure the dog was home
somewhere, and she reached into her jacket pocket for reassurance
that the rawhide bone she’d brought was still there. She found it
underneath her camera and pulled it out. With luck, she thought,
the dog will be out on the deck like he was last weekend.

She’d only seen it from the front and the
foyer, but the split-level house looked familiar. The second-story
deck ran almost the length of the house and was connected by glass
doors to a living room. Another set of glass doors below the deck
opened into the first floor. She walked toward these doors. When
her boots crunched the gravel under the deck, she heard a bump
overhead, followed by a clattering of toenails and a rolling chorus
of barks. She backed onto the lawn as Randy lunged to the railing
and continued his guttural assault.

“Hey, buddy,” she said. “You’re a good
watchdog. How about a reward?” She lobbed the bone up to the deck
and it landed with a rattle that drew the dog’s attention. She
proceeded to the sliding door and pulled the handle; it slid open.
Cyclists are so predictable, she thought.

Her eyes adjusted to the unlit room. A
mobile of smooth sticks hung from the ceiling in front of her. To
the right, she opened and closed a door to an unfinished storage
and laundry area. A door to her left opened into a dark garage.
Along the wall near the stairs was a slab desk propped on
sawhorses. The desk was anchored by a monitor and keyboard, and a
skewed arc of printed pages and programming books radiated out from
its center. She glanced at the books and leafed through the papers,
finding nothing of interest, then continued toward the stairs.

In the foyer at the top, she recognized the
table she’d seen last weekend, which now held only the morning’s
unopened mail. Up another half-flight to the living room, and then
a hallway to her left, leading to bedrooms, she assumed. Bone in
mouth, the dog stared at her through the glass door to the deck.
She heard him growl intermittently, but he didn’t seem to think her
presence merited a serious protest. She turned her back and
reviewed the bookshelves on the inner wall.

Books on software and computer networks.
Books on biology, medicine, physiology. Travel books and well-known
novels. Nothing worthy of examination right now. She circled around
to the kitchen. Again nothing. She glanced out the window to
confirm that no one was watching the house, then advanced to the
breakfast nook. On the table she found what she’d come for: the old
photo of Great Falls.

Touching only the edges, she picked it up
and studied it closely. When she turned it over, she saw the
attribution in pencil on its back:

R. L. Fisher and K. Elgin at Great Falls

March, 1924

The names meant nothing to her. Her eyes
fell on the torn ledger page on the table, which she leaned over to
read:

March 29, 1924

Charlie,

If it is April and I am missing, I fear I have been
killed because of what happened today at Swains Lock. I may be
buried along with the others at the base of three joined sycamores
at the edge of a clearing. The name of the place is well knowed by
Emmert Reed’s albino mule. One tree leads to the money, the second
leads to the killers and the third leads to the dead. In your
search for me you may find the truth. Be careful you don’t share my
fate.

Your friend, Lee Fisher

Her eyes widened. What had happened at
Swains Lock in 1924? That was a long time ago, but she had lived
less than a mile from Swains for ten years and had never heard of
anything. This note from Lee Fisher… the same person as R.L. Fisher
in the photo? So the girl was K. Elgin? She reached into her pocket
for her camera and took two shots of the note. Then she carried the
photo to the kitchen counter to study it under the light.

An attractive young couple, she thought. Was
Lee too young to grow a mustache? He might be nineteen or twenty
and the girl a little younger than that. Even juxtaposed against
the Falls, her eyes and enigmatic smile drew your attention. Kelsey
fished the loupe out of her jacket pocket and bent toward the
photo. She panned the loupe slowly from top to bottom over the
couple in the center of the image, then drew a sharp breath and
felt the hair stand up on the back of her neck. “K. Elgin,” she
whispered. “I know you.”

***

When they crossed from Olmsted Island back
onto the towpath, Vin unlocked the bikes. They wheeled them back
toward the Great Falls Visitors Center.

“Lock 18,” he said, reading a small wooden
sign as they passed one of the locks. Like many of the others he
had seen, this one was in disrepair, its gates and swing beams
decaying. “So that next lock must be Lock 19, and then Lock 20 in
front of the Visitor Center.”

Nicky looked at him. “You clearly have a
talent for numbers.”

“Three locks in only a couple hundred
yards,” he continued. “I guess that’s why there’s a noticeable
slope here.”

“You may want to write this up. Maybe get
some funding for a study.” Vin pushed her shoulder with his palm
and she almost fell onto her bike, laughing as she regained her
footing.

“Let’s find out what all the Halloween stuff
is about,” he said as they approached the Visitor Center. They
steered their bikes onto the footbridge over Lock 20 and walked
toward the patio. Nicky nudged him and pointed to a woman wearing a
Park Ranger’s uniform and talking to a couple with a young girl.
Vin caught her attention as the family strolled away.

“Is there some kind of Halloween event going
on here?”

“There sure is,” she said brightly. “Tonight
we’re staging Life and Death on the C&O Canal. We do it every
year on the Saturday before Halloween.”

“What’s that?” Nicky asked.

“Well, we set up a haunted walk… around the
Visitor Center, and past the entrance to the goldmine up the hill
there.” She pointed toward the signs and pumpkins that Vin and
Nicky had noticed earlier. “And we put on a play about some event
from the canal era. It’s different every year. This year we’re
re-enacting a shootout between the police and the notorious
gangster Finn Geary from the 1920s. His syndicate sometimes used
the canal to smuggle moonshine whiskey into Georgetown during
Prohibition.”

“We’re tied up tonight,” Nicky said, “but it
sounds like fun.”

“Well if you’re interested in the canal era,
there’s a talk going on right over there about the history and
operations of the C&O,” the ranger said. She pointed to a dozen
people standing next to an old canal barge that was up on blocks on
the dirt driveway.

As the ranger walked away, Vin cocked his
head toward the barge. “Let’s go listen for a minute,” he said. But
the group was already walking toward them, following another
uniformed ranger. He strode purposefully by, wearing a flat-brimmed
straw hat, wire-rim glasses, and a bushy salt-and-pepper mustache.
The group followed and formed a half-circle around him as he stood
on the stone wall of Lock 20, midway between the gates. Vin and
Nicky walked their bikes within earshot. Vin noticed that Lock 20
was well preserved, probably because it was used for
demonstrations. Like all the other locks he’d seen, its upstream
gates were closed and downstream gates open, leaving it with
thigh-deep water.

The ranger resumed his presentation. “From
the time the C&O opened in 1850 until it closed in 1924, the
canal went from one financial crisis to another. Floods and
breakdowns were a headache, but the main problem was that the
C&O was competing with the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad from the
start. And the railroad got bigger, faster, and cheaper year after
year, until the canal couldn’t compete.

“In the first few decades the canal carried
timber, limestone, grain, and other agricultural products, but the
only cargo that ever really amounted to anything for the canal was
coal. During the later stages of the canal era, coal accounted for
over 99% of the business.”

He pointed back to the barge the group had
just examined. “That barge is essentially identical to all of the
barges that carried coal down from the Cumberland mines in the
later years. Not surprising, since after 1890 all the coal barges
were built and owned by the Consolidation Coal Company. Anybody
want to guess who owned the Consolidation Coal Company?”

“Rockefeller?” said a fleshy man at the
front.

“Nope. The Baltimore and Ohio Railroad,” the
ranger said with a conspiratorial squint. “In fact, toward the end
the B&O Railroad owned the canal, too. But that’s another
story.” He shifted his stance and cleared his throat.

“Anyway, that coal barge behind you is
ninety-three feet long and fourteen-and-a-half feet wide. And all
the locks on the canal are a hundred feet long and fifteen feet
wide. So you can see that putting a barge through a lock was a
pretty tight squeeze. And the boats coming downstream loaded with
coal had momentum – they were hard to stop. So they would use a
snubbing post to bring the boat to a halt inside the lock. That
would keep it from crashing into the downstream gates.” He turned
and pointed to a waist-high cylindrical post about six feet back
from the opposite lock wall. “A boathand would wrap a heavy rope
from the boat around the snubbing post and the boat would come to a
stop as the rope tightened.”

He spun back toward his audience. “Most boat
captains would tie up for the night somewhere along the berm side
of the canal by ten or eleven, but some captains wanted to make the
circuit from Cumberland to Georgetown and back as fast as possible,
so they kept their boats moving around the clock. That meant a
locktender had to be ready to lock a boat through at any time of
day or night. So most of them would sleep in a shanty near the
lock. That way they could hear the mule driver yell or blow a horn
when a boat was approaching.”

“Now a boat like that one,” he said,
gesturing back to the barge again, “would be carrying over a
hundred and ten tons of coal down the canal. So the boatmen would
call that a ‘loaded boat’, and it would ride low in the water and
be hard to start or stop. After unloading its cargo in Georgetown,
it would head back upstream as a ‘light boat’. With boats coming
and going at any time, locktenders would usually keep their locks
set for a loaded boat. That means the upstream gates would be open
and the downstream gates closed. So a loaded boat could drift right
in and be snubbed to a stop. Then they would close the gates behind
it.”

Vin stepped away from the group for a better
view of the upstream gates. Each was a thick wooden door that
pivoted around a wooden post set into the lock wall. When closed,
the gates formed a shallow V-shape, which helped them seal tightly
against each other and withstand the water pressure they faced when
the lock was empty. The pivot-posts each supported a heavy
swing-beam that was a foot wide and a foot thick. These swing-beams
converged at the juncture of the gates, and from there angled
upward and outward, reaching the height of a man’s waist at their
distal ends, a dozen feet outside the lock walls.

Planks had been nailed to the upstream faces
of the swing-beams to create a V-shaped walkway across the lock
when the gates were closed. At least one set of lock gates had to
be closed at all times, Vin realized, so during the canal era there
was always a way to cross the lock on foot, even without the
footbridges.

The ranger was still talking. “Once a boat
was in the lock and all the gates were closed, they needed to drain
the water out of the lock to drop the boat. Anyone know how they
did that?” The ranger pointed to the only child present, a boy of
ten or eleven standing next to his parents. “How did they get the
water out of the lock?”

“Through those windows at the bottom of the
doors,” the boy said.

“That’s right,” the ranger said. “But you
mean the windows at the bottom of those doors,” he said, gesturing
toward the downstream gates. “Those windows are called ‘wickets’,
and the wooden panels that fit snugly inside the wickets are called
‘paddles’. The paddles can be rotated to open or close the
wickets.” Vin studied the bottom of the gates. Each door had two
wickets, and the paddles were actually more like wooden spatulas,
with iron stems that ascended the back sides of the gates and
pierced the swing-beams, extending another foot or so into the air.
The stems terminated with butt-ends that he guessed were designed
to mate with sockets on the lock-keys. All four lock-keys had been
removed.

“When the water in the lock dropped to the
level of the canal” the ranger said, “the locktender would push the
swing-beams until the downstream gates were flush against the walls
of the lock. You can see,” he said, pointing again, “how the walls
have indentations to hold the open doors. Remember, getting the
boats in and out was a tight squeeze!

“Then the mule driver would untie the
snub-line, start the mules moving down the towpath, and pull the
boat out of the lock and down the canal. To lock a light boat
through upstream, the process was reversed.” He described it, using
gestures to mimic the opening of gates and turning of lock-keys.
Two people stepped away from the group and Vin sensed the speaker
was losing his audience. The ranger raised his voice.

“One more question I forgot to ask you. Who
knows the difference between a canal and a river?” No one replied
so he sought out the boy again. “Can you tell me the difference
between a canal and a river?”

“Sure. A river flows. A canal just sits
there. And a river has fish in it.”

“The canal has always had fish in it. Even
eels,” the ranger replied.

“Eels, cool!”

“And the canal flows, too. It was designed
to flow at two miles per hour. Why do you think they designed it
that way?” More people peeled away, but the few remaining were
listening again. Nicky nudged Vin with her elbow and rolled her
eyes, but he put a hand on her shoulder and focused on the
ranger.

“I don’t know,” the boy said.

“To help the mules?” Vin said, making eye
contact with the ranger.

The ranger brightened. “That’s right! With
the canal set to flow at two miles per hour, it was the same amount
of effort for the mules to pull a loaded boat downstream or a light
boat upstream.”

“But the canal is flat,” the boy said. “What
makes it flow?”

“The same thing that makes a fountain flow,”
the ranger said. “Actually, the canal is like a fountain that’s a
hundred and eighty-four miles long, and made up of seventy-four
connected levels stretched end to end. The water flows into the
fountain from the Potomac River, through five separate feeder
canals that draw water from the river. The feeder canals have gates
like these,” he said, pointing once more to the lock gates, “called
guard locks. Once the water is in the canal, it flows continuously
across each level at two miles per hour, and then cascades down to
the next level using one of two routes: the lock or the flume.

“You already know how the lock transfers a
boat and water downstream. But when the lock isn’t being used, it
acts like a dam, so water flows through the flume to drop from one
level of the canal down to the next. Some flumes are just a
straight channel parallel to the lock that leads to a seven-foot
waterfall into the lower level. Other flumes are rocky streams that
curve around the lockhouse. These flumes take an indirect path to
make the descent more gradual.”

“I think we need to take an indirect path
out of here,” Nicky whispered, ducking her shoulder out from under
Vin’s hand. “This guy could go on forever!” Vin smiled but kept his
eyes on the ranger.

“And after the water had flowed down to the
lowest level of the fountain, it was used to power the grain mills
in Georgetown.”

“So that was part of the business of the
canal?” Vin said. “Selling hydro power?” Nicky exhaled loudly and
waggled her head in apparent disbelief.

“Sure was,” the ranger said. “Even when
other parts of the canal were closed due to flood damage, they
tried to keep the Georgetown feeder canal open to provide power to
the mills.” The remainder of the group used Vin’s question as a
chance to escape, leaving Vin and Nicky alone with the ranger.

“Actually,” the officer continued in a
quieter voice, looking at them in turn, “all the feeder canals were
important, since the canal was quite thirsty.”

“I’m thirsty, too,” Nicky said, “and I
forgot to bring my water bottle. Did I see a water fountain near
the Visitor Center?”

“There’s one near the front entrance,” the
ranger said, pointing toward the facade.

Vin shot a glance at Nicky. “I’ll meet you
over there in a second,” he said as she turned to walk her bike
toward the entrance.

“Thirsty?” Vin said. “You mean evaporation,
or leaks?”

“Both. Water evaporated from the surface in
dry weather. And muskrats would burrow into the banks and cause
leaks. Sometimes they’d undermine the bank enough to cause a break.
The water would blow through the break and run down into a culvert,
or toward the river, and the whole level would drain. Any boats on
that level would be stranded.”

Vin nodded. “That sounds like a big
problem.”

“Dangerous, too,” the ranger said, “if you
were driving mules out on the towpath at night. They’d send a
repair crew out in the middle of the night if there was a break. Of
course, after a heavy rain, the canal might have too much
water.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Vin said,
looking back in the direction Nicky had gone.

“When that happened, they’d open the gates
to the waste weirs.”

“Waste weirs?”

“Waste weirs are channels that drain excess
water from the canal down to the river. They use gates with
miniature paddles to shunt the water through culverts under the
towpath. There’s one just above this lock.”

“Speaking of towpath,” Vin said, “I need to
catch up with my fiancée and hit the trail. Thanks for the
presentation.”

“You bet,” the ranger said. He raised the
brim of his hat and looked back at the barge, which a young couple
and their small children were admiring. “Excuse me,” he said,
turning in their direction.

Vin found Nicky waiting on the brick walkway
near the entrance to the Visitor Center.

“That was kind of scary,” she said. “I was
worried he was going to drag you back to the barge to show you how
the mules were hooked up, or start telling you what the boat
captains ate for breakfast.”

“I guess we missed that part of the program.
Maybe we should come back next Saturday… get here a little
earlier…”

“Be my guest. Maybe you can learn the
material and be his assistant.”

“I wonder if he knows anything about Lee
Fisher. Or Emmert Reed. Hmmm…maybe I could write a book about all
this canal stuff.”

“You could call it Life at Two Miles per
Hour,” Nicky said. “Or how about, I Was a Teenage Mule Driver.”

***

After examining the photo of Lee Fisher and
K. Elgin for several minutes, Kelsey carefully laid it back on top
of Lee’s note on the breakfast-nook table, then walked downstairs
and slipped out the sliding door. As she crossed under the deck,
Randy rushed to the railing and serenaded her with another
threatening round of barks. She ignored him and traversed the lawn
toward the hillside, where she found the path and disappeared into
the woods.

***

Pedaling the five-plus miles back to
Pennyfield Lock, Nicky fell in behind Vin. The tourist traffic
thinned out a mile above Great Falls and Vin tried to visualize
what the canal must have looked like while it was still operating.
Mule teams moving steadily down the towpath and barges gliding
silently around the bends, day and night. How long ago was that? He
thought the ranger had said the C&O shut down in 1924. That was
the year written on Lee Fisher’s photo! Or had he heard
incorrectly?

Two miles along, he saw the whitewashed
stone lockhouse at Swains emerge on the berm side of the canal. He
let his bike decelerate up the incline beside the lock.

“Let’s stop for a second, honey.”

“At the scene of your latest dog-fight?”
Nicky dismounted and bent to stretch her lower back as Vin laid his
bike down. The downstream gate was open, set flush into the lock
wall, so its swing-beam ran parallel to and above the wall. He
tried to push the end of the beam toward the towpath to close the
gate. It moved an inch and stopped. He noticed a thin wire cable
connecting the swing-beam to its counterpart across the lock. Since
the wire was taut and the beams were designed to swing in opposing
directions, neither beam could move. When he pushed the beam again,
the cable transferred his effort to the beam across the lock.

Nicky had finished stretching and walked
over to him with her bike. She ran its front tire slowly over his
foot. “Hey Inspector Clouseau – tell me this is a temporary
obsession.”

He extracted his foot. “I was just admiring
the construction. This lock is like Lock 20; it’s still in good
shape. The lock-keys are missing, but the original iron stems and
hinge collars are all intact.” He pointed at the upstream face of
the swing-beam. “There’s the old iron stirrup bracket that must
have been used to support the block that held the crossing plank. I
guess they took the planks away on the downstream gates.” He
surveyed the lock walls. “And look at the red stone bricks they
used to build the lock. Imagine how much work it must have been to
hand-cut all of these stones.”

“OK, that’s the end of today’s history
lesson. You can write it up for your social-studies teacher. Let’s
keep moving.”

They pedaled upstream toward Pennyfield,
passing a scattering of Swains-based dog-walkers and joggers en
route, and Vin’s thoughts drifted to the next set of tasks on his
project for Rottweiler. If he got some comments back by Monday or
Tuesday, he could start designing the database by mid-week.
Otherwise he’d have to spend the week reading programming books and
playing with sample code. He kept his eyes on the towpath and
didn’t notice as they passed a slender woman wearing dark glasses
and a canvas jacket and walking back toward Swains.

“Hey,” Nicky said as they passed the woman.
“Wasn’t that your victim?”

“What?” He looked back to hear her
better.

“From last weekend. Your mysterious
photographer friend.”



 Chapter 6

Books

Wednesday, November 15, 1995

Vin walked into the Potomac Library for the
first time. It was small but inviting, with a perimeter of stacks
surrounding circular reading tables and half-height reference
shelves in the center of the room. A librarian at the information
desk guided him to a shelf devoted to Maryland geography and
history, a portion of which held books about the Chesapeake and
Ohio Canal. After thumbing the relevant titles, he carried four
books to a cubicle on the far wall.

Sunlight slanting through tinted windows
warmed his shoulders as he placed a notepad and pencil on the
cubicle desk. He jotted down the names of the authors and leaned
back to open the first book, Walter Sanderlin’s The Great
National Project: A History of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal.
The 1946 book chronicled the history of the canal’s construction,
operation, financial troubles, and demise in densely-footnoted
detail, beginning with the chartering of the Ohio Company in 1749
in an attempt to develop a trade route connecting the Ohio River
territory with Washington and Baltimore via the Potomac River
valley.

He set it aside and opened A Towpath
Guide to the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal by Thomas F. Hahn, which
offered a terse mile-by-mile discussion of the architecture,
history, topography, and ecology of the C&O Canal, from
Georgetown to Cumberland. The pages covering locks 21 and 22
provided structural details on the locks and lockhouses at Swains
and Pennyfield, but no information about the 1920s denizens of
those lockhouses.

Another Hahn book, The Chesapeake and
Ohio Canal: Pathway to the Nation’s Capital, seemed more
promising. He skimmed an entertaining account by an itinerant New
Englander of his experience as a novice boathand on a coal barge
during a trip from Cumberland to Georgetown and back in 1859. And
he found descriptions of 19th-century canal characters, along with
recollections and anecdotes from aging boatmen that Hahn had
interviewed in the 1960s and 1970s. Getting closer to the mark, he
thought. By now he had memorized Lee Fisher’s note, so he knew what
names to look for. He turned to the index listings under R.

Renner. Rumsey. No Reed. No Elgin or Fisher
in the index either, and no reference to Swains Lock, but four
listings under Swain. Based on the remarks attributed to them in
the text, he was confident that Clifford and John Swain were
boatmen. Mamie Swain seemed to be a boater’s wife and Otho Swain’s
occupation wasn’t specified, though he was quoted on the
superiority of mules to horses for canal work. Vin was sure that
one or more of those Swains had inspired the colloquial name for
Lock 21. And if that were true, maybe the Hahn book had a relevant
listing under Pennyfield, the name associated with Lock 22.

No listing in the index for Pennyfield Lock,
but he found this: Pennifield, Charlie. His eyebrows arched as he
silently recited the beginning of Lee’s note. “Charlie, If it is
April and I am missing…”.

Dismissing the spelling discrepancy, he
flipped to page 134 and read, “Charlie Pennifield at lock 22 made
and sold boat poles and pole-hooks to the boatmen.” I found
something in your shed last month, Charlie – not far from the
workbench you used to build your poles and hooks. A message someone
left for you seventy years ago. Why was it hidden? Why didn’t you
ever find it yourself? What happened to Lee Fisher? Did Lee’s note
reflect an unfounded fear, or was he really “buried along with the
others at the base of three joined sycamores?”

And what of the young woman, K. Elgin? The
Hahn book held no other insights into Charlie Pennyfield, so he
closed it on the cubicle desk and opened the fourth book. Home
on the Canal by Elizabeth Kytle. Along with a distilled
chronology of the C&O Canal’s construction and seventy-five
years of operations, the book gave a simple explanation for its
demise: on March 29, 1924, an epic flood struck the upper Potomac
Valley and swept downstream, reaching Washington on March 31 and
wrecking much of the canal’s infrastructure along the way. While it
was the first major flood on the Potomac in decades, the March
freshet was followed two months later by a comparable flood, and
the combination of extensive structural damage and poor economic
prospects ended operations on the C&O Canal forever.

He felt a tingling at the edges of his
scalp. March 29, 1924. That was also the date on Lee’s note. “…I
fear I have been killed because of what happened today at Swains
Lock.”

But Swains was on the lower portion of the
canal, and if the flood hit D.C. on March 31, the floodwaters must
still have been far upstream when Lee wrote those words. So the
event Lee alluded to must have preceded the arrival of the flood at
Swains. And once it hit, wouldn’t the locks and the towpath at
Swains and Pennyfield have been swamped? But Charlie Pennyfield’s
shed, Vin remembered, was part-way up the wooded hillside above the
Pennyfield house. So even if the flood had submerged the towpath
and the lock, the shed would have remained dry.

He flipped through the second half of
Kytle’s book and smiled when he realized that it consisted largely
of transcribed interviews the author had conducted in 1979 with
survivors of the canal era. The interviewees had grown up on the
canal and were teenagers or young adults when it closed, but the
interviews were full of references to memorable characters from the
generations that preceded them.

The first reminiscences were from a person
Vin had just encountered in Hahn’s book: Otho Swain. Otho had been
born on his father’s barge and boated with his father until 1909,
when he was eight. At that point his father gave up boating and
assumed responsibility for tending Lock 21. Otho’s father Jess
Swain was the person for whom Lock 21 was named.

Vin skimmed through several more interviews,
then turned to the index. No listings for Elgin, Fisher, or Reed,
but one for Pennyfield, Charlie, and one for Pennyfield, George.
Both listings pointed to a page in the interview with Raymond
Riley, who was born and raised at Lock 24 in Seneca – better known
as Riley’s Lock. All Vin could learn from the mention of the
Pennyfields was that Charlie was George’s son and had assumed
responsibility for Lock 22 after “old man Pennyfield” died.

The next paragraph described the Rileys’
neighbors and friends, but Vin’s focus was drawn sideways to an
annotation. The name Charlie Pennyfield was underlined in the text
and an arrow pointed to the right-hand margin, where a penciled
comment read:

Be careful you don’t share my fate.

The final line from Lee Fisher’s message to
Charlie Pennyfield! Written, he thought, in a woman’s hand. His
mouth suddenly felt dry and he swallowed and rubbed his temples. No
one but he and Nicky had seen Lee’s note! The writing wasn’t hers.
Instinctively he scanned the library to see if anyone was watching
him. He leaned forward and pushed the book deeper into the shade of
the cubicle. Following impulse, he used his pencil to erase the
arrow and annotation, then swept away the residue and set Kytle’s
book atop the others on the desk.

He carried his notepad and pencil back to
the card catalog and flipped through the entries under Chesapeake
and Ohio Canal. One caught his attention. The call number led him
back to the shelf he’d already perused, but this book was missing.
He searched the shelves nearby to see if it had been misfiled; no
sign of it.

It was 5:35 pm according to the library’s
clock, so Nicky should be getting home from the Clinic any time
now. He took his four books to the checkout desk, where the
librarian issued him a library card. When he mentioned he was
interested in an additional book that appeared to be checked out,
the librarian asked if he wanted to reserve it and be notified when
it came back.

“Sure,” he said, and she turned to her
terminal.

“Can you tell me the author and title?”

Vin checked his scrap of paper. “It’s by
Wesley Vieira,” he said, spelling the surname as she typed. “And
the title is The Level Trade: Lock-Tenders and Merchants on the
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal.”

She studied her screen. “Well,” she said, “I
can place a hold on it for you, but I’m not optimistic. Our system
says it isn’t checked out. It should be on the shelf. So someone
may have walked off with it.”

He thanked her and left the library. The air
had cooled noticeably and the last sunset colors were fading to
black.

***

Nicky heard the muffled thump of a car door
in the driveway and looked up from her magazine to watch Randy trot
down to the front door. Then came one of Vin’s standard greetings:
“Randolfo! Howza whatza, buddy?”

Trailed by Randy, Vin came to greet Nicky on
the couch, putting his books on the coffee table and leaning over
to give her a kiss. She eyed the books. “Looks like you’ve been to
the library.” She spun them to read their spines. “The Great
National Project – A History of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal.
I’m amazed you were able to get this!” she said, feigning
enthusiasm. “It must be really popular with book clubs.”

“You laugh, but one of the books I wanted
was checked out. Or maybe stolen.”

“I guess you’re not the only canal nut,”
Nicky said. A flash of worry darted like a sparrow across the path
of her thoughts and she squinted, turning her eyes a darker blue.
“Wasn’t today supposed to be a consulting day for you?”

“It was,” he said, turning toward the
kitchen, “and it was. I spent an hour on a conference call with
Rottweiler this morning. They like most of what I sent them but my
old team in Boston wants to add some features.”

Nicky watched him recede across the living
room. With his loping gait, he sometimes reminded her of a wolf.
Those stone-colored khakis must be ten years old. And that loose
cotton sweater over his broad, bony shoulders gave him the angular
aspect of a college boy. Nicky started to smile but sighed instead.
And sometimes the maturity of a college boy, she thought. What
accounted for that?

“Anyway, I got a green light for the main
specifications on phase one,” Vin said, returning to the living
room with a beer. “And I spent most of the day writing definitions
for the stuff they want to add.” He sat down in an armchair and
stretched his legs onto the table. “And then I decided I needed a
break. And a little local culture.”

“So I see.” Nicky pulled her knees up to her
chest and tucked her feet under a cushion on the couch. At least it
sounded like Vin was committed to the Rottweiler project. It seemed
like he was on the hook to develop this database and Web stuff for
the next six months. But where were things headed after that? He
hadn’t said anything about looking for a full-time job. Their
wedding remained entirely unplanned, a concept. They hadn’t even
picked a date, since Nicky’s parents were spending two months at a
university in Tokyo next fall and the dates for that trip remained
tentative. They could start working on the wedding logistics, she
thought, but Vin hadn’t taken the initiative, so she would have to
push things along herself.

Instead he seemed to be immersing himself in
a riddle spawned by the 1924 note he’d found in that decrepit shed
a few weeks ago. And now this incipient obsession with the canal.
Did it imply some kind of low-level detachment?

“It’s really fascinating, reading about the
C&O. When we walk along the towpath, the history is all around
us. It’s practically alive.” He sipped his beer. “If I ever figure
out what happened at Swains Lock, it might make a good screenplay.”
He laughed and slumped back in his chair.

Nicky looked at him but said nothing as her
eyes narrowed and another sparrow flashed behind them.



 Chapter 7

Newspapers

Friday, December 1, 1995

The periodicals room at McKeldin Library was
quiet on a Friday morning, with students scattered at tables and
through the carrels. It had taken Vin fifteen minutes of fast-paced
walking to reach the University of Maryland library from the
visitors lot, but then only a few words from the librarian and a
minute in the rows of filing cabinets to find the reel of microfilm
he wanted.

He placed it on the spindle, threaded it
onto the empty reel across the viewing plate, and scrolled forward.
Near the end of the tape he found the newspaper edition he was
looking for.

The Washington Post: Sunday, March 30, 1924

Death and Loss in Flood Widespread

Floods in the upper Potomac and upper Ohio rivers and
their tributaries have brought death and vast destruction. Bridges
have been swept away and trains marooned.

Cumberland, MD property loss – Railroads, $5,000,000;
buildings, $1,000,000.

Flood deaths – McCoal, MD., 6; Cumberland, MD., 3;
Newark, OH., 4; Johnstown, PA., 1; Pittsburgh, 2; Melcroft, Penn.,
3;

The remainder of the article cited a cold
wave and snow in the midwest.

He advanced slowly but found no reference to
an incident at Swains Lock on the preceding day. None of the other
articles even mentioned the C&O Canal. He scrolled to the next
day’s issue and found only one related article:

The Washington Post: Monday, March 31, 1924

Pittsburgh Flood Ebbs; Steel Mills are Hard Hit

A score of city blocks in the lower sections were
inundated, and sections for several miles upstream laid waste when
both the Allegheny and Monongahela rivers, meeting here to form the
Ohio, left their banks today in Pittsburgh’s greatest flood in 10
years. No loss of life was reported…

Aware that the Potomac flood had actually
reached Washington on March 31, he advanced the reel again.

The Washington Post: Tuesday, April 1, 1924

Crest of Flood is Receding, but Damage Has
Increased

The crest of the flood-swollen Potomac swept swiftly
by Washington yesterday with the ebbing tides. After a futile
effort at high tide yesterday to touch the high water mark at 8
feet registered on the morning rise, the waters quickly fell back
in their path and raced on to the bay, with the remnants of the
wreckage from upstream…

Water observers estimated that the current was moving
at a greater speed than the day before, but it raced off solemnly,
its wrath apparently spent. No waters overlapped the others in the
flow; they all kept in their place. It was a rhythmic, quick march
of a victor to the sea…

There was one float that gave mute evidence of the
havoc wrought in one popular industry of the river swamps. It was a
copper still, its tarnished nose bobbing about on the racing water
like a buoy.

With communication lines along the Potomac
damaged by the flood, Vin guessed that a full description of the
devastation in the upper valley would have taken several days to
trickle in to the Washington newspapers. And those papers were no
doubt focused on stories of more global interest. Whatever Lee
Fisher saw or experienced at Swains Lock on March 29 would not be
chronicled in the 1924 Washington Post, the Baltimore Evening Sun,
or any other newspaper archived at libraries. So Vin’s search for
Lee Fisher’s truth would have to rely on the words in his note.
Rewinding the microfilm, he parsed the message once more in his
head.

Charlie,

If it is April and I am missing, I fear I have been
killed…

The books made clear that Charlie Pennyfield
tended Pennyfield Lock in 1924. Maybe Lee’s fear had proven idle;
maybe he hadn’t been killed because of what happened at Swains
Lock. But then why hadn’t he retrieved the note? Why should he
leave a clue to buried money behind a marked plank in Charlie’s
shed if he were alive and well in the days that followed?

Vin wondered whether the money Lee referred
to was stolen. If so, Charlie could have launched some kind of
investigation, putting Lee at risk of being considered a criminal
or an informer. If Lee were alive in April, 1924, why not just take
the money himself? It didn’t make sense, he thought, looking up and
arching his back. For that matter, if Lee survived into April, why
abandon a useful hand-drill that might be expensive to replace?

To Vin, the prospect that Lee’s fear had
come true seemed more likely. Maybe Lee was buried along with the
others at the base of three joined sycamores at the edge of a
clearing. Something had happened to Lee, and Charlie never found
the message that would lead him to the communal grave beneath the
sycamores. Who else was buried there? The note gave no hint. Was
Emmert Reed involved? Maybe his albino mule had hauled the bodies
to the clearing it “knowed well”. Along the towpath somewhere?

If Vin could find the place and its joined
sycamores, what else would he find? The money, the killers, and the
dead? The dead might still be there. The killers, if given a
chance, would have come back for their spoils. But maybe the flood
had interfered somehow. Or maybe the killers had been caught or
killed. Maybe the money was still there, waiting to help Vin tell
the story of what happened at Swains Lock. The story’s tentacles
had begun to embrace him, and for reasons he couldn’t define, he
almost felt destined to become part of it himself. Maybe the last
line in Lee’s note really did apply to him.

He boxed up the Post and Sun microfilms and
returned them to their filing cabinets. Walking back across the
campus to his car, he forced himself to snap out of his musings.
He’d been working on the Rottweiler project all week and needed to
submit an invoice to them tomorrow. He slowly pieced together a
snapshot of the project in his mind. One day away from it and
already it seemed tedious; the problems it posed were
straightforward and didn’t require creative or elegant solutions –
just grinding away.

His trip to College Park had been fruitless,
since he’d found the same books he’d already seen at the C&O
Visitor’s Center, the Potomac Library, or the Montgomery County
Historical Society. None provided additional insight into the only
leads he possessed: Lee Fisher, K. Elgin, Charlie Pennyfield,
Emmert Reed. Aside from Pennyfield, all the surnames were common to
the area. Across Maryland and Virginia, there were hundreds of
Fishers, Elgins, and Reeds. And the joined sycamores reference, he
thought, wasn’t much help either. The sycamores along the river and
the towpath were too numerous to count.



 Chapter 8

Spanish Ballroom

Saturday, December 30, 1995

As the lead singer issued his best
Joe-Cocker moan and backed away from the microphone, all three
saxmen raised their horns and the first tenor launched into a
wailing lead. The bass and rhythm guitar set a crawling floor under
the horns and the keyboard player hammered trills. Spinning through
a swing-dance sequence with Vin, Nicky saw the dimly-lit features
of the Spanish Ballroom blur into panorama: the walls painted pale
yellow with inlaid patterns of faded blue, orange, and green tiles;
the mission-style squared-arch openings to the outer arcade that
surrounded the floor; the tall, worn obelisks with art-deco accents
flanking the raised stage; the second-story casement windows and
balconies with balustrades, looking down on the dance floor; and
the blond, rock-maple floor itself, dulled and dry but unbroken,
stretching off over a hundred feet from the stage through dim light
to the far end of the ballroom. Toward that end, two long tables
formed a bar that faced the stage. Past the bar stood a Christmas
tree, fifteen feet tall and twined in colored lights and
ornaments.

The singer strode forward again, grabbing
the microphone from its stand and shooting a look at the two women
singing backup vocals. When the lead sax fell back into the rhythm,
he belted out the final verse of “Unchain My Heart.” And the whole
band let loose on the refrain, with the lead singer clutching and
bleating and the backup singers wailing soulfully against the
saxes.

Vin spun away from a swing move as he and
Nicky segued into solo steps. The floor had grown crowded near the
stage and Nicky felt an elbow spear her upper arm. She looked over
at Vin, who was bobbing his head and shoulders toward the floor and
holding his outstretched fingers before him, aping the saxmen as
his black blazer flopped from his sides. He arched upright again,
released the imaginary sax, and swept his hair back from his
glistening forehead. He smiled at Nicky and the sharp point of his
upper canine tooth gave him a wolfish look. The dancers around him
thrust and spun.

She smiled back, closed her eyes, and danced
a rhythmic shuffle as the refrain repeated and built toward a
climax. Opening her eyes she saw the painted balustrade of a
windowed balcony on the side wall and suddenly felt disoriented.
She looked at the crowd, at Vin, and recognized no one. The arm she
extended wasn’t her own. As the band held the final note and the
cymbals rattled into a terminal bass-drum thump, she turned toward
the stage. The music stopped and she felt a light hand on her
shoulder. She turned and saw Vin. Through the whistling and
applause, the lead singer said the band would take a break.

“That was strange,” she said, catching her
breath. “I had the feeling for a moment that I didn’t exist, even
though I could see and hear everything around me.”

“Like a trance?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Like a
combination of amnesia and déjà vu.”

“I think they call that early-onset
Alzheimer’s.”

“Great,” she said glumly. “It only lasted a
second.”

Vin prescribed champagne and set off to
retrieve two glasses. Nicky said she’d wait near the side wall as
he turned to negotiate the drifting crowd. Making her way toward
the wall, she felt someone squeeze her forearm.

“Hey, you!” said Abby Tuckerman. “I was
hoping you and Vin would be here!”

“We weren’t going to miss it,” Nicky
replied. “Especially since it was the only New Year’s party we
heard about! Plus it’s for a good cause, and Vin was excited about
the band. He’s been doing his Joe Cocker imitation for days.” She
rolled her eyes as Abby laughed.

“Speaking of that good cause,” Abby said,
leading Nicky away by the forearm, “let me introduce you to one of
the beneficiaries.” She tapped a tall black woman on the shoulder
and the woman turned toward them. Faint lines around her mouth and
eyes told Nicky she might be in her early forties. She wore a
tight-fitting gold sweater over black pants and leather mules.
Casual and elegant at the same time, Nicky thought. The woman
greeted Abby and listened.

“Teresa, this is Nicky Hayes. Nicky’s a vet;
she works with me at the Potomac Clinic. Nicky and her fiancée just
moved here from Boston a few months ago.”

“Well, welcome,” Teresa said. She held out
her hand and Nicky took it – long fingers and artistic onyx and
amber rings.

“And this is Teresa Carillo,” Abby said,
“one of the original members of the Glen Echo Artists
Collaborative.”

Teresa’s laugh was quick and bright. “I was
afraid you were going to say oldest!” To Nicky she said earnestly,
“Thanks for coming to our party. I’m glad someone told you to dress
warm, since the Spanish Ballroom has never had heat!”

“It’s an amazing place, anyway,” Nicky
said.

“It still is,” Teresa agreed, surveying the
room. “Even though it’s just a ghost of its former self. In the
1930s and 1940s, hundreds of couples came to dance in this ballroom
on spring and summer nights.”

“And the old Glen Echo amusement park here
was the biggest and best in the area,” Abby said. “It had a roller
coaster, a carousel, and the Crystal Pool… People used to take the
trolley out here from D.C. I think they finally shut it down in the
late 60s.”

“Too bad,” Nicky said. “It seems like a
perfect location… on a hillside above the river.”

“But now it provides studios for struggling
local artists,” Teresa said.

“Don’t give me that struggling stuff,
Teresa! Maybe in the 70s, but not now!”

“What kind of art do you create?” Nicky
asked.

Teresa explained that she was a sculptor,
and that early in her career she had designed large architectural
and spatial compositions out of mixed media, “the kind of stuff
you’d see in a public park”, but that those pieces were hard to
sell. Now she was working primarily in bronze, creating smaller
abstract works for the grounds of suburban estates.

Abby mentioned that Teresa’s dog Floyd, an
enormous Great Dane, was well known at the Clinic, and Teresa said
she hoped Floyd would meet Nicky soon. She excused herself and Abby
turned toward Nicky. “How’s everything going with you guys? I never
get a chance to chat with you at work. Is Vin still
consulting?”

“We’re doing well. We’ve almost got a date
for the wedding, which looks like late October. And Vin’s plugging
away on his consulting project. He hasn’t begun looking for a
permanent job, but I’m hoping he’ll get started after the holidays.
Sometimes he goes off on tangents. Right now he’s fascinated by the
history of the C&O Canal.”

Abby nodded. “The canal is like the Spanish
Ballroom. What’s left is just a skeleton, but that’s enough to give
you a sense of what it used to be.”

***

Teresa slipped through the crowd and walked
out into the arcade surrounding the dance floor. She stopped to
greet a stocky man with bushy black hair and a streaked beard who
was having an animated conversation with a younger couple.

“Great party, Lewis. Seems even busier than
last year.”

Lewis grinned and nodded knowingly. “The
gate is looking good so far.” He wagged a thick finger at Teresa.
“Marketing,” he said. “Posters, newspaper mentions, getting the
right band. It makes a big difference. Tell Bonnie you agree with
me!” he added with a wheezy laugh. “Next year we’ll have the word
on the street working for us!” He winked and turned back toward the
young couple.

For all of Lewis’ bluster and pedantry,
Teresa thought, the Collaborative was lucky to have him involved.
Like Teresa, most of the artists were willing to help with
maintenance and community outreach, but few wanted to take
responsibility for organizing programs or events. Lewis was willing
to throw himself into those roles. Teresa wandered past small
clusters of people, then spotted a group of familiar faces standing
underneath an archway.

“Hey, Teresa,” said a tall man with a
leather jacket and gray ponytail. “Where did you hide the good
champagne?”

“Moi? Ask Lewis, he’s the major domo.”

“Yeah,” said the man’s companion, a curvy
redhead. “We keep telling the bartender that we saw a case of Mumms
in the hallway earlier, but he says he only has Korbel!”

“Maybe Lewis is having an after-party he
hasn’t told us about,” Teresa said.

“Maybe we’ll just have to squeeze some
answers out of him,” said a slim blond woman wearing a cashmere
sweater, short black skirt, and tights. She ground her knuckles
into her palm, pursed her lips, and squinted menacingly. “I think
you know what I’m trying to say.”

“Hmm, could it be…” Teresa said, “…Fashodan
jujitsu?”

“Exactly.”

“You’re hired, Kelsey,” said the redhead.
“Lewis doesn’t stand a chance against the two of you.”

“C’mon,” Kelsey said, pulling Teresa aside.
“Let’s do our reconnaissance. First, we’ll interrogate the
bartender.” They walked arm-in-arm into the back half of the
ballroom.

“Did you bring Peter tonight?” Teresa
said.

“Nah, he’s in Las Vegas,” Kelsey said. “With
some fat-cat Japanese client who likes to gamble, I guess. He
invited me to go with him but I begged off. Las Vegas depresses
me.” A younger man walked by them, smiled, made fleeting eye
contact.

“Maybe he’s available as a stand-in,” Teresa
said.

“Not bad. Maybe I should look around. There
are a lot of unfamiliar faces here.”

“Same for me,” Teresa said. “I’ve already
met a few. Abby Tuckerman introduced me to a new vet she hired.
Nicky something. Cute girl.”

“Nicky Hayes,” Kelsey said, eyeing Teresa
sidelong. “She moved here with her fiancée.”

“Wow, you’re well connected,” Teresa
said.

“I met them a couple of months ago on the
towpath. We had a little dog-on-dog encounter. I dropped by their
house to pick up some meds for Allie.”

“You know, it’s funny,” Teresa said. “She
reminded me of someone we knew a long time ago. In high school.
Even though they don’t look anything like each other. I’m not
really sure why, but it’s something about her eyes, or her
mouth.”

Kelsey nodded. “I know who you’re thinking
of. Des Gowan.”

“That’s it,” Teresa said, her voice
softening. “You saw it too. Des.”

***

As he left the bar with two glasses of
champagne, Vin was greeted by a bear-shaped man who was standing
nearby and talking to a wiry younger man with rimless glasses and a
goatee. It took Vin a second to retrieve the name of the larger
man: Doug Tuckerman. Vin said hello and wished him a happy new
year.

“Cheers,” Doug said, raising his glass.
Looks like scotch on the rocks, Vin thought while lifting a
champagne glass in response. He hadn’t seen any scotch on the
bartender’s table.

“You and Nicky must be pretty well settled
in by now.”

“Pretty well. At least we’ve unpacked
everything, and we don’t have to look at maps every day to find our
way around.”

“Well, you found your way down to Glen Echo.
Vin, let me introduce you to an old friend of Abby’s and mine,
Bryce Lemond.” He pivoted and Vin introduced himself.

“Bryce and Abby were neighbors growing up in
Chevy Chase, and Vin’s fiancée works with Abby,” Doug said. “Vin,
you moved here from… New England was it?” Seemingly uninterested in
Vin’s response, Doug studied his drink and swirled the ice, then
took a long sip.

Vin confirmed that he and Nicky had moved to
Potomac and lived near Pennyfield Lock.

“Bryce is a rock climber,” Doug offered.
Bryce explained that the Virginia side of Great Falls had a variety
of climbing routes in Mather Gorge, about a half-mile downstream
from the Falls. It could get pretty crowded, so you had to know
where and when to go.

“I’ve always wondered whether I’d like
climbing,” Vin said. As Doug ducked away, Vin added that he’d never
climbed outdoors but had tried climbing at rock gyms a couple of
times, and his impression was that footholds were more important
than handholds. The band had started its second set, so Vin and
Bryce angled behind the bar toward the Christmas tree, where it was
quieter. Bryce confided that there was a great climbing spot for
beginners and experienced climbers on the Maryland side of the
river at a place called Carderock. A line of forty-foot rock faces
was hidden in the trees on the hillside just a few steps from the
water. Vin finished his champagne and looked guiltily at the full
glass he’d promised to bring to Nicky.

“Hi, Bryce,” chimed a woman's voice from
over Vin’s shoulder.

Bryce grinned and leaned in to kiss the
woman on both cheeks. Her dirty-blonde hair was pulled back and she
wore a gray cashmere sweater. When she backed away, Vin recognized
her and his pulse quickened for an instant.

“Hi, Vin,” she said, extending her hand and
smiling. “Kelsey Ainge.”

“Nice to see you again. How’s your dog?”

“Her ear healed without a trace. Please
thank Nicky again for the ear spray.”

“Kelsey, you used to do some climbing,”
Bryce said. “I was just telling Vin that Carderock is a good spot
for beginners.”

“It’s true. The terrain around Great Falls
has a little bit of everything…”

“Even the trails are a nice escape,” Bryce
said. “The woods are beautiful.”

Vin said that he was from Maine and had
grown up around both hardwoods and evergreens. He gestured toward
the Christmas tree. “I think I’ll miss seeing snow on the pines and
hemlocks,” he said. “The river environment is growing on me, but
I’m not sure it offers as much variety as New England.”

“Oh, you’d be surprised,” Kelsey said. “You
can see all kinds of interesting things in the woods here. And
trees you probably don’t see in Maine, like sycamores.” The band
had downshifted into “Can’t Find My Way Home”, and Vin listened to
the lead singer’s lament in the background.

“In fact,” Kelsey continued, “there’s a spot
just downstream from Carderock, a few steps off the Billy Goat
Trail, where three old sycamores are joined together near the
base.” Vin looked at her gray-green eyes, which flitted
infinitesimally side to side before coming to rest on his. By
reflex he found himself silently reciting Lee Fisher’s message
again:

I may be buried along with the others at the
base of three joined sycamores at the edge of a clearing.

The room seemed to tilt a few degrees and
grow hazy as the music and nearby conversations fused into an
ambient hum. He squinted hard at Kelsey as she returned his stare
and his thoughts darted forward like a rabbit through the haze.
You’ve read Lee’s note. How? When? Did you write the penciled
message in the library book? Maybe you authored Lee’s note yourself
and planted it in the shed. No, that makes no sense: the photo, the
drill… it was a complete fluke that I found it in the first place.
You’re drawing me into some kind of game. To what end? What is it
you want?

“Excuse me for a few minutes,” he said,
raising the full glass a few inches and smiling uncertainly at
Kelsey and Bryce. “I need to go find Nicky.”



 Chapter 9

Snowshoeing

Wednesday, January 10, 1996

On Wednesday the weather finally cleared,
and over coffee and bagels Vin and Nicky looked out at an azure sky
and two feet of fresh snow on their front lawn. The snowfall in the
D.C. area had started late Saturday night and continued with
varying degrees of intensity for over eighteen hours, with the
suburbs north and west of the city hit especially hard. On Monday
it stopped snowing and residents began the task of digging out on a
day sculpted by blowing and drifting snow. Before much progress was
made, an Alberta Clipper swept into the mid-Atlantic on Tuesday,
leaving several additional inches in its wake.

“Think they’ll be able to open the Clinic
today?” Vin asked. Most of the secondary roads had yet to see a
snowplow.

“Doubtful,” Nicky said. “But I’ll call Abby
to see what’s going on.”

Abby said that she and Carlos would to try
to get in for a half-day each, but all appointments had been
canceled and the Clinic would be on an emergency-only footing
again. Since Nicky had been able to work for a few hours Tuesday,
Abby said she wasn’t needed today.

“And I thought our snowshoes were going to
gather dust all winter,” Vin said.

Nicky squinted skeptically. “You think we
can snowshoe in two feet of powder?”

“Sure. That’s what those detachable tails
are for. The deep stuff.”

“Where were you thinking of going?”

“How about the Billy Goat Trail?”

“Are you nuts? I hiked the Billy Goat Trail
at our staff outing in October. We practically had to use ropes to
climb some of those rocks. And that was on a warm, dry day.”

“You hiked section A,” Vin said, “above
Mather Gorge.” He stretched to reach a folding paper map. “Which
our ‘Hiking Trails of Great Falls Maryland’ map describes as
‘strenuous’ and ‘very physically demanding’. That’s the most
dramatic section. I’m thinking of section C, which the map says is
‘moderate, with scenic river views’.”

“Hmm,” Nicky said. “I didn’t realize there
were multiple Billy Goat Trails.”

“It’s split into three sections. Section C
is the furthest downstream.”

“How long is it?”

“Section C is 1.6 miles and runs parallel to
the towpath and the river, between the two. It has a trailhead on
the towpath at each end. We could start at the upper one, snowshoe
to the lower trailhead, and come back on the towpath.”

“Do you think we could make it over there
today?”

“I think so,” Vin said. “The upper trailhead
is right off the parkway at a place called Carderock.” He showed
her the map, which depicted a recreational field, picnic areas, and
a string of parking lots between the canal and the river.

“This all sounds a little premeditated. Like
you’ve been planning it for days.”

“Maybe,” Vin said, failing to suppress a
smile. “Since I heard the forecast, anyway. A guy at the New Year’s
party told me the Carderock trail has a great climbing area for
beginners.”

“This doesn’t look like a good day to start
your rock-climbing career,” Nicky said. “Besides, I thought you
said it was a ‘moderate’ trail.”

“It is. That’s what the map says. I think
the climbing rocks are off to the side somewhere. I’m more
interested in taking pictures of the woods and the rocks in the
snow.”

Nicky’s expression relaxed. She stretched an
elbow over her head in a pose that meant she was mentally preparing
for exercise.

“C’mon,” he said, convinced now he could
persuade her. “When are we going to see conditions like this again
here?”

Nicky acquiesced, so they dressed in the
shell pants, fleece tops, and hiking boots that comprised their
fair-weather snowshoeing gear. Vin packed his camera, a bag of fig
bars, and two plastic water bottles in his daypack. He threw their
snowshoes and a pair of ski poles for Nicky in the back of his
Pathfinder.

The neighborhood streets were still buried
under broken snow but the main roads held only a navigable layer of
brown slush. A few miles past Potomac they turned off River Road,
drove through the tiny enclave of Cabin John next to the canal, and
followed the parkway back up along the river to the Carderock exit.
The access road entered a culvert that crossed under the canal and
the towpath. On the far side the plowing ended, so Vin parked and
they got out.

The quiet was striking, with snow-cover
canceling the quotidian chorus of background noise. Every sharp
exhalation, snap of a plastic clasp, and footstep on squeaky packed
snow made a prominent sound. They knelt and strapped on their
snowshoes.

“Tastes like real snow!” Vin said, running
his tongue over his lips after a dusting of cold powder blew down
on him. He noticed a fat bluejay perched on an overhead branch.
They extracted Vin’s daypack and Nicky’s poles, then set out toward
the parking lots at the end of the access road. Even with the
detachable tails deployed on their molded-plastic snowshoes, they
sank almost a foot into the unbroken snow with each step. Nicky
fell in behind Vin so she could walk in his tracks.

At the end of the uppermost lot they found
the sign that marked the trailhead. The trail itself lay buried,
but a channel through the woods was marked by blazes of blue paint.
Just beyond the trailhead it forked, with the blazes leading
leftward up a stepped grade and an unmarked path descending to the
right. Vin veered right.

“Hey Magellan. You seem to have lost your
compass.”

“From the map back there,” he said, “I think
this is the path to the climbing rocks.” He snowshoed downhill
through young trees, across a lumpy vein of rocks, and then left
around the thumb-knuckle of an emerging rocky fist. The trail
traversed a shelf a few feet above the river’s edge. Seen from this
angle, the fist was a series of near-vertical rock faces rising
forty feet overhead. Vin walked along the base looking up at the
cliffs. Snow had collected in the crevices but the faces held only
a dusting. The path ended a hundred steps ahead where the fist
angled into the river. He took pictures of the rock faces and trees
against the snow.

“What do you think? Should we take a
climbing lesson here this summer?”

“I guess we could,” Nicky said. Sensing
motion above, Vin looked up to see a squirrel scamper across the
cliff-top and dislodge a wedge of snow, triggering a miniature
avalanche that tumbled into the space between Vin and Nicky. “Or if
that’s an omen, maybe we shouldn’t!” They retraced their steps to
the fork, then followed the blazes onto the main trail.

As they walked, Vin surveyed the trees ahead
of him, looking for the joined sycamores that Kelsey Ainge had
mentioned at the party. “Just downstream from Carderock,” she’d
said, with those flickering gray-green eyes locking onto his own.
Sycamores were plentiful, but he didn’t see any that were joined at
the base. He wondered again how she could have known what was in
Lee Fisher’s note. And if there was some form of treasure or truth
buried beneath the sycamores, why hadn’t she unearthed it
herself?

The trail pushed toward the river and
undulated along its snowy bank, five to fifteen feet above the
water. It was late morning now and Vin grew warm from the exertion
of walking through unbroken snow. He stopped to take off his gloves
and look back at Nicky. She was ten paces back, stealing glances
out at the river, which was studded with snow-capped rocks and
little rapids glittering blue in the sunshine. He turned back
toward the blazes.

As the trail traversed the sloping, wooded
riverbank, they slid down into shallow drainages on their
snowshoes, then struggled to ascend the far sides. Vin would climb
out first, then take Nicky’s poles and offer her a handhold as she
followed. They both removed their scarves and unzipped their
jackets. Vin became skeptical that the trail led to a clearing.

And then he noticed a line of indentations
along the trail in front of him, like tracks made a day or two ago
and covered by a layer of drifting snow. The old tracks descended
from a treeless cut up the slope to his left, which had a
noticeable lip and blue sky beyond it. The glimpse of sky told him
that there was level ground up there, only fifty feet above. There
was even an improvised railing made from a two-by-four nailed to
two trees near the top of the slope. He waited for Nicky to catch
up.

“Can I have a drink of water?” she asked.
Vin took off his gloves and daypack and pulled out one of the water
bottles. They both removed their hats and drank, and he felt the
cold water reinfuse his entire body. They were breathing hard and
steam rose from their heads and Vin’s hands. He put the water away
and took out his camera.

“I just want to see what's above that little
ridge there,” he said. “It looks like some kind of clearing.”

“This wouldn’t have anything to do with
1924, would it? I thought maybe the treasure hunt had petered
out.”

“Just a quick look.” He stashed the camera
in his pocket, put his gloves back on, and set his snowshoe teeth
into the hillside. When he reached the two-by-four railing, he
thought he felt stairs beneath the snow underfoot. Driving his
hands forward, he crested the ridge.

It was more than a clearing; he stood at the
edge of a wide field. To his left was a pavilion with buried picnic
tables and barbecue grills. Straight across the field were signs
suggesting an adjacent parking lot, and the tracks came from that
direction. Feeling sheepish, he realized that this was the
recreational field he’d seen on the map, and that the
three-quarters of a mile they’d traveled had skirted the string of
parking lots and wooded picnic areas that comprised the park.

He stopped to catch his breath, leaning back
against the tree that anchored the railing. Looking right he saw
that another two-by-four, perpendicular to the first, connected
this tree to a third. The connected railings formed an L shape –
probably to funnel walkers onto the path he’d ascended, which must
be a sanctioned route to the Billy Goat Trail. The Park Service was
always trying to steer hikers to designated trails.

It dawned on him that the tree to his right
was a sycamore. He tilted his head back to look up and saw another
sycamore. Don’t tell me, he thought, as he turned to look down the
slope. The lower end of the railing was nailed to a third sycamore.
Three joined sycamores. His pulse quickened, then fell back as
exhilaration was undermined by doubt. He looked at the sycamores in
turn. Could these trees be over seventy years old? He’d learned
that sycamores lived for hundreds of years, so maybe all three
dated back to 1924. But if they’d been large enough to support a
railing then, shouldn’t they be massive now?

And could this have been what Lee meant by
“joined”? Both two-by-fours were stained and dirty beneath a crown
of snow, but the boards couldn’t be seventy years old. Maybe they
were replacement boards. He swept away snow near their juncture on
the center tree. They were solid, unrotted, no more than ten years
old. Just a few scratches on the top edge of the horizontal board.
The scratches caught the snow, so he brushed over them again with
his glove.

With the surrounding snow gone, he saw that
the scratches formed a word. Incised with careless writing,
probably with an awl or a screwdriver. And written in white, since
his glove had driven snow into the etched letters. “Killers.” Vin
inhaled sharply, staring at the inscription, then snowshoed to the
board’s opposite end. He brushed the snow from the railing where it
met the tree and found another inscription. Just a single white
symbol: “$”. He sighed and retraced his steps, sweeping the snow
from the middle of the two-by-four but finding no additional
words.

He stepped back and took a picture of each
tree, then put his camera away and started down the slope, sweeping
snow from the descending railing. Halfway down he found more
snow-filled words. “Why are you here?” He exhaled hard and the
steam from his breath rose like smoke. A vague anxiety welled up
and he pressed along the railing with his glove to clear the board
down to the third sycamore. Where the railing was nailed to the
tree, the final white inscription was what he expected. “Dead.”

He snowshoed back down toward the Billy Goat
Trail. “Why are you here?” Was the question addressed to him? If
so, was he someone’s puppet? And what exactly did “here” mean? And
the blatant reference to Lee Fisher’s note:

“One tree leads to the money, the second
leads to the killers and the third leads to the dead.”

Clearly Kelsey had steered him here. Was
this her work? Maybe this was a great joke played on newcomers like
Vin and Nicky, a joke about Swains Lock and 1924 that everyone else
in Potomac was in on. He tried to calm himself by breathing with
his lower abdomen as he slid down to the trail. Nicky was waiting,
stepping absently from one foot to the other and back. She’d put
her scarf and hat back on and re-zipped her jacket.

“I’m getting cold,” she said. “Let’s get
moving.” Vin noticed that a cloud was screening the sun for the
first time all morning. He felt too embarrassed and frustrated to
describe the inscriptions on the railings.

“You’re right. We shouldn’t stand around for
too long after sweating.” He put his hat and daypack on and started
forward along the trail. Soon it curved left, following a bend in
the river bank. The bright sunshine returned. To their right a
funnel of innocent rapids emerged in the center of the
thousand-foot-wide river, and the oscillating wave crests shone
against patches of blue water like diamonds on sapphires. The
indentations of the old tracks in the snow led onward. Continuing
to assess the terrain above him, Vin spotted another opening in the
trees and a wedge of sky above it. This time there were no
descending tracks, but he couldn’t resist his impulse to take a
look. Maybe the previous trees were a diversion; maybe the real
sycamores were here.

Nicky shook her head when he mentioned a
quick detour – she didn't want to get cold again. “Do what you need
to do, but I’m going to keep moving.” She added that since she’d
have to break trail, it would be easy for him to catch up.

At the top he was annoyed to discover that
he was now standing on an annex of the same field he’d visited
earlier; it was screened from the main field by a row of trees. He
realized that the curve of the trail meant that they’d been walking
around and below the field. There were no sycamores nearby. He slid
back down and followed Nicky’s tracks along the Billy Goat Trail.
They should be only a half-mile or so from its downstream trailhead
on the towpath. He crossed a ditch, noticing from Nicky’s tracks
that it had taken her more than one attempt to climb out.

“Why are you here?” Why indeed, he wondered.
Now he felt guilty about his preoccupation with Lee Fisher’s note
to Charlie Pennyfield. Why wasn’t it enough to snowshoe in the
woods with Nicky on a beautiful snowy day? She had alluded to his
attempt to solve the implicit riddle of Lee’s note as a “treasure
hunt”. Was she right? Was that all it was? If so, why was he
deliberately inserting it between them? Why, he knew she wondered,
wasn’t he focused on planning their wedding or finding a full-time
job? Good questions, he thought.

He snowshoed over a mound and saw a gulley
in front of him, steep-sided and eight or ten feet deep. It was a
frozen streambed buried by snowdrifts. The trail veered left along
the rim of the gulley, then crossed it on a narrow snow-covered
footbridge. The entrance to the bridge was flanked by two wooden
posts and Nicky was slumped awkwardly on her side just beyond them
– one leg skewed under the other, a snowshoe-tail flipped away from
her boot, propped on an elbow with her hands still in the
pole-straps. He hurried toward her.

“Nicky! Are you OK?” The snow around her on
the bridge was disturbed and he wondered if she’d tried
unsuccessfully to stand up.

“I’m alright,” she said. Her voice was airy
and soft and she only turned part way toward him. He knelt to help
her up and she took several breaths before continuing. “I guess I
must have tripped. I don’t really remember. I was kind of lost in
thought, and then all of a sudden I was lying here. Almost like I
blacked out for a minute.”

Vin brushed the snow from her jacket and
helped remove her pole-straps. “Probably low blood sugar,” he said.
“We should get some calories into you before you stand up.”

“OK,” she said weakly, looking at him now.
Vin pulled the cookies from his daypack. He watched Nicky drink
water and eat a few fig bars, then ate and drank a bit himself.

“Ready to get up?”

“Ready.”

He reached over to realign her snowshoe with
her boot, then stood up and supported her hands as she got to her
feet. “How do you feel?”

“Better,” she said. “I think the sugar
helped a lot. I feel OK now.”

He handed Nicky her poles and started
forward along the bridge. As he slung his pack over his shoulder
and stepped, his right leg met no resistance and he plunged through
the bridge into the gulley below. He’d lowered his shoulder toward
the strap, and when his leg dropped his body tilted downhill along
the axis of the gulley. This is surreal, he thought, falling
head-first toward the drift. I feel like a cartoon character duped
into stepping off a cliff. He twisted to get his hands beneath him
and braced for a collision with a rocky streambed.

Instead he felt a cushiony deceleration as
soft snow enveloped him. Blowing snow had filled the gulley more
than six feet deep, and his gloved hands pushed down into the
drift. The press of freezing snow against his face and head was
shocking and made him skip a breath. He extended his arms deeper
into the snow to press against the streambed for support but
couldn’t find it. His snowshoes held near the surface, so his legs
and feet were above his buried upper body.

He opened his eyes and saw that the bright
light outside had faded to a dim glow. He twisted his head to
create free space that he could breathe from, but his exhaled
breath froze instantly, and he felt a cradle of ice forming around
his face. His heart was racing and electric shivers of energy
coursed through his arms and legs. Adrenaline. Jesus! A lifetime in
the snow and he’d never fallen into a ridiculous position like
this! He kicked his feet to free them of loose snow, then tried to
bend his knees and pry his torso up against them. His knees pushed
deeper into the drift. He tried to lift his head, but the snow
above it felt like a frozen hand holding him down.

He rested, breathing shallowly against the
ice cradling his face. I’m not getting enough air, he thought. He
could hear Nicky calling his name and the sound of rhythmic motion
through snow. She’s digging toward me. Not enough air. My arms, he
thought, twisting his torso a few degrees. If I can pull my arms
back to my chest, there will be air from the arm holes. On his
third attempt he was able to pull an arm out of its tunnel in the
snow and bend it up underneath his chest. He swiveled his head and
inhaled, trying to draw air from the vacated hole.

“Vin!” Nicky’s voice was louder now and the
sound of digging had grown more frantic.

“Here!” he tried to yell, but the shell of
his snow coffin reflected the sound and he wasn’t sure he could be
heard. He struggled to twist his upper body, then pushed a hand up
into the snow above him. Powder tumbled against his face.

“Nicky!” he yelled, punching into the
ceiling of snow again. His arm went a few inches further. “Nicky,
here!” He felt his voice fading and a prickly sensation encircled
his forehead and temples, as if a vine had been looped around his
head and was being tightened. It grew darker and he saw a row of
diffuse orange spots. He punched once more into the snow overhead
and felt his hand break through to the weightless air.

“Vin!” he heard Nicky scream again.

“Here!” he answered, but it was barely a
rasp. He withdrew his hand into the snow, saw light reach the
channel he had opened, and felt a taste of sharper, dryer air. He
hyperventilated toward the air channel, then thrust his hand as far
as he could back toward the surface.

This time he felt contact, and Nicky’s
gloved hand grasped his own. He rotated his arm and Nicky pushed
his hand into a widening spiral. Loose snow fell onto his face, and
he blinked and shook his head as the widening hole filled his snow
coffin with air and light. Nicky dug snow away from his upper body
with both hands. The weight on his torso and neck diminished and he
was able to twist onto his back and reach both arms toward her. She
yanked him sideways and he managed to bend a foot beneath him, push
his snowshoe down, find leverage at last. He dragged his other foot
into the pit, then kicked and thrust until he managed to stand.

Panting and too tired to speak, he turned
toward Nicky. She was breathless too, her face red with exertion
and her arms, hat, and hair covered with snow. He leaned in to hug
her, bracing his knees and waist against snow. He felt her choke
through silent sobs that resolved into fast and shallow
breaths.

“God, Vin! That was horrible!” She pulled
away to see him through tearing eyes. “What happened?”

Vin felt his own eyes water. He wiped his
face with his sleeve, freed the snow around his ears. “I don’t
know,” he said between breaths. “I stepped right through the
bridge.” He took off his hat and shook the snow loose. “Are you
OK?”

Nicky nodded as he crawled out of the pit.
They helped each other stand and their snowshoes prevented them
from sinking deeper than their knees. Nicky collected her poles and
they plowed to the far side of the gulley, where Vin helped her
climb out to the trail beyond the bridge. As he started to follow
her, he realized his shoulders were unencumbered.

“My pack,” he said. “It came loose when I
fell. Hang on.” He waded back toward the bridge. Passing the snow
pit he’d created, he tried to envision the trajectory of his fall.
He saw Nicky’s tracks entering the gulley and a second crater in
the snow. That must have been where she was digging at first, he
thought. How could she have missed the right spot by six feet? His
daypack had created its own hole in the snow. He fished it out,
then leaned in to examine the underside of the bridge.

In the middle section the four right-most
planks were missing, and the joists beneath the missing planks
looked new. They’d been covered by a sheet of building-wrap that
had been strong enough to support the snow but incapable of holding
his additional weight. Swearing to himself, he reached under the
bridge to pull the building-wrap loose. As it shed its snow
blanket, he noticed a flash of orange beneath the bridge. He draped
the wrap back onto the bridge, looked underneath again, and saw a
flat, orange diamond splattered with fallen snow. It was a sign,
and his head throbbed lightly as he read the words on its front.
“Bridge Out. Trail Ahead Closed.” He jammed the sign into the snow
with its words facing the trail behind them, then followed his
tracks to the edge of the gulley and climbed out. Nicky leaned back
and extended her poles for him to use as handholds.

They walked the remainder of the trail in
silence and without incident, with Vin leading. The last stretch
veered away from the river, up a gentle grade through thinning
woods. The flat white towpath and the open space over the canal
emerged through the trees. Approaching the trailhead, Vin saw that
it was blocked by posts nailed together with cross-boards, and that
another sign was affixed to these boards. They sidestepped around
to the towpath, then stopped to read it. Vin already knew what it
would say. “Trail Closed. Use Alternate Trailhead.”

While hiking in silence he had aligned the
pieces in his mind, and though they didn’t quite connect, he was
unable to abandon the framework. Whoever had etched the words on
the railings must have seen Lee Fisher’s note. If it was Kelsey,
that would mean she had quoted it twice. And that she had tried to
lead him here.

And the question, “why are you here?” Did
that mean Carderock? The Billy Goat Trail? Potomac? The D.C. area?
Or did the question refer to his search itself? He thought about it
in the context of the note. When he’d read the question on the
railing, he had been standing between the tree of the killers and
the tree of the dead. Was that what “here” meant? And what about
the half-covered tracks leading from Carderock toward the
footbridge? And the displaced “Bridge Out” sign, that obviously
should have been attached to the naked wooden posts flanking the
entrance to the bridge?

“I don’t think we’ll have to worry about
broken bridges or missing signs from here on,” he said, still
staring at the sign. Nicky laughed and sniffled. He turned to see
her wiping her nose on her sleeve, and noticed now that she’d been
crying. “What’s the matter, honey?” He put his gloved hands on her
shoulders and lowered his head toward hers. She squinted through
teary eyes and sniffled again.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I couldn’t find
you and was afraid I was going to lose you when you fell. And I
felt like it was my fault. Like I was trying to help you but I was
doing the wrong things.” She exhaled deeply. “I don’t know…” she
repeated, shaking her head. “I don’t know what’s happening to
me.”



 Chapter 10

High-Water Marks

Sunday, January 21, 1996

Driving the downslope toward the American
Legion Bridge over the Potomac, Kelsey saw the river emerge through
the trees to her right. The silt-stained current rolled and twisted
through bare trees that normally stood a hundred feet from the
water’s edge. Looking upstream from the bridge, she saw a writhing
brown body below the orange sun; it seemed as if the river had
risen halfway toward the level of her eyes. And in rising, like a
cobra, it had grown half again as wide.

The highway ascended into Virginia and she
turned onto a serpentine road that ran through woods and pastures,
tracking the river upstream. After a few miles she reached the
entrance road to Great Falls Virginia National Park. A police car
was parked across the road, its lights flashing. Kelsey slowed to
turn and the officer waved her onward, instructing her to bypass
the park. She reversed course in a driveway and drove back past the
entrance, then retraced another half-mile to the dirt lot for the
Difficult Run trailhead. Since it was 5:10 pm on a winter Sunday,
she wasn’t surprised to see the lot almost empty. Difficult Run was
a Potomac tributary that drained a local watershed and formed the
southeast border of sprawling Great Falls Park. A muddy path from
the parking area followed the stream toward its confluence with the
Potomac, then joined trails leading west, back into the heart of
the park.

She parked in the lot and got out, and with
daylight fading climbed directly into the woods beside the road. A
shallow draw led up the hillside and she found a deer path within
it. She followed the path to the crest of the drainage where it met
a legitimate trail, then turned west through the trees and jogged
along the top of the ridge.

The thaw had begun on Thursday with heavy
rain and temperatures in the low 60s. The last three days had been
unseasonably warm and all that was left of the Blizzard of ’96 were
dirty pyramids of snow in the corners of parking lots and patches
of melting snow in the woods. The residual snow along the ridge-top
reflected twilight and made the trail easy to follow. When it
dead-ended at the entrance road to the park, she stood in the
shadows and looked up the road to her left. The police car she’d
seen earlier was two hundred yards away, still guarding the
entrance, lights flashing. To her right the road descended through
dark woods toward the guard kiosk, just under a mile away. She
turned downhill and set off at a light run.

The air was still warm, so she shed her
fleece pullover and wrapped it around her waist. The shuttered
guard kiosk appeared through the gloaming; she passed it and cut
onto the grassy picnic area between the road and the cliffs. She
continued toward one of the viewing platforms that sat astride the
rocks, overlooking the river below and the Falls a quarter-mile
upstream.

But through the ebbing light she could see
that the cliffs were gone. Instead the edge of the river undulated
over the cement floor of the platform and encroached a few feet
further into the park. Where it was compressed into the gorge below
Great Falls, the river had risen seventy feet. She proceeded toward
the water’s edge, passing a wooden post that denoted the high-water
marks of past floods. At the level of her knees, a small sign read
“1985.” At chest-height another read “1937.” Nearly six feet up the
post, “1972.” Ten feet up, “1942.” The highest sign read “1936.” No
earlier floods were chronicled.

Right now the water was lapping at the path
just ahead, but the picnic areas behind her were swampy and studded
with pools of standing water. She knew that the crest of the flood
had passed Great Falls before noon, and that the river must have
left flood stains on the post once more.

She peered out at the river. The nearest
fifty feet of water lay within a lazy eddy defined by a submerged
promontory of the cliffs upstream. Little ripples flowing in from
the main current traversed the eddy and collided with their mirror
images reflecting from the shore. Out beyond the eddy line, the
current was a traveling, caramel-colored vortex laced with deep
ephemeral folds and whirlpools. And at its center the river raged
as a series of exploding brown waves and haystacks, spewing
whitewater twenty feet in the air.

Kelsey saw that the Falls were gone, buried
entirely beneath the surface of the river. A severed tree trunk
shot out where the base of the Falls had been, then collapsed into
the water and vanished. A half-minute later its torn roots emerged
to spin inside a transient whirlpool, a long swim downriver from
where it had disappeared. The bright and steady background roar of
the Falls at normal water levels was missing too, and she found its
absence unnerving. In its place the flood had brought a deep
rumbling sound, punctuated by erratic booming and popping noises
emanating from the center of the river.

A small snapped tree flowed past and she
realized that it might have been swept from the distant western
edge of the watershed. The sudden thaw throughout the mid-Atlantic
had funneled blizzard runoff from four states into the torrent she
confronted now. Or maybe the tree was a local casualty, she
thought, and had only been in the river a day, drifting down from
somewhere like Whites Ferry. She turned toward the high-water post
and sought out the sign at its midpoint. 1972. She absently traced
the faded scar on her temple with her fingers.

Des, where are you? Did you drift this far
from Whites Ferry in the days they searched for you before the
flood? Are you here now? Staring at the post, she felt a chill
breeze caress her shoulders. Final colors were draining from the
sky. Shivering, she untied the pullover from her waist and put it
on. When her eyes opened, they found the knee-level sign that read
“1985”. Early November, she thought, crossing her arms and
squeezing her sides for warmth. I was here then too, and saw
nothing, learned nothing. But something seems different this time.
Why? she asked herself, turning back toward the wild and kicking
flow.

This time I feel your presence. Maybe your
bones have been here all along, in an ageless chamber under the
Falls. Or maybe you’re still with us. Do you miss your boyfriend,
Des? Poor Miles who never had a chance… never saw the Stones. And
something else is different. I’ve seen your sign, the mason’s mark.
Twice now. And I met the person who found the second one. Vincent
Emory Illick, born October 22, 1960. I know that much, Des. And
this: he also found an old photo, and a note that may bring me what
I’ve been looking for. I need your help to resolve it. What to make
of Vin Illick? And what to make of his fiancée?

She unzipped her pocket and pulled out an
empty plastic bottle, tilting it skyward so the label caught light.
“Gentamicin. Dr. Nicky Hayes, DVM.” Twisting off the cap, she knelt
down at the water’s edge. Ripples broke against the gravel of the
path and tiny counter-waves reflected back across the eddy. She
held the bottle’s mouth underwater long enough to fill it halfway
before screwing the cap back on. She stood up, set herself, and
threw the bottle hard toward the current. It landed just inside the
eddy line, drifted slowly out and downstream, then caught an eddy
current and bobbed back upstream and shoreward. She waited while it
flirted with the threshold. Which way is this going, Des? A
harmless reflecting wave pushed the bottle past the eddy line and
it vanished in the maw of the flood.



 Chapter 11

White Mules

Monday, March 11, 1996

Kelsey excused herself from a conversation
with a customer who was reviewing the hanging photos in her studio.
She retreated through the archway to the office area, where she
cleared papers from the circular table and deposited them on her
desk. Vin Illick and Nicky Hayes were due to visit at 11:00 and it
was 10:45 now. She pulled two thick albums from a bookshelf and
placed them on the table.

From under the desk she withdrew a framed
photograph. On the wall to the right of the archway, a photo of a
blossoming cherry tree hung at eye level. She took it down and hung
the picture from beneath her desk in its place, then studied the
new image. Would it be enough? It had been almost ten weeks since
she’d seen the tracks around the sycamores at Carderock. They
hadn’t come from the parking lot nearby, but from the Billy Goat
Trail below. And the snow had been cleared from every inch of the
railing-boards. It must have been Vin – she hadn’t mentioned the
spot to anyone else. Bryce might have heard her statement at the
party but wouldn’t have understood the allusion. The clue led
nowhere, but she’d needed to know whether the hook had been set.
Ten weeks ago it apparently had been. Was it still? She hoped so,
since she couldn’t find the truth without him.

***

Vin parked near the narrow storefront of the
Thomas, Ainge Photography Studio. It was Monday, so the lot at the
Potomac mall was only half full. Falling in step beside Nicky, he
felt the reassuring sun of imminent spring. Daffodil shoots were
peeking from the planter boxes fringing the lot and the pungent
smell of mulch suffused the air.

A meeting with a wedding photographer and a
chance to size up Kelsey Ainge – two birds with one stone, he
thought. Three weeks ago they’d finally settled on October 19 as
the wedding date. That would give Nicky’s parents a week at home
after they returned from two months in Tokyo. The outdoor venue
they wanted was available, so they had written a check for the
downpayment. Next they’d found an officiant who was comfortable
with the service they were planning.

And now they needed to pick a photographer.
They’d already met Joel Bettancourt and liked his wedding
portfolio, but Kelsey Ainge had good client references and Nicky
agreed they should see her work as well. Vin still had the business
card she’d given him at their house last fall. And now he saw its
puzzling tagline printed in green on the studio door: Today Made
Timeless. He followed Nicky in.

An entryway table held business cards and a
vase filled with spring hyacinths. The front half of the studio was
configured as a gallery, with framed photos hung on a central
partition and the windowless walls. Track lights illuminated the
artwork.

He couldn’t see anyone in the gallery, but
there was an archway at the far end and a back room behind it.
Nicky sidestepped along the partition, pausing to study each image.
Vin walked down to the arch. The back room was an office and Kelsey
was standing next to a desk in the corner, wearing a cardigan
sweater and listening to a prototypical Potomac matron:
50-something, bouffant hair, knee-length leather boots, garish
rings.

Kelsey made eye contact and held up a finger
for Vin to indicate she’d be finished soon. He rejoined Nicky, who
was examining a photo of a bride and groom feeding each other cake,
arms entwined. It was shot from an intermediate angle in black and
white.

“I like the perspective of this shot,” Nicky
said. “And the fact that it’s black and white. It makes it look…”
She hesitated for a second.

“Timeless?” Vin offered.

“I don’t know. Maybe ‘classic’ is a better
word.”

He nodded and put his arm around her waist.
Her hair smelled like lilacs. They edged down the partition,
studying the wedding photos. Vin was glad that their own plans were
finally taking shape. And the process of nailing things down seemed
to have lifted Nicky’s spirit over the last six weeks. The days
following their ill-starred snowshoeing trip had been dismal. She
had seemed distant and depressed, almost inscrutable for a while,
and he had grudgingly buried himself in the Rottweiler project. At
least he’d managed to get the company to sign off on phase one and
accept the invoice he’d sent. And then both he and Nicky had come
up for air at the same time. After all the snow disappeared in late
January. After the ensuing flood.

It was his idea to fly to Arizona in
mid-February for a week with her parents. They’d been able to hike
every day in desert sunshine, and Vin had watched Nicky transform
back into the person he’d spent six weeks with in the Rockies last
summer. The woman he’d fallen in love with the previous autumn in
Boston. Spending time with Nicky’s parents, they’d been able to
work through the logistical issues and agree on an October wedding
date.

The wheels had kept turning after they flew
home from Arizona. This morning they had dropped off their “save
the date” card design at the print shop. The invitation list was
mostly done, so they could probably get the cards mailed within the
next week or so. At that point there would be no turning back.

And while his career planning wasn’t quite
on the same trajectory, he knew that Nicky had grown more
comfortable with his consulting situation. Rottweiler had paid him
for phase one and he’d recently submitted a proposal for phase two.
Phase three would probably last into the fall, so it didn’t make
sense to look for a job until after the wedding. The truth was that
he’d become attached to the flexibility of working at home; it
allowed him to go for a bike ride on a short winter day or take
Randy for a run on the towpath before it got dark. Or spend a few
hours at the library, though he hadn’t done that recently. That
might be another reason Nicky seemed more relaxed. She thought his
“treasure hunt” – his fascination with Lee Fisher’s note and the
1924 event at Swains Lock – was ebbing or over.

On the surface it appeared she was right,
but deep down Vin wasn’t sure. He knew that the words in Lee’s note
had infected him, and that though the virus might be in remission,
it wasn’t entirely gone. Joined sycamores, Lee Fisher, K. Elgin,
Emmert Reed’s albino mule… the money, the killers, the dead. His
interest had waned because he’d run out of ideas and into dead
ends. And it was harder now for him to fish the note for insight
because a question had been lobbed into the limpid waters of the
pool, creating waves that made submerged objects harder to see.
“Why are you here?” It was as if the question was a clue itself,
arrayed alongside the others.

“Good white mules are really hard to find.”
Vin was startled from his reverie. Kelsey had approached so quietly
that he hadn’t noticed her. She was looking over their shoulders at
a color shot of a bride’s silk hemline, with tanned legs and
pedicured feet extending from a white folding chair into lush
grass. The bride wore white, backless shoes with open toes and
crossing straps. One foot was halfway out of its shoe and the shoe
had capsized in the grass.

“I’m sure they are,” Nicky said. “Those are
gorgeous, but we’re getting married in October, so I don’t they
would work for me.”

“A little too summery,” Kelsey agreed. She
led them back through the archway to the office area and offered
seats at the circular table. Vin put his folded sunglasses on the
tabletop while Nicky asked if Kelsey was available on October 19.
Kelsey said she was, then asked standard questions about the
wedding size, venue, and time of day.

Vin surveyed the room as Nicky answered.
There were L-shaped desks on each side, with their vertices in the
back corners. Landscape photos and nature shots hung on all the
walls, and waist-high bookcases girded the front half of the room.
In response to something Nicky had said, Kelsey walked over to a
bookcase, pulled out an album, and brought it to the table.

“I loved this wedding,” she said, “and what
you’re describing reminds me of it.” She oriented the album and
Nicky studied the photos on the first page.

“The stone house is beautiful.”

“It was at an old estate that had been
converted into a vineyard. The reception was in a barn the owners
had turned into a tasting room, and there was a huge patio with a
view down the hillside and out over the vines.”

Nicky rotated the album to give Vin a better
viewing angle. When they’d finished reviewing it, Kelsey slid a
glossy data sheet across the table that laid out the parameters of
her wedding packages. As Nicky read them and Vin scanned sideways,
Kelsey rose to answer the phone. Vin watched her glide to her desk.
Very cat-like.

He stood up and was drawn to a photo on the
far wall of a great blue heron standing in a shallow bog. “Heron –
Dierssen Waterfowl Sanctuary” was written in pencil under the
print. A nearby color shot showed a seven-arch stone bridge
spanning a tranquil body of water, the late-afternoon sun imparting
a pinkish hue to the stones. It was titled “Monocacy Aqueduct –
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal.”

“Pretty, isn’t it?” Nicky had joined him.
“Do you think we should get a quote?”

“Sure – knowledge saves.” They turned as
Kelsey approached, apologizing for the interruption. Nicky said
they’d like an estimate based on her standard package, so Kelsey
took down their mailing address.

“It sounds like you have a vision for the
event,” she said, “which I always hope for when I talk to couples
about a wedding. It’s important to know what you want,” she added,
turning toward Vin, “and to know why you’re here.”

He smiled tightly, canine teeth pressed to
his lower lip, and glanced over her shoulder at his sunglasses
lying on the table.

“Thanks for your time,” Nicky said.

“I enjoyed it,” Kelsey said. “I’ll be in
touch.”

Vin followed Nicky back to the archway, then
stepped sideways to examine the picture hanging beside it. It was a
close-up of a sunlit stone block in a scarred old wall. The block’s
gray face was stained with patches of white and pale-green lichen,
and the branching shadow of a sapling curved across an upper
corner. Its right side helped form the edge of the wall. Carved
into the block was a symbol he had seen before.
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He felt suddenly lightheaded as he
remembered where. In the old shed, on the plank that had guarded
the drill, the photo, and Lee Fisher’s note. He leaned closer to
read the penciled words below the image. “Mason’s Mark – Bear
Island”. He shot a quick glance back toward Kelsey but she was on
the phone again, staring down at her desk. He plunged through the
archway to catch up with Nicky.

She was reviewing the photos on the other
side of the partition. On the way to the car, they compared what
Kelsey had shown them with what they’d seen from Joel Bettancourt.
Vin was neutral and Nicky liked Kelsey’s work a little better, so
price might be the deciding factor. As he was backing out of their
parking spot, Vin braked and looked at Nicky.

“I forgot my sunglasses. I must have left
them in her office.”

Nicky sighed disapprovingly. “At least you
realized it before we got home.”

He double-parked and hopped out, leaving the
engine running, and jogged to the studio door. When he reached the
archway, Kelsey was off the phone. She looked up from her desk as
he entered. “I thought you might be back.”

“I forgot my sunglasses,” he said with a
smile that vanished instantly. He retrieved them and circled toward
her desk, squinting at her in silence for a second. “And I forgot
to tell you something.”

She raised her eyebrows inquisitively.

“Be careful on the Billy Goat Trail below
Carderock. There’s a bridge out.”

“I’d heard about that.”

“And the warning sign is poorly placed.”

Her gray-green eyes flitted left and right,
steadied.

He gestured to the photo beside the archway.
“That’s an interesting picture,” he said tersely. “A mason’s
mark?”

She nodded. “That’s what a park ranger
called it when I showed it to him.”

“It reminds me of a symbol a friend of mine
showed me once. Maybe you know him. Lee Fisher.” She gave a
thoughtful look and shook her head. He searched for a hint of
uncertainty or guilt but couldn’t find one. “One more question,” he
said. “Is there something you want from me?”

She stood up and leaned her thigh against
the top of her desk, regarding him calmly. “I want you to find what
you’re looking for.”

“That’s funny. I was starting to get the
opposite impression.”

He turned to leave but pivoted in the
archway. “I just thought of something my friend Lee once said: ‘be
careful you don’t share my fate.’ You might run into those words in
a library book sometime.”

“That’s good advice,” she said with a smile
that reinforced his suspicions. “I’ll keep it in mind.”



 Chapter 12

Falling

Tuesday, March 19, 1996

Vin walked past the Great Falls Visitor
Center and onto the footbridge across the top of Lock 20. It was a
cool and windswept morning, so today there was no ranger delivering
a long-winded lecture on the workings of the canal. He stopped to
study the reddish-brown stone blocks that formed the walls of the
lock. Their faces were pockmarked and discolored by sediment and
moss, but he saw no mason’s marks.

As he had learned from a trip to the Potomac
library, some of the blocks used to construct the aqueducts,
culverts, and locks on the canal had these marks etched into them.
The marks were traditionally used by stonemasons to ensure they
would be paid for the stones they had cut, and each mason carved a
distinct symbol to designate his work. But since the masons hired
to build the C&O in 1829 were paid monthly wages, rather than
by the piece, there were few mason’s marks to be found on the
structures of the canal. He crossed the footbridge to the towpath
and turned downstream.

Locks 19 and 18 were just ahead, and he
reflexively stopped to scan the lock walls as he passed them. No
mason’s marks. The walkway out to Great Falls emerged to his right
and he noticed that the tendon of river it spanned was brown and
frothy, flying at the high level of spring. Past the walkway, Lock
17 lay in tatters, its downstream gates and swing beams gone. No
marks here either. When the wooded slope to his right fell away
into a cliff, he veered over to the wooden railing to look down. As
he suspected, the cliff wasn’t natural; it was a man-made isthmus
of stacked rocks that carried the canal and the towpath from the
Maryland riverbank to Bear Island. So the isthmus had severed a
finger of the river and annexed it to the canal. Across it the
rocks and woods of Bear Island rose abruptly on his right.

He stopped to read a display sign that
referred to two massive stone walls that squeezed the towpath and
the canal just ahead.

Structures such as this stop-gate were designed to
divert flood waters from the canal. Wooden planks were dropped into
slots, forming a dam which diverted rushing waters along a stone
levee and back into the Potomac.

He proceeded to the stop gate and scanned
its ten-foot-thick walls for mason’s marks, finding none. Vertical
slots as wide as his hand faced each other across the sliver of
canal and towpath. The wall before him end-capped a levee of stone
and earth that receded through the Bear Island woods toward the
river. He walked back to the display sign. Below its text was a
grainy photo of the Potomac during a massive flood. His eyes
widened when he read the caption.

Flooding in 1924, at Six Locks near Great Falls.

Not far from where he was standing now. In
the photo’s foreground, the river had risen dozens of feet to
engulf the canal and the towpath just below a lock. Scattered
tree-tops scarred the water halfway to the Virginia shore. If the
photo was shot from the hillside above the Great Falls Tavern,
those submerged trees might have sprung from Olmsted Island, and
the lock might be Lock 17 or 18. Right now he stood below those
locks on the towpath, or underwater during the flood of 1924. He
read the remaining text in the corner of the sign:

Although this stop-gate was a local success, the
canal as a whole suffered great damage from periodic floods which
became more frequent and violent as land was cleared for farms and
towns along the Upper Potomac. By World War I, traffic and revenues
along the canal had dwindled to a point where it was touch-and-go
to continue operations. After violent spring floods wrecked miles
of canal and towpath in 1924, the “old ditch” was closed for good
in all but the Georgetown area.

“A local success”. He tried to imagine the
1924 floodwaters coursing along several feet overhead and slamming
into the stop-gate’s planks and stone walls, then draining across
Bear Island, guided by the earth-and-rock levee that extended from
those walls.

The trailhead for Section A of the Billy
Goat Trail abutted the sign, and feeling he was unlikely to find
Kelsey Ainge’s elusive mason’s mark along the heavily-trafficked
towpath, Vin followed the trail toward the cliffs overlooking the
Potomac’s Mather Gorge. The levee peeled away and dissolved into
the woods as thin trees gripped patches of dirt between
lichen-stained rocks. He crossed knee-deep fissures along the ridge
and clambered over rounded rocks packed together like sea mammals
on a beach, some the size of a walrus and some the size of a whale.
He found himself searching for the next blue blaze, then deciding
on the best rock-hopping sequence to reach it.

When the trail swung onto the highest rocks,
he stopped to assess Mather Gorge. It was dead straight for over
half a mile, with the cliffs on the Virginia shore mirroring those
he presided over now, the two-hundred-foot-wide river running swift
and deep between them. Turning through a panorama, he saw no one
else along the trail or across the river. And no sign of human
presence: no houses or buildings; no towers, wires, or roads; no
boats. Just the mid-morning sun peeking through sliding clouds to
illuminate the cliffs on the far side of the gorge. Nor any human
sound – just the shrill moan of the northwest wind driving
endlessly past his ears. This, he realized, was what the Algonquin
saw five hundred years ago as they climbed down to fish. Today made
timeless, in Kelsey Ainge’s words.

He sought out the next blue blaze. There
were countless stone surfaces along the Billy Goat Trail, but none
etched with mason’s marks. The photo he’d seen at Kelsey’s studio
showed the mark on a stone block, but blocks served no purpose
along this high route. The trail descended to cross a drainage that
emptied into a small cove, then quickly climbed back up a wall of
rocks on other side.

When the trail and the river began to curve
out of Mather Gorge, he reached a sign post. Beside it was a spur
trail through the woods that the sign said was a shortcut back to
the towpath. Thinking the less-traveled paths held more promise, he
followed the spur, which wound past boulders and a dark,
translucent pool before meeting the towpath near the upper end of
Widewater. Towering sycamores mocked him across the water from the
Maryland berm. He turned left onto the towpath, looping back toward
Great Falls.

What am I doing, he wondered? Circling
time-worn paths along the river and the canal, searching for a
mason’s mark and a trinity of sycamores. An old photo and a
dried-out note were the two fragile threads tethering his search to
the real world. “In your search for me you may find the truth.”
Maybe the truth awaiting him had nothing to do with Lee Fisher’s
fate, or with the money, the killers, or the dead. Maybe his
vulnerability was the truth, and maybe Emmert Reed’s albino mule
was really an albino whale. Yet he knew that walking away would
extinguish a mystery and curl up a hidden dimension of the
world.

The towpath crossed a bridge over a small
cove that bit into Bear Island, its head sealed by a wall of
mildewed, block-shaped stones. He stopped to look at the wall and
wonder why it was there. If the ground behind it was higher than
the water, the wall would serve no purpose. If it was lower, the
wall would prevent the canal from draining into a depression on
Bear Island. But the canal could easily fill a swampy depression
and then recover its desired level; the wall still wouldn’t be
needed.

Unless it was more than a depression behind
the wall. Maybe it was a drainage. He remembered the drainage he’d
just crossed on the Billy Goat Trail, shortly before climbing to
the spur trail. Maybe the wall blocked a draw that ran all the way
to the river. In that case it might be there to prevent the canal’s
exsanguination. He crossed the remainder of the bridge and found an
entry point into the woods.

Working a diagonal, he aimed for the
opposite side of the stone wall. He ascended a mound through dry
foliage and found an oblong pond on its far side. Just past the
head of the pond to his left, the ground rose to the back side of
the wall. To his right, the tail of the pond was obscured by
scraggly trees where the shoulders of the drainage drew together.
The gentle grade before him was covered with matted brown grass and
the truncated spears of trees felled by beavers. But no water was
flowing, so while beavers had been active here, the pond wasn’t
their work. He circled toward the head of the pond and picked
through a tangle of vines and branches.

The stone wall was about his own height, and
he walked along it examining its stones. The faces were too flat
and the edges too straight to be natural. Since there were no
meaningful gaps between them, the stones must have been cut by
masons to make the wall watertight. No marks were etched on their
faces. The path to the far side of the pond was blocked by imposing
boulders, so he retraced his steps across the grassy slope. The
tail of the pond was bordered by a thicket of saplings sprouting
from the steep banks on both sides. Broken shadows loomed inside
the thicket, extending into the water and leaving only a slice of
pond visible between them.

He followed the crest along the side of the
pond and down past the thicket that held the shadowed forms. Their
backs faced south and were brightly lit – two old stone walls,
screened by the tangle of brush. Seven feet high with flat faces,
straight edges, and a body-length gap between them. The walls
merged with the shoulders of the drainage. He pursed his lips and
whistled softly. It was a stop-gate.

Why here? He glanced at the tail of the
pond, which meandered left around a bend with the drainage, and
grasped the stop-gate’s purpose. Not to keep the canal’s water in,
but to keep the river out. If this drainage led all the way to the
river, then it was also a backdoor to Widewater during floods. A
path for the river to reclaim its severed finger.

He picked his way along the bank toward the
near wall and his eyes settled on a waist-high block on its right
edge. Amidst white and green lichen, an eroded symbol was carved on
its face. Kelsey Ainge’s mason’s mark! He felt compelled to touch
it, but it was out over water of unknown depth. He pushed through
saplings to the wall and found a foothold on its face. Cracks and
bumps served as handholds, and he was able to edge out far enough
to trace the mark's outline with his fingers.

Vines and moss were sprouting from cracks
between the stones as the woods slowly engulfed the stop-gate.
Looking across at the opposite wall, he saw two saplings growing in
dirt that had accumulated on its scalp. His fingers stiffened, so
he shifted back and dismounted from the wall. Retreating for a
broader view, he noticed that the near wall was also lidded by a
layer of dirt, moss, and dead vines. No trees, but three pale
sticks visible through the vines. They were vertical and aligned,
which seemed odd.

He climbed the slope and beat his way down
through the thicket toward the top of the wall. The pale sticks
were crosses, planted in the shallow dirt near the far edge, above
the stone with the mason’s mark. He stepped carefully onto the top
of the wall and knelt in front of them. The crosses were made from
broken sycamore branches stripped of bark and lashed with twine,
and each was annotated with black ink. The shaft of the nearest
cross bore a single word, two letters above the arm and two
below:

t

h

e

n

The second cross had writing on both its arm
and shaft. Vin didn’t recognize the name.

1

9

Miles Robin Garrett

7

2

The third cross bore a single word, or
perhaps two, written on the shaft above and below the arm:

s

o

o

n

How soon, and what? The ink was still dark
and the crosses were planted too lightly to remain upright for
long. Planted for him, he felt certain. He uprooted them one at a
time. The buried ends had been carved into rough points and the top
ends were broken to form sticks of the desired lengths. They felt
dense and heavy, not long dead.

Who was Miles Robin Garrett and what
happened to him in 1972? The year resonated for a reason Vin
couldn’t place. If the words referred to a sequence in time, how
long ago was “then”? And how far away was "soon"?

With the crosses in one hand, he retreated
up the shoulder from the top of the wall, climbing through the
thicket. A penetrating chill struck and he felt the presence of
someone or something watching. Heart pounding, he flashed a glance
toward the head of the pond. A light breeze pushed a fleet of
ripples toward him. He swiveled toward the legion of tall boulders
guarding the far side of the pond, but saw no sign of the presence
he’d sensed.

As he turned back to the slope, his foot
hooked the root of a vine and he went sprawling. Left hand still
holding the crosses, he extended his arms to break his fall. His
elbows hit first, followed by a snapping noise and a sharp pain in
his hip as his knees, chest, and face collided with the
hillside.

“Shit!” He released the crosses and pushed
himself to his feet, then brushed the dirt and grass from his face
and hands and assessed the damage. His hands were dirty but uncut.
He swept debris from his sleeves and the knees of his jeans as a
stinging pain arose in his left hip; he pulled up his jacket to
find its source. A finger-length gouge was turning from white to
red and beginning to bleed freely. Raising his arms must have
exposed the skin, he thought, and his hip must have fallen on one
of the carved ends of the crosses. He pulled a folded bandanna from
his pocket, moistened it with saliva, and drew it gently over the
wound to clear the dirt and blood. It’s a large scrape, but
superficial, he thought after cleaning it to get a better look. He
pressed the bandanna to the cut and tightened his belt to keep it
in place.

“Fuck.” Realizing that his fall was
triggered by a baseless anxiety made him feel embarrassed and
angry. He snatched sullenly at the crosses lying at his feet. All
were dirt-stained now and the shaft of the “soon” cross had snapped
in half. Its broken base was tinged with earth and blood at the
point. He gathered the pieces in his hands and marched defiantly up
the slope, then jogged along its crest past the tail of the pond.
When the drainage bore away, he continued straight along
thinly-wooded level ground. Ahead he saw a row of boulders. Beyond
them were larger rocks ascending to a rounded ridge and beyond the
ridge was open sky. Still holding the crosses, he climbed from rock
to rock, up to the base of the ridge. A blue blaze stared at him
from the trail. He reached the crown and the sky opened up, with
Mather Gorge and the river below and the views along the ridge
unbroken. He advanced to the edge of the cliff, selected a cross,
and gripped its base.

“Then!” he yelled, casting it into the chasm
and watching it fall end over end into the sweeping current
below.

“For you, Miles!” He threw the second
cross.

“Soon, motherfucker!” He threw the two
pieces of the broken final cross. “Soon.”



 Chapter 13

Fever

Sunday, March 24, 1996

Nicky sliced a lime on the kitchen counter,
then peered out the window into the side yard as her mind wandered
away from the ingredients for lemongrass soup. She hoped it wasn’t
mycobacterium abscessus, since that could take weeks of antibiotics
to treat. But that possibility was why the doctor had taken a
culture from Vin’s hip yesterday. His wound had all the symptoms of
infection: redness, swelling, tenderness, pus. Still, the
incubation period should have been longer than five days. More like
a month. So maybe it was something less serious. But how then to
explain the fever and lightheadedness he had woken up with this
morning?

She turned back toward her ingredients,
which ringed a cutting board in the mid-afternoon light from the
window. She rinsed the stalks of lemongrass in the sink, removed
their rough outer leaves, and began dicing them into small disks.
Vin had never been sick around her before, so she wasn’t sure how
long his fever would last. She shook her head in silent reproach.
Thirty-five years old and running around chasing phantoms in the
woods. On a Tuesday morning when there must have been some work to
do. Hadn’t he said that Rottweiler had given him feedback on his
proposal for phase two? Or maybe he was still waiting for that… she
couldn’t remember. At least he could have done background reading
this week, if he hadn’t injured himself.

Now he’s lying in bed with a fever on a
warm, clear Sunday. Poor guy. He’s honest and he tries hard, but he
sometimes acts like he’s still a teenager. This mystery from 1924,
for example. She wasn’t even sure what he’d been looking for in the
woods, but she knew it was tied up with that treasure-hunt somehow.
If he hadn’t found the photo and the note behind the wall, would he
be pursuing some other enigma? She looked up and squinted as a
passing cloud dimmed the late-afternoon light and a clutch of
sparrows darted past the window.

She started mincing the lemongrass disks
into smaller pieces. Maybe he was bored, she thought. Bored because
he didn’t know many people in D.C. yet. Bored because he worked at
home. His Rottweiler project would wrap up this fall, and after the
wedding he could get a full-time job. That would be the best way to
start feeling connected. And he’d mentioned rock-climbing. Maybe
they could take lessons later this spring and meet some people that
way. She finished the lemongrass and turned to the cilantro.

***

When Vin opened his eyes, Nicky was clearing
space on his bedside table for a tray she’d brought in. He smiled
feebly as she set it down. “Soup,” he said in a hoarse voice.
“Thanks, honey… the steam looks great.” He swung a second pillow
against the headboard and raised himself. He was wearing a cotton
turtleneck and a sweater under his blankets but still felt chilled.
He pulled his fleece hat down over his ears.

“Do you think you can you eat something?”
Nicky said. “You must be hungry, since you skipped breakfast. How
about toast? And lemongrass soup for your congestion.”

Vin nodded weakly. He rolled onto his good
hip and leaned toward the bowl to hold his face over the rising
steam, closing his eyes. “It already tastes good.”

“After you eat, let’s change your bandage
and take a look at your hip.”

He rolled carefully into a sitting position
and picked up the spoon. The first mouthful was hot and tangy and
pushed rays of warmth into his chest. When he’d finished, Nicky
removed the bandage and applied a topical antibiotic to the wound.
There was no new pus, and at least it didn’t seem to be getting
worse. After she replaced the bandage, he felt another chill arise,
so he dove back under the covers as she took the tray away. He was
asleep within minutes.

When he woke up again he was still dreaming.
He was alone in the room and he could see through a window on the
narrow far wall that it was dark outside. Not completely dark, so
the moon must have been up. He looked at his surroundings and
didn’t recognize them. It was a small room and the ceiling slanted
down toward the windowless wall on his right, as if the room were
in an attic. He closed his eyes and tried to sleep. It was windy
outside and he heard the moaning and clattering of branches bending
and colliding. It sounded as if a branch was scraping against the
house near the window on the far wall. He opened his eyes and
propped himself up as a shock raced through him. A young woman was
staring at him through the window! She had wavy hair and shadowed
eyes, and a leaf-shaped pendant hung from her neck against the pale
skin below her throat. Her hand was making a sweeping motion
against the glass. She turned from the window and disappeared into
the night. The skin around his scalp tightened. He was on the
second floor!

He thrust back the blankets and planted his
sock-clad feet on the floorboards. Sitting on the edge of the bed,
he took deep breaths and felt his breathing come easier. He stood
up and steadied himself. His books and papers were stacked on a
desk along the windowless wall. Not his desk, but another. He lit
the desk lamp and leafed through papers until he found the photo of
Lee Fisher and K. Elgin at Great Falls. An old jar held pens,
scissors, a letter opener, and a magnifying glass. He bent over the
glass to study the photo in the lamplight. It was her, the girl at
the window – the same hair, mouth, eyes. The same necklace, which
the glass suggested was etched with a symbol too small to read.

The flood! He remembered now that the flood
was coming, and Nicky was down at Swains! She didn’t know! He had
to save her! He found a pair of sweatpants in the dresser and
pulled them on, then laced up his running shoes. The floorboards
groaned as he hurried to the door, which flew open when he turned
the knob. A light breeze was blowing up the stairway and he could
see that the front door was swinging in the wind. He hurried down
the worn, wooden steps of the unlit staircase and slipped into the
warm and windy night.

The view in front of him wasn’t what he
expected. He was on the towpath and the dark water of the canal
before him was alive with wind-driven ripples reflecting light from
the moon. He turned back toward the door flapping in the wind and
saw the old Pennyfield lockhouse. It was dark except for a light in
the bedroom upstairs, but its whitewashed stones glowed softly in
the moonlight. He took a long stride down the towpath and broke
into a run. A low shape hurtled toward him from the dirt yard, and
he instinctively twisted to dodge it. The shape jerked to a stop
and let loose a ferocious vocal assault. All he could see at first
were gleaming white teeth. As his eyes adjusted, he saw a
powerfully-built black dog on a long tether. A Rottweiler. He
turned back to the towpath and ran toward Swains Lock.

With a southwest crosswind flowing over him,
he felt like he was flying down the dim ribbon. The ripples along
the canal fled toward the berm at his approach, and the bare trees
creaked and groaned in the wind. The river was somewhere through
the dark trees to his right, running with him. It approached and
receded, approached again. Where the canal was carved into rock
faces on the berm, the river ran fast alongside him down a steep,
twenty-foot slope. It ran like a line of dark horses and sounded
like rain. The apron widened and the river disappeared as the trees
guarding the towpath grew taller.

Vin ran effortlessly, realizing at some
point that his hip no longer hurt. His thoughts drained away and he
became the motion of running. He came to the spot where he and
Nicky had picnicked while canoeing last fall. They had pulled their
canoe into the overgrown meadow where the trees had been felled for
the buried gas line, then eaten apples while watching a beaver swim
figure eights and thwack its tail in warning. But now there was no
meadow; the trees were unbroken and had yet to feel the thwack of
an axe. Thwack. Warning. His thoughts fell back into alignment. He
had to find Nicky at Swains Lock before the flood arrived!

The towpath grew darker as the woods
deepened on the apron. He rounded a shallow bend and saw a bright
light in the distance, at the level of his eyes. It expanded slowly
and seemed to radiate through an arc in his direction, like a
wide-angled flashlight or the headlight on a train. Through the
swirling wind and between the thumps of his footsteps, he listened
for the sound of a train. Instead he heard a fleeting sound of
bells. The wind rose up and the sound was lost. The light grew
brighter and seemed to shift left of the towpath, still several
hundred feet away. Another trace of bells and the thump of a heavy
footstep that wasn’t his own, from somewhere downwind, ahead of
him, as he flew on down the towpath. And suddenly the dark beasts
filled his vision, ten paces ahead. He straightened his legs to
brake with each step, veering to the fringe to avoid a collision.
He heard a whinnied protest and the strenuous shaking of bells as a
huge head and mane bobbed away from him, toward the canal.

“Jeepers, mister!” cried a young voice above
him. “You about scared the mules half to death!” Vin edged along
the fringe toward the second mule, which followed in line,
harnessed to the first by straps, a spreader bar, and chains. This
mule eyed him nervously as it passed.

“Giddap, Berniece!” called the boy as Vin
heard the slap of hand against haunch. The bells resumed a walking
rhythm and the towbar floated past. A taut, dark line angled out
toward the light, now a hundred feet away. The bow-lamp cast a
ghostly aura over the snub-nosed front of the barge, which rode
high in the water and was painted white above the waterline.
Framing the bow-lamp, black square windows loomed like eyes.

Vin walked quietly as the barge slid by him.
Near its stern, a square cabin rose above the level of the deck,
and a canopy was suspended above the cabin’s flat roof. Low voices
drifted across the water from beneath it. A silhouette leaning on
the stern rail turned to face him as the barge passed by, and Vin
saw the dark shaft of the tiller extending from the man’s arm. He
leaned into a jump-step and resumed running.

He was sweating now, so he pulled off his
sweater and tied it around his waist. He pushed the sleeves of his
turtleneck up and the breeze across his forearms cooled him down. A
formless white shape materialized in the distance and bobbed closer
as he ran, gaining definition. It was the lockhouse at Swains. He
slackened to a fast walk. The water in the canal looked higher than
usual and the wind blew ripples across it toward the entrance to
the lock. The upstream gates were open – set for a loaded boat. He
strode toward the footbridge but it wasn’t there. Water lapped at
the stone walls of the lock, a few inches from the top. In a small
yard beside the unlighted lockhouse, he noticed a clothesline of
drying laundry blowing in the breeze.

“Nicky!” he yelled. No response but the
creaking of branches overhead. He proceeded to the closed
downstream gates and stepped onto the plank walkway. “Nicky!” he
called again. No answer. He edged cautiously out over the dark
water. A horizontal iron rod, curved up slightly at the end nearest
him, angled toward his knees and he stepped carefully around it. It
was a lock-key, he realized, seated atop an iron stem. He
sidestepped a second lock-key to reach the center, where he felt
the support of converging swing beams underfoot, then negotiated
the remainder of the plank to the other side. He jogged to the
lockhouse and banged on the front door. No lights came on and no
one answered. Another knock brought nothing.

Where was she? Where was everyone? Had they
all fled for high ground? Had they already been told? He looked
past the lock at the scattered trees on the apron. There was no
sign of life. Moonlight glinted off the undulating river as it
poured between the Maryland bank and one of the ragged island
stitches sewn into its heart. He passed two old benches in front of
the lockhouse and turned the corner into the side yard. White
shirts, colorless trousers, and small white sheets fluttered on the
clothesline. He circled to the backyard and saw a forlorn picnic
table near its center. A bare shade tree rose beyond it, overseeing
packed dirt and patches of trampled grass.

A line of low shapes guarded the border of
the backyard and the ascending berm, and drawing closer he realized
they were gravestones. A row of eight, all facing the lockhouse.
The first stone was tilted and looked ancient. Though the moonlight
caught it from an angle, he couldn’t read the engraving on its
eroded face. He paced the row of leaning, weathered stones, tracing
their inscriptions with his fingers. The writing was intact but
indecipherable. When he reached the last gravestone, he could see
that it was different – planted dead straight, its face unscarred
by time. The inscription looked freshly carved and the shadowed
grooves were legible in the ambient light.

Nicole Callahan Hayes

1965-1996

He knelt and stroked the letters of her name
with his index finger, choking back sobs. It was too late for
Nicky. She was gone.

He blinked away tears and continued his
circuit around the lockhouse, turning into the upstream side-yard
that bled into the dirt driveway. Two racks of canoes stood across
the parking area on the berm. He walked to the nearest rack and
touched the inverted hull of a canoe in its middle row. The hull
was birchbark, painted black, and he tapped the woodwork of its
gunwales and thwarts. He tried to lift the canoe but its central
thwart was cabled to the rack. He let go and turned back to the
canal.

Across the water on the towpath stood a
girl, staring at him. Her eyes were lapis lazuli embers and her
hair fell in glowing green and gold braids like the tails of
fireworks. She wore a long-sleeved top and a simple skirt above
calf-high boots. A bracelet of thin bands circled each wrist and a
glowing red feather trailed from each bracelet. Her face was in
shadow, but he could see her lips part and her white teeth emerge
as she started walking straight toward him, across the towpath,
down the bank to the water, and across the surface of the
canal.

When Vin woke up again he was screaming.
Nicky came running into the bedroom, and he rose up through his
fever and pain to embrace her.



 Part Two

Chapter
14

Locking Through

Monday, March 24, 1924

Two fallen red-maple blossoms drifted slowly
with the current toward Pennyfield Lock. On the towpath, the young
man stood transfixed watching them. One was closer to the berm, and
it was drawn inexorably away from its partner and into the
breakaway current descending the flume. The blossom bounced and
accelerated down the stone ramp before vanishing into the chute,
where it was swept to the cataract that tumbled into the next level
of the canal. Its companion curved idly into the eddy above the
closed gates of the lock.

For Lee Fisher on this sunny Monday
afternoon in early spring, everything was a metaphor for his future
with Katie. The blossoms were pulled apart so he forgot them and
got back to work, alert for the next harbinger of fortune or loss.
If he was going do some drilling in the shed, he needed to reset
the lock for a loaded boat. He leaned against the end of the beam
to swing the gate; when it met its counterpart in the center of the
lock, the downstream gates were closed.

He stepped onto the walkway on the upstream
gates and swung the first lock-key. Water flooded through the
square wicket below him and kicked up a gushing fountain of
whitewater in the lock. She loves me. He sidestepped to turn the
second paddle. She loves me not. He continued across, opening the
wickets on the berm-side gate. Four surging fountains reveled below
him; he dismounted to the lock wall as the water rose.

He checked his pocket watch and wound the
stem. It was 3:15, and the canal had been running at Pennyfield
since early Saturday. Over two days now since they opened the guard
lock up at mile 22 and started watering the canal from the feeder
at Dam 2. So by now it was a clean run from Seneca Creek down to
Georgetown. With three straight days of mild weather, the winter’s
heavy snow and ice should be gone out to Harpers Ferry and further
west. If the canal company also opened the feeder at Dam 3 on
Saturday, his cousins should have been able to get their scow
moving early Sunday morning, since they tied up for the winter just
below the feeder level at mile 62.

Knowing them Emorys, they’d be driving a
single team of mules, with no sensible schedule for work and rest.
They’d just boat along until the mules or the driver didn’t want to
walk no more, then tie up, put out the feed trough, and take a nap.
And since the canal wasn’t officially open yet, some of the
locktenders wouldn't be at their locks. So his cousins might have
to set some of the locks themselves. Even allowing for all that,
they should have been able to make twenty miles from Harpers Ferry
yesterday, easy. Another twenty miles would get them here to
Pennyfield. So they might be here late this afternoon.

Lee watched the upwelling fountains subside
into swirls as the water in the lock reached the level of the canal
upstream. When the swirls dissolved, he criss-crossed the lock to
open the upstream gates. Set for a loaded boat.

He headed for Charlie’s house across the
meadow. The house was quiet, since the Pennyfields were still in
Baltimore visiting with Louise’s family. Lee was staying in the
lockhouse and keeping an eye on the big house for Charlie.
Everything looked proper. On the side porch were two piles of the
pine poles that Charlie used to make the pole-hooks he sold to
boatmen. The larger pile was the raw poles and the smaller pile the
ones Lee had drilled already – two holes for the clevis pin that
held the hook. He collected ten undrilled poles and headed up the
hillside to the shed. Entering the woods, he noticed the fingertips
of branches were tinged red with the warming blood of spring, the
season he’d been waiting for.

Inside the shed was a solid wooden workbench
that Charlie had outfitted with a vise. He propped the ends of the
poles on the bench, laid one inside the vise so that six inches
were protruding, and spun the screw to hold it tight. The
eggbeater-style hand drill was on the bench and he examined it
again before resuming work. Charlie would be happy with it. A gear
tooth on his old drill had broken a few weeks ago and he had left
Lee instructions to buy a new drill in Georgetown, along with money
and permission to use the bicycle Charlie kept in the shed to get
there. Bicycles were outlawed on the towpath during boating season
because they scared the mules, but Lee had been able to ride to
Weaver’s Hardware and back on Friday, before the repair scows
started running. Riding along the towpath, the sensation of speed
was intoxicating. The best part was the locks, since the towpath
had a little downhill slope at each one, and you could fly down
those hills and gather speed. Of course, it was the opposite coming
back upstream.

Since then he’d managed to sneak in a ride
on the towpath every day. The only way to do it was to keep the
bicycle down at the lockhouse rather than in the shed. It looked
almost new and Lee would hate to lose it, so he knew he needed a
lock. Things that weren’t nailed down had a way of disappearing on
the canal. Luckily there was a war surplus store near Weaver’s, and
he had found a pair of old leg-irons there for sixty-five cents.
The cuffs were adjustable out to a four-inch diameter and had a key
lock, so he could use them to lock the bicycle to a thin tree or a
railing. Katie would be back from Alexandria on Friday and they had
plans to meet that evening for a picnic at Pennyfield. Maybe he’d
be able to convince her to go for a spin with him. That would be
the cat’s meow. He put the drill down and used the pencil and ruler
to mark spots on the pole for the pin holes. The bit was tight in
the chuck, so he started the outer hole.

The work was simple – measure, mark, drill
the first hole, rotate the pole in the vise, drill the second hole
– and he soon found himself revisiting his encounters with Katie
Elgin. Until two days ago, he hadn’t seen her since the canal
stopped running last fall. She’d come down from Williamsport the
Saturday after Thanksgiving to help her brother Cy close up his
boat after a hard freeze hit out west and the company drawed the
water off the whole canal. Cy was captaining the number 41 back
from Georgetown to Williamsport after his last run of the season
and he got stuck on the White Oak Springs level, just above Swains
Lock, when the canal closed for the winter. When that happened you
just had to lock up your boat and leave it there until they
refilled the canal in the spring. All the boat captains knew that
was the risk you took when you tried to squeeze in one last run to
Georgetown that late in the year.

Cy’s younger brother Pete was on the canal
with him, but Pete was only ten, just a mule driver. Them two
colored boys that Cy took on as hands last season disappeared the
night they drawed the water off the canal. That was strange. Maybe
they figured they’d already been paid in Georgetown for the last
trip and Cy wasn’t likely to pay them again. So Katie had come down
to help get the boat squared away and take Pete back to
Williamsport to be in school for the winter.

Lee had already finished his season boating
with Ben Myers on the number 9 and had made his way down to his
family’s farm near Seneca after Ben tied up for the winter in
Hancock. As far as Lee could tell, Ben Myers and Cy Elgin didn’t
have much use for each other. Cy looked to be in his late twenties,
seven or eight years older than Lee, and even though Cy had only
been a captain for one season, he didn’t seem too impressed with
the other boat captains on the canal – not even the captains with
decades of experience like Ben Myers. Cy seemed either aloof or
surly; Lee wasn’t sure which. He and Cy had crossed paths once or
twice while boating last season, so they recognized each other but
had never actually met.

All the same, when Lee heard Cy’s 41 boat
was stuck in the drained canal just six miles from Seneca, he’d
gone down the Sunday after Thanksgiving and climbed the plank up to
the stranded barge to ask if Cy wanted help with his mules. They
was company mules but two good teams, and Lee told Cy that he could
take all four up to a farm near Seneca that occasionally took on
mules for the winter, and then bring ‘em down to Cy’s boat again in
the spring. That way Cy wouldn’t have to take them almost fifty
miles out to the canal company’s main winter farm in Sharpsburg.
That Sharpsburg farmer practically starved the mules all winter
anyway, cutting straw into their feed, and in the spring they could
barely walk, much less pull, until you fattened them up on corn and
hay. Lee’s farmer friend in Seneca knew Mr. Nicolson, the manager
of the canal, so Lee was sure his friend could get the company to
pay for wintering the mules.

Standing on the deck and leaning back
against the windowless forward wall of the cabin, Cy hadn’t
answered Lee right away. Instead he looked him over like he was
trying to decide whether Lee was working some kind of angle. It
turned out Cy was right, but Lee didn’t know it yet, since he first
met Katie a few minutes later! She came walking up the towpath from
Swains, and Cy saw her approach from over Lee’s shoulder. A young
boy followed a ways back, scavenging rocks that he could toss
toward the scattered puddles at the bottom of the drained canal.
Without saying anything, Cy walked past Lee and stepped onto the
fall-board. Lee followed and they descended to the thawing mud on
the bank below the towpath, then climbed up to meet her. Lee
noticed that Cy walked with a slight limp on his left side, so
maybe the surliness came from physical pain.

It was the last day of November, opaque and
dingy, but whatever sunlight managed to slant through the clouds
seemed to get tied up in Katie’s face and hair as she approached.
She was wearing a wool coat but no hat, and her wavy hair glinted
in the gray light. Lee felt a strange current run through his
chest. He tugged the brim of his flat cap down, pushed his hands
deep into his coat pockets and kicked self-consciously at a lump of
mud on the side of his boot. Katie stopped when she reached them
and smiled at Lee before turning to Cy.

“Did you find Jess Swain?” Cy asked.

“Cyrus, don’t be rude. Aren’t you going to
introduce me to your friend before you interrogate me?”

Cy grunted and turned toward Lee, and Lee
saw the dark depressions beneath his eyes that he hadn’t noticed
from further away. “My little sister Katie Elgin.” The towheaded
boy came trotting up next to her, stealing glances up at Lee and
Cy, who ignored him. “And our kid brother, Pete.” Cy looked back at
Katie. “This is Lee from Captain Myers’ boat.”

“Lee Fisher,” he said, removing his cap with
a smile and extending his hand toward Katie. “I’m pleased to meet
you.” And the skin on the inside of his wrist had been singed when
she touched it softly with her index finger.

Katie studied Lee for an instant through
hazel eyes, then turned to Cy and confirmed that Jess Swain had
offered to give her and Pete a lift to the railroad station on
Monday in time to catch the afternoon train to Williamsport. So
they had the rest of the day and tomorrow morning to get Cy’s boat
squared away. And Katie had convinced Cy that he would be a fool
not to accept Lee’s offer to take the mules to the Seneca farm,
since with Pete and the mules taken care of, Cy would be free to
pursue the unspecified business he claimed to have in Georgetown.
Lee could meet them tomorrow morning at Swains Lock and accompany
Cy to the stable on River Road, where Cy had been given permission
to keep the mules for the weekend.

And so Lee had seen Katie on the following
morning as well. By which point he’d already decided to take care
of the mules at his family’s farm over the winter. He arrived at
Swains early, hoping Katie might be there early as well, and she
was. And Cy was late, coming not from his stranded boat, but from
down the towpath toward Great Falls. Lee and Katie sat at the
picnic table behind the lockhouse and talked for half an hour while
Pete darted around finding stones to throw at a rotting tree.
During their conversation Lee collected a fistful of gems to
meditate on through the coming winter. Among them was that she
would probably return in the spring to drop Pete off again and help
Cy prepare the boat for the 1924 season.

Then Jess Swain had come down from the main
house in his Model T to collect Katie and Pete. Lee watched them
leave for the train station and felt a warm rush when Katie glanced
back at him as the car pulled away. Cy limped into the backyard ten
minutes later, unshaven and bloodshot, and nodded curtly toward
Lee. They walked up Swains Lock Road to the stable on River Road,
where they fed and watered the mules and harnessed them into a team
of four. Then Lee mounted Jewel and set out for Seneca with Ed,
Belle, and Lila following.

That had been December 1, he thought, as he
loosened the vise screw and laid another drilled pole on the floor.
And when he’d seen her again two days ago, it was as if no time had
passed at all. On Saturday morning, he’d driven Cy’s mules down
from his family’s farm in Seneca. He was proud of the team, since
they were well-fed and groomed sleek after a winter under his care.
He walked the mules down Swains Lock Road to the canal and tied
them to a hitching rail. When he circled to the front of the
lockhouse, there she was, coming out the front door on her way to
Cy’s boat.

“You’re still here! Don’t you belong to
anyone?” she’d said teasingly.

“No,” he answered, “but I might like to.”
Then his face flushed, so he hopped onto the plank and crossed the
lock ahead of her, extending his hand to help her along the last
portion of the plank. When she clasped it and stepped down beside
him, he again felt a spark from her fingers against his skin. He
joined her for the five-minute walk up the towpath to Cy’s boat,
which was still tied up where it had spent the winter.

Along the way Katie explained that Jess
Swain was letting Cy, Pete, and her stay in the lockhouse during
the week before the canal officially opened. While they got Cy’s
boat ready, they could keep an eye on things and help the repair
scows lock through as they worked the levels clearing debris and
patching breaks. They reached the long plank to Cy’s boat and Lee
asked whether she’d like to visit Great Falls with him on Sunday.
She’d looked at him soberly for a second, as if reassessing him and
reaching a conclusion.

“That sounds wonderful,” she’d said,
brightening again.

And yesterday afternoon she’d been waiting
for him on the bench in front of the lockhouse, wearing a trim
jacket over her Sunday dress. The dress was light gray with white
pinstripes and a dark blue sash. Below its collar hung a sandstone
pendant necklace with an inscribed symbol he’d never seen before.
She wore a felt hat, lower on one side in the current style, with
an indigo hatband. Her wavy hair shone where it fell along her neck
and the dress picked up the hazel of her eyes. She smiled at him
and he was sure he’d never seen a girl as pretty. There was
something about her that suggested willingness – a readiness to
step forward into uncertainty, or maybe just to step onto a plank
across a lock. For Lee, this was part of her charm. They’d walked
down the towpath from Swains to Great Falls, and then he had paid a
quarter to have their picture taken out at the Falls overlook.

He extracted the drill from a completed hole
and raised the bit to blow the sawdust loose. What glowing gems
from yesterday’s conversation could he contemplate? Eighteen years
old. She hadn’t mentioned any particular boy in Williamsport,
though there must have been a posse of them chasing her. She might
enroll in a typing class this spring and then try for a job as a
secretary in Washington. A friend of hers had a spare room in
Alexandria she could rent.

Three brothers and one sister! With Cy the
oldest, Pete the youngest, and Katie in the middle. A second sister
died at six from the flu. All her siblings had been on the canal,
one season or another while growing up, with her daddy Jack Elgin
who ran the number 32 boat out of Williamsport for over twenty
years. Cy had done everything there was to do on a canal boat, but
he never liked it much and during the war he left to take a welding
job at the naval shipyard in Philadelphia. He got married to a
Philadelphia girl. The shipyard kept going strong after the war,
since they was repairing and scrapping the fleet. But then Cy fell
off a scaffold two years ago and broke his hip, and it never healed
right. Standing for long stretches was painful, so he couldn’t work
as a welder and he stayed home. A few months later his wife left
him and moved back in with her family. And when Cy couldn’t find a
job he wanted, he’d come home to Williamsport and applied to the
canal company to work as a boat captain. There was several
long-time captains quitting the canal, with business declining
every year, so the company had a boat for him. They gave him the 41
and 1923 was his first full season as a captain on the canal. A
slow season. And Cy had told Katie that things was going to get
worse for the canal, with the good coal deposits in Cumberland
mostly mined out.

Lee spun the screw to open the vise and
pulled out the last drilled pole. Cy’s boat was almost ready, and
after that he’d be waiting for the canal to open and for his two
new colored boys to come up from Washington. So Katie was taking
Pete down to the amusement park at Glen Echo on Wednesday. Her
friend from Alexandria was going to go with them, and then they was
all going back to Alexandria for a couple of days. On Friday, Katie
would bring Pete back to Swains, and then she could meet Lee at
Pennyfield around sunset. Four days from now and it seemed
unimaginably distant. Katie had told him she’d pick up the photo at
the Great Falls Tavern and bring it with her on Friday. He gathered
up the finished poles and carried them out of the shed and down the
path to the house, where he added them to the pile on Charlie’s
porch. As he started gathering a new batch, he heard a distant
bleating sound – four squawking notes from a tin horn. Silence.
Then four more squawks, a little louder. His pocket watch read just
past 4:30. He put the poles back on the porch and headed across the
meadow to the lock.

After crossing to the towpath, he had a
better view of the canal upstream. The scow was still two hundred
yards away but he recognized it immediately. Company scows had
decks of planks nailed across a hollow hull, with no storage below.
Toward the stern there would be a small cabin, painted white with
green trim and windows on each side. And there would be
wheelbarrows, shovels, hoes, and bags of cement scattered across
the deck.

You couldn’t see the deck on the scow
upstream because it had a cabin in the bow, painted grayish blue.
It was a stable for two mules, but the Emorys used it as a
hayhouse, since they only worked one two-mule team and kept the
mules out at night. They had a separate cabin toward the stern. In
between the stable and the cabin were six wooden hatches, painted
gray, that covered the cargo stored in the hull. The Emory’s scow
was two or three feet narrower than a coal barge and less than half
as long, so it was much easier to steer through locks. If you had
someone on board who knew how to steer, Lee thought.

The mule team approached pulling in single
file along the edge of the towpath, close to the canal. No bells on
this team – for the same reason, he guessed, that there was no name
painted on the transom. The driver was Kevin Emory and he walked
behind the team down the center of the path. When he saw Lee, he
raised his tin horn and blew a few celebratory toots. Lee jogged up
the towpath to greet him.

“He-ey-ey lockee! Set your gates, keeper,
we’re driving through!” Kevin pushed his ratty black fedora back on
his head and grinned at Lee with tobacco-stained teeth; his fleshy
face reddened above his russet mustache. “Good to see you,
cousin.”

Lee shook Kevin’s hand and waved to Tom, who
waved back from the tiller but said nothing. Lee fell in alongside
Kevin as the mules kept walking. “How’s your run going?”

“Fair enough,” Kevin said. “Though I’d
rather be steering than driving.” He turned his head to spit
tobacco juice onto the path. “We’re switching at every lock, but I
always seem to drive the long levels. Today I drove the damn
seven-mile level of Point of Rocks and then the damn eight-mile
level of Riley’s Lock.”

“I guess that means Tom drove the damn
nine-mile level of Whites Ferry in between.”

Kevin laughed and the crow’s feet around his eyes burrowed into
soft red skin. “If you say so, Lee. Didn’t seem like no nine miles
to me!”

“Where you coming from today?”

“Monocacy River. We tied up just past the
aqueduct, above the lock.”

“That’s about mile 42,” Lee said.
“Pennyfield is mile 20.” He looked at the chestnut coats of the
mules, whose ribs were showing. These mules were much thinner than
the four he had returned to Cy Elgin on Saturday. “I hope you’re
not asking your team to start the season with a thirty-mile trick.
They get any breaks today?”

“Sure, lots of ‘em,” Kevin said. “Every time
we was locking through!” He flashed Lee a jowly smile, and Lee
watched a drop of dark juice slide over his lower lip. Kevin put
his hand on Lee’s shoulder and his voice softened. “We put our feet
up for a bit and watered ‘em at Chisel Branch, just past the Goose
Creek River Lock. And we figured they might enjoy some
canal-company corn when we got here.” He winked at Lee. “Case you
seen a delivery yet.”

Lee looked away to hide the irritation on
his face. Charlie’s corn crib was partly full, but Lee wasn’t sure
it was from the canal company. Even if it was, his cousins
shouldn’t be counting on it to feed their team. He changed the
subject. “What are you hauling?”

“Why, cord-wood, of course!” Kevin said with
a look of mock surprise. “I thought you knowed our business,
cousin!”

Lee laughed and shook his head. “Must be a
whole eight, nine cords. Might fetch three dollars a cord in
Georgetown. You fellas should be able to take the rest of the
season off!”

Kevin spat a gobbet at the nearest hoof.
“Seven cords,” he said. “Don’t want to punish the mules on our
first trip of the year. Plus we got some ballast under a couple of
the hatches. You might want to do a little inspection at the lock.”
The mules were within a hundred feet of the open gates and they
knew enough to slow down. Kevin made eye contact with his brother
at the tiller. “You got a snub line for us, captain?”

Tom wrapped a line around the tiller and
crossed to the starboard rail, where a thick rope lay coiled on the
stern-most hatch. The rope was cleated to the bow, but the Emorys
had learned that you needed to have the snub line close to the
captain when no one else was on board. Tom unwound a few coils and
threw the remaining loops toward the towpath; they unwound in
flight and the last segment landed on the bank. Lee ran to grab it
before it slid back into the canal. The rope was heavy and wet,
over an inch thick and coated with sand and grit. He reeled it in
and coiled it loosely around his arm. “If you get ‘em past the
lock,” he told Kevin, “I’ll snub you.”

Kevin grabbed the lead mule’s bridle and
guided the team past the lock. As he watched Tom steer between the
walls, Lee carried the heavy rope to the snubbing post. It was as
high as his waist and almost as thick, with deep spiraling grooves
burned into it. He wrapped the snub line around the post as the
scow entered the lock, allowing thirty feet of slack. The mules
were standing still now, but the boat glided forward under its own
momentum, heading for a collision with the downstream gates. When
the line grew taut and began to stretch, he wrapped another loop
around the post. The line slid and groaned and he smelled a curl of
woodsmoke. He added a third loop and the scow decelerated to a
swaying halt, like a bull brought to its knees by the final knife.
Its bow was still fifteen feet from the downstream gates. Not much
challenge snubbing a scow, he thought. A coal boat was a different
matter.

Tom Emory hopped down onto the lock wall and
walked over to greet Lee. Tom was six or seven years younger than
Kevin, which would put him in his late twenties if Lee remembered
right. He was lean and quiet, almost taciturn, with a dark
mustache, a joyless slash for a mouth, and hard, glittering eyes
that often looked black. Lee always pictured Tom with a Bowie knife
in his hand, since at idle moments Tom invariably seemed to be
carving or whittling something, or casually flipping his knife into
the deck of a boat. Lee was relieved to see that the knife had been
sheathed on Tom’s belt while he was steering into the lock. “I
think I’ll stretch my legs a minute,” Tom said with a humorless
wink. “All three of ‘em.” He strolled across the towpath,
unbuttoned his fly, and urinated on the fringe of grass next to the
lockhouse.

Lee unwrapped the snub line and pushed the
swing-beam through a ninety-degree arc. She loves me, he thought,
as the gate swung closed. He crossed over the scow and swung the
gate closed on the berm side. She loves me not. From the walkway,
he used the lock-keys to open the wickets on the downstream gates.
Swirls formed as the water drained and Lee’s prospects rose and
fell. When the swirls subsided, he opened the downstream gates.

Kevin slapped the lead mule in the haunch.
“Giddap, Mike! Bessie! Up now!” Tom had jumped back onto the scow
and the mules drew the towline taut, leaning forward against their
harnesses with muscles flexed and ears twitching. Lee watched from
the lock wall. Starting a boat from a dead stop was a real strain
on the mules, even with a small boat like the scow. For a loaded
coal boat, a two-mule team might have to thrust against their
harnesses for a minute before they could take a single step. Some
captains would bring out two teams to start a loaded boat. If the
load was too heavy, the mules could get spavined legs, and then the
swelling around their joints was very painful. Lee walked back to
open both wickets on the nearest upstream gate, and the swell of
water into the lock helped push the stern forward. With the mules
pulling steadily, the scow crept out onto the next level of the
canal.

They tied up next to the towpath and Kevin
unharnessed the mules while Tom set up the feed trough. On one side
of it was a folding leg, which he unfolded. On the other was a
rope, which he tied to a tree across the towpath. Mules couldn’t
knock over this kind of trough. Tom dumped in the contents of the
bucket and the mules began feeding half-heartedly. Rejoining his
cousins, Lee saw that the hay looked discolored and old.

“Hand me your bucket and I’ll fetch them
some corn,” he told Tom. Charlie’s corn-crib was in the side-yard
of the lockhouse, and Lee drew half a bucket of dried kernels. He
added it to the trough and the mules immediately ate with more
enthusiasm. He noticed that the chestnut hair on the backs and
hindquarters of the mules was sweat-streaked and dirty, speckled
with the debris of budding trees. The harness pads were worn thin
and more flies than Lee would have expected circled the mules. “You
ever curry that team?” he asked Kevin.

Kevin chuckled and spat a stream onto the
towpath. “After every trip…whether they need it or not!” He wiped
juice from his lower lip, then continued in a confiding voice.
“Mike and Bess are a good team. They don’t call for much special
attention.”

“My stomach is calling for a little special
attention,” Tom said. He had pulled his knife from its sheath and
was using the tip to explore the undersides of his fingernails.

“You speak for us all, my brother,” Kevin
said. “Lee, how about you join us for a bite of supper while we
rest the mules?”

Lee’s stomach growled at the mention of
food. He’d made himself a stack of pancakes for breakfast but
overlooked lunch. “I guess I’m hungry enough,” he said.

“Well we have some commendable bean soup we
can offer you, courtesy of my faithful Ellie,” Kevin said. “Tom and
I were savoring it last night when we both realized that it might
benefit from a little added smokiness. Maybe a few slices of smoked
beef or pork.”

Tom flipped his knife in the air and caught
it by the handle in mid-rotation. “Fresh turtle’d be better still,
if you got one. Slice him up and stew him. We got a stove of hot
coals going in the galley.”

Lee exhaled in resignation. “I ain’t caught
no turtles this year. Hardly even seen one yet. But I got a quarter
leg of cured ham in the lockhouse. My mother sent it with me when
she heard I might be down at Pennyfield for a week. I’ll take a few
cuts and bring ‘em on board.”

“We’ll take care of the libations,” Kevin
said.

Lee walked back to the lockhouse and hacked
three slices out of the ham leg in the kitchen. He carried a diced
plateful back out to the scow. Kevin and Tom had raised hatch
number five and were tossing aside the top layer of firewood
beneath it to reveal a large wooden barrel, lying on its side. They
struggled to raise one end of the barrel a few inches, and Tom
pushed a log underneath to keep it tilted. Kevin held a ceramic jug
under a tap on the opposite end. He twisted the tap open and a
clear liquid flowed from the barrel. When the jug was half full,
Kevin shut off the tap and they put the barrel, the cord-wood and
the hatch back in place.

“I think you’ll find that Washington County
moonshine brings out the flavor in that ham,” Kevin said to Lee. He
spat the remainder of his chaw into the canal and gestured for Lee
to follow him to the stern cabin. “And Ellie’s bean soup just seems
a little lost without it.” The cabin was six feet long and ten feet
wide – two feet narrower than the scow – with a square window on
each side. Lee ducked his head as he shuffled down the three narrow
steps and through the door. The first thing he saw was a
coal-burning stove in the right-front corner. Tom was already using
a long spoon to stir the contents of a stew pot on the burner. Lee
gave him the plate of ham chunks and Tom grunted an acknowledgement
as he dumped the ham into the pot. The warmth from the stove
permeated the cabin and for Lee was a welcome change from the cool
late-afternoon air outside.

To the left of the stove on the forward wall
was a freestanding cupboard that held assorted plates, bowls, cups
and utensils in its lower shelves and the limited provisions of the
Emorys’ kitchen behind its single door. Beans, a few eggs, five or
six potatoes, flour, Crisco, coffee, and sugar. Below the window to
Lee’s left, two narrow bunks were built into the wall, one above
the other. To the immediate left of the entryway, a small drop-leaf
table was anchored to the aft wall, its free end projecting into
the room. Two wooden stools stood alongside it.

“Welcome to Emory’s house of fine dining,”
Kevin said, extending the table to its full length and pushing one
of the stools toward Lee with his boot. He retrieved three
mismatched tin cups and two glazed-clay bowls from the cupboard and
put them on the table. Not finding another bowl, he settled on a
small frying pan and put that on the table as well, along with
banged-up metal spoons. “With no woman on board, meals are a little
less elegant than we like them to be.” He splashed a few fingers of
moonshine from the jug into each of the cups. At the stove, Tom
ladled overflowing spoonfuls of bean soup into the bowls and frying
pan, then ferried them to the table. Kevin collected his cup and
the frying pan and sat back on the lower bunk, facing Lee across
the table. Tom took the stool to Lee’s right.

Lee salivated as the smell of hot soup rose
to his nostrils. He put a spoonful in his mouth and the soup’s heat
warmed his whole body. Navy beans, large chunks of softened
potatoes, stewed tomatoes that had almost dissolved, and a bit of
onion. And Kevin was right that the ham made a difference. He
greedily took another spoonful.

Lee watched Kevin tilt his cup back and
close his eyes while not swallowing, just letting the raw whiskey
massage his lips and trickle into his mouth. Kevin opened his eyes
and inhaled sharply. “Now that, cousin, is the taste of money.
Thanks to our friends in Washington, D.C.” Tom snorted
contemptuously between slurped spoonfuls, then threw back a slug of
whiskey without taking his eyes off his bowl.

Lee stared at the three fingers of moonshine
in his own cup, and the alcohol vapors made his eyes water. He
emulated Kevin, taking a slow sip and holding it in his mouth. The
heat was round and almost palpable but the whiskey had very little
taste. When he swallowed, it sent a warm kick into his chest that
briefly expelled the air from his lungs. He lowered the cup and
slurped air as his eyes teared up. “It may be money,” he said,
turning back to his soup, “but it sure ain’t legal tender. How much
are you hauling?”

“Two barrels for a customer in Georgetown,”
Kevin said, digging back into the soup. “Fifty-three gallons each.”
He belched and wiped his lips on his hand. “And another barrel to
sell by the gallon along the canal. We got customers at a few of
the locks and stores. And some fixing to be middlemen, like your
friend who got stuck down at the end of this level.”

“You mean the captain on number 41?” Lee
said, caught off-guard. “Cy Elgin?”

“The same,” Kevin said. “We met him near the
end of last season and did a little business. He sent word he
wanted to catch us on the first run of the year. Said he’d be
starting out from a stuck boat above Swains, and a young feller
from Seneca who boated with Ben Myers was bringing his mules down
from winter quarters.” Kevin stopped for another drawn-out sip of
moonshine. “That’s how we knowed you’d be down on this part of the
canal. So we figured you could boat with us back up to Harpers
Ferry on our way home.”

Tom finished scraping puddles from the
bottom of his bowl and leaned away from the table. “Always good to
get another pair of hands on board,” he said, belching and looking
at Lee with expressionless eyes.

“And a third set of legs on the towpath,”
Kevin said with a wink. “One trick on, two tricks off. Allows for
family conversation at the tiller.” He pushed the empty frying pan
onto the table before knocking back the rest of his whiskey with a
wrist tilt, then put the cup down and rubbed his reddish-brown
mustache. “So we was wondering, cousin,” he said, “how you got tied
up with Cyrus Elgin in the first place. He don’t really seem like
your type.” Tom had pulled his knife from its sheath and was
holding it a few inches above the table, then dropping its point to
the wooden slab. When the stuck knife stopped wobbling, he repeated
the process.

Lee explained that when he heard Cy was
stranded on the drained White Oak Springs level, he’d offered to
find a winter farm for Cy’s mules. Lee was going to give his farmer
friend in Seneca the chance to earn a few dollars but had decided
to take care of the mules himself instead. He was planning to
request the standard fee from the canal company, since the company
generally paid to have its mules wintered. “I never got an opinion
of Cy from last season,” he added. “Just saw him coming and going a
few times. Didn’t seem like a real friendly guy, but I never heard
of him causing trouble neither.”

“You might want to keep an eye in the back
of your head when he’s around,” Kevin said. “Based on what we heard
last fall, he ain’t your typical ditch runner.”

Lee nodded, remembering Cy’s bloodshot
arrival at Swains last December, too late to see off Katie and
Pete. “I know he growed up boating out of Williamsport, then moved
away to Philadelphia during the war,” Lee said. “Worked as a welder
in the Navy boatyard there. His sister told me he fell off a
scaffold and broke his hip.”

Tom left his knife wobbling in the impaled
table as he leered at Kevin, who leaned toward Lee with a slowly
spreading grin. “You met his sister?”

“I met her last season, when she come down
to help Cy close up the boat,” Lee said warily. “Seen her a few
times, I guess.”

“She’s a looker,” Kevin said. “Short blond
hair, kind of flirty. Going on twenty or twenty-one, maybe?”

Lee flushed and stared at the moonshine in
his cup. “That don’t sound exactly like Katie,” he said. “She’s
only eighteen. Could be you met her sister.”

Kevin chuckled and shook his head. He bent
forward to snare the jug from the table, then poured himself a
refill and sat back on the bunk. “Oh, I think we met the same girl.
She was with Cy when we did a little business with him in
Williamsport last fall. We was doing a run upstream and he was home
for a few days between trips.”

Lee looked at Kevin in surprise. It stung
him a little that his cousins knew Katie, and he bought time with
another slow sip of whiskey. That Cy would associate with the
Emorys didn’t surprise him, but Katie – whose fingers had singed
his wrist, and who had worn her Sunday dress to walk with him out
to Great Falls yesterday – that felt like a minor injustice. When
Lee lowered his cup, Tom had resumed dropping his knife into the
table. Kevin ran a meaty hand through his streaked hair and gave
Lee a sincere look.

“I’d keep an eye on her as well, cousin,” he
said. “She strikes me as the kind of girl that can make a man see
whatever he wants to see.”

Lee felt the skin around his temples burn.
He focused on the knife stabbing the table. Tom plucked it free
with a flourish, sheathed it, and looked at Kevin. “Still got six
miles of boating to Widewater, and we got to get through Swains and
Six Locks first.”

“Quite true, my brother,” Kevin said. He put
his hands on his knees and rose heavily from the bunk. “Cousin Lee,
thanks for joining us at Emory’s house of fine dining.” He dug into
his hip pouch for a plug of tobacco, which he crammed into the side
of his mouth and worked into place with his tongue. “We’ll look for
you here in a few days,” he said, spitting stained saliva into the
empty frying pan, “for the trip upstream.”

After subduing his tobacco, Kevin went on to
explain that they planned to tie up at Widewater, below Great
Falls. From there they could make Georgetown by mid-afternoon
tomorrow and meet with their customer tomorrow night. They planned
to spend the following two days in Georgetown before heading back
upstream on Friday. That should get them back to Pennyfield
sometime after noon on Saturday. Lee could boat with them to the
Harpers Ferry level, then find passage up to Hancock to meet Ben
Myers on the number 9 boat. By then the canal should be running all
the way down from Cumberland.

Lee retrieved the ham-plate and followed the
Emorys back up to the deck of the scow, where Tom put the feed
trough away while Lee helped Kevin harness the mules. When they had
the towline rigged, Kevin took the tiller. Tom drove the mules
forward to drain the slack while Lee untied the mooring lines and
tossed them onto the scow. Since the boat was already a hundred
feet out on the next level, the current from the flume provided a
push. “Up now! Git on, Mike!” Tom called out, slapping the mule in
the haunch. Mike and Bess strained against their harnesses and the
scow started moving downstream.



 Chapter 15

Paying for Ten

Monday, March 24, 1924

Almost an hour later the scow approached a
company coal barge tied to the berm. Must be Cy Elgin’s number 41,
Kevin thought. He steered a course between the boat and the
towpath. Tom slowed the mules and paused to inspect something on
the bank. “Nobody on board!” he yelled back to Kevin. He kicked at
the long plank as Kevin nodded and held his course.

Around the next shallow bend he saw the
whitewashed face of a lockhouse a thousand feet downstream. It was
partly obscured by something moving, and he realized that a small
boat was heading upstream from the lock. Tom saw it too, because he
blew five quick blasts on the tin horn. As the boats drew closer,
Kevin recognized the familiar lines of a company repair scow. Its
low deck was painted gray and littered with wheelbarrows and bags
of gravel and cement. Two workers sat with their backs against the
cabin wall. In deference to a loaded boat, the repair scow steered
to the berm side of the canal while its mule driver guided his team
to a stop on the outer fringe of the towpath. The repair scow’s
towline slackened, fell into the canal, and slipped beneath the
surface of the water.

Tom guided Mike and Bess forward, and they
stepped carefully over the downed towline as they passed the repair
scow’s team. Even after you’d been on the canal for years, passing
a boat going in the opposite direction was something that made you
pay attention, since there was a half-dozen ways to muck it up.
Kevin doffed his hat as the Emorys’ scow slid over the sunken
towline. “Much obliged, gentlemen!” The dozing workers ignored him.
The captain nodded and the driver restarted his team.

Kevin looked ahead toward Swains Lock, which
he now knew was set for a loaded boat. When Tom blew a series of
blasts, Kevin saw a figure emerge from the lockhouse, traverse the
lock, and proceed haltingly toward the upstream gates. He’s going
to snub us, Kevin thought, as he watched Cy exchange a few words
with Tom. Very accommodating of you, Cy.

“I thought bootleggers knew how to move
fast,” Cy said, shaking his head after snubbing the scow. He looked
across the lock at Kevin who was swinging the gate closed. “Two
full days to get from Harpers Ferry to Swains. You fellas ain’t
exactly the Pony Express.”

Kevin chuckled. “I can’t speak for outlaws,
Cy. But we Emorys like to practice what we call smart boating. Not
fast boating.” He hopped back onto the scow. “Now if more
locktenders was as committed as you are, we might of got here a bit
sooner.”

“I ain’t no locktender,” Cy muttered,
crossing the scow back to the berm. “God help me if I ever sink
that low.” He limped across the grass and disappeared into the
lockhouse.

Tom helped Kevin remove hatch five and the
layer of firewood concealing the barrel. As they propped the
barrel, Cy reappeared and set a five-gallon cask on the deck. Tom
drew a sample from the tap into a tin cup, then handed it to Cy,
who knocked back the whiskey and grimaced. He nodded before turning
back toward the lockhouse.

Kevin smirked at Tom. “I guess he’s buying.”
They wedged Cy’s cask into position beneath the barrel and used
funnels to create a path from the tap to the cask head. Kevin
twisted the tap wide open and whiskey flowed through the funnels
into the cask. As Tom lifted the stoppered cask onto the hatch, Cy
laid down a second five-gallon cask.

“It’s always gratifying to find a customer
who appreciates a quality product,” Kevin said.

“Let’s hope I’m not the only one willing to
pay for it,” Cy said. He carried the first cask into the lockhouse
while Kevin and Tom filled the second and set it on the deck.

Kevin retreated to the cabin, where he knelt
near the bottom stair to pull a metal toolbox out from under the
drop-leaf table. The box had a clamshell top that was held shut by
two clasps and a keyed lock-plate. Kevin gripped the suitcase-style
handle. Heavy enough right now, he thought – at least fifteen
pounds. But it should weigh a lot more after we leave Georgetown.
Let’s give old Cyrus a chance to add his two bits.

He carried the box up to the deck and set it
down against the forward wall of the cabin. Cy had vanished with
the second cask, but he reappeared and limped back onto the
scow.

“Well you just relieved us of ten gallons of
fine whiskey,” Kevin said, removing his hat and running a hand
through sweat-streaked hair. “Tom and I will understand if you want
to keep it all for yourself, but if you was looking to sell, you
should be able to fetch twelve dollars a gallon.”

“That’s about what I reckoned,” Cy said. He
turned to face Kevin with watery eyes bordered by dark rings, and
Kevin noticed that his stubble was tinged with gray.

“Since you’re a repeat customer,” Kevin
said, “and we want to cultivate our relationship further, we’re
going to offer you a favorable price this year.” He paused for
effect and to insert an incremental pinch of tobacco.
“Nine-seventy-five a gallon,” he said.

“That’s no bargain,” Cy said. He glared at
Kevin for a moment. “But so be it. You can have thirty now and the
rest of it on your trip back upstream.”

Kevin stopped working his chaw and squinted
as if he hadn’t heard correctly. Tom let his knife plunge into the
wooden hatch and wobble as he trained his dark eyes on Cy. “You
might of told us you wasn’t prepared to pay cash before you carted
off our whiskey,” he said with a hint of menace to his voice.

Cy gave Tom a dismissive look. “I plan to
pay cash,” he said to Kevin. “But that means thirty now and the
rest on Saturday.” Kevin and Tom exchanged glances but said
nothing. “You don’t like it,” Cy said, “I can give you back your
ten gallons.”

Ten gallons of what, Kevin thought. For all
he knew, someone was already inside the lockhouse, replacing
whiskey with water. Maybe that girl. He walked over to the rail and
spat. “If you want credit, the price is ten-fifty per gallon,” he
said. “We’ll take your thirty now and seventy-five more when we see
you on Saturday.” Cy grunted his acceptance and handed over a small
wad of bills. Kevin confirmed the sum and they shook hands.

Pulling a key chain from his pocket, Kevin
knelt to unlock the toolbox. “Damn, I hate paper money,” he said to
himself, adding the bills to a clip in the main compartment. “And
here I was thinking I’d need the box to make change.” He closed the
latches and locked the box. Standing up, he saw Tom unwinding the
snub-line while Cy waited to open the wickets.

The lockhouse door opened and a figure
emerged. It was Katie, carrying an empty basket. She glanced at the
scow on her way to the side-yard, where she began to pull dry
clothes from a clothesline. Cy and Tom swung the lock-keys as she
passed, and the lock began to drain.

Kevin retrieved the feed bucket from the
hayhouse and carried it to the berm. “I’m glad we was able to work
out your purchase,” he said to Cy, who was watching the water
recede. “We try to keep our whiskey affordable, which means keeping
our costs down.” He smiled at Cy, who radiated indifference. “One
thing we hate to do is pay for coal. Especially since we know coal
is free, for anyone who works around a lock.” He turned and spat
into the lock. “In that spirit, we’d be much obliged if you could
spare us a bucket of canal-company coal from the lockhouse bin. We
picked some up yesterday, but not enough to make it to
Georgetown.”

Cy momentarily looked as if he might throw
the bucket in the canal, but instead took it without a word and
limped toward the lockhouse. Maybe he’s practicing his
salesmanship, Kevin thought, suppressing a chuckle. He watched Cy
enter the lockhouse, then headed for the side-yard. Katie’s back
was turned as she unpinned a blouse from the clothesline and folded
it over the basket. He walked up behind her quietly.

“That sure is a pretty shirt, Miss
Elgin!”

Katie spun like a startled rabbit and the
blouse came unfolded in her hands. Her eyes narrowed when she
recognized Kevin, but she didn’t reply. Kevin extended his hand and
lifted a dangling sleeve to the level of her waist. “I bet that
would look especially nice on you,” he said. He draped the sleeve
along her own and stroked it with his fingers. “I don’t suppose
you’d like to try it on for me and Tom right now, would you?” Katie
stepped backward and stared at him in silence, her hands holding
the blouse at waist level as he wiped the corner of his mouth.

“You know,” he said, “I’m sorry the three of
us was interrupted last summer while we was getting to know each
other. I think we may get a more favorable opportunity, since we
expect to make several runs down to Georgetown this year.” He
stared at her with narrowed, mirthful eyes as a grin spread across
his face. “We’ll be looking for you!” He winked and hurried to the
walkway as Cy reappeared with the bucket of coal.



 Chapter 16

The Big Fish

Tuesday, March 25, 1924

The next morning Kevin piloted the scow down
through Widewater and the mules pulled easier with deeper water
under the hull. Two hundred feet to their left, towering sycamores
flared over the water from the steep pitch of the berm. As
Widewater narrowed, Tom drove the mules along the downstream
portion of the Log Wall, where the towpath crossed from Bear Island
back onto the Maryland shore of the Potomac. Fifty feet below them
the river glimmered through the trees as it drifted away from the
towpath. The canal regained its usual dimensions, running straight
for half a mile, and Kevin trained his eyes on the berm. When he
saw the dirt scar, he cupped a hand to his mouth. “Ho, Tommy! Whoa
now!”

Tom stopped the team and Kevin steered the
scow toward a landing on the berm. He looped a line over the
tiller, waited until the gap was right, and leapt with the coiled
snub line. The scar was a path leading away from the canal, and he
jogged a few steps along it as the bow nudged into the berm. He
tied the snub line to a tree and turned up the path.

For conviction, he spat out his chaw, pulled
the flask from his vest, and knocked back a sip. The whiskey
expanded in his mouth and burned away the residual tobacco juice.
He swallowed and issued an airy whistle of appreciation. “Taste of
money,” he muttered tentatively. “I hope our man agrees.”

The path climbed through the woods to the
macadamized surface of Conduit Road. Across it was a rambling
low-slung house with a dirt driveway and a signpost that read “Old
Angler’s Inn.” The driveway led to a deserted flagstone patio and
the entrance door.

The lobby of the inn was softly lit, with a
low ceiling and paneled walls anchored by a stone fireplace. When
Kevin was greeted by the attendant, he removed his hat and
introduced himself, asking that his name be passed along to a Mr.
Carruthers. Kevin was puzzling over the menu board when Carruthers
arrived, entering from a swinging door at the opposite end of the
room, a white chef’s apron girding his ample waist. Wisps of
receding dark hair were plastered back across his scalp and his
face was beefy and florid, his recessed eyes a leaden color that
reminded Kevin of musket balls. The eyes measured Kevin with a
glance that betrayed no recognition. Jerking his head for Kevin to
follow, Carruthers marched back through the swinging door and into
a hallway before turning abruptly into a small office. Bookcases
topped with mementos, a desk covered with open ledgers, and two
upholstered chairs were its principal contents. When Kevin entered,
Carruthers closed the door behind them.

“Why are you here, Mr. Emory?” He stared
blankly at Kevin with breathing that was audible and wet, like that
of a bulldog.

Kevin nodded in deference before answering.
“My brother and I are distillers. We were referred to you by an
important customer of ours, Mr. Finn Geary.”

Carruthers’ demeanor softened and the
musket-ball eyes reflected a few rays of light. Kevin ran a hand
through his matted hair. “We deliver along the canal, and late last
year Mr. Geary told us to arrange his future deliveries through
you.” He paused to let Carruthers digest the message. “He also said
that doing business would depend on your recommendations.”

Carruthers turned and sat down in one of the
chairs beside the desk. The swell of his belly pushed his thighs
apart, bestowing an aura of tribal authority. He gestured for Kevin
to take the other chair, so Kevin sat down with his hat on his
lap.

“You on your way to Georgetown now?”

Kevin nodded. “We’re tied up a stone’s throw
from here on the canal, on our third day down from Harpers Ferry.
We can offer Mr. Geary two barrels of Washington County whiskey.
Fifty-three gallons each.” He watched the corners of Carruthers’
mouth turn upward, lending a mischievous aspect to the bulldog
face. The wet breaths rose and fell as he studied Kevin.

“Well,” Carruthers said, “I’m no prophet.
Did you bring a sample?”

Kevin smiled warmly. “Of course.” He removed
the flask from his vest pocket and handed it to Carruthers, who
hoisted himself up and retrieved a shot-glass from one of his
bookcases. He dusted its interior with his apron, poured a shot,
and sat down again, swirling the glass and examining its contents.
Holding the glass beneath his nose, he sniffed twice, and Kevin
wondered whether the mouth-breathing was to spare his nose the
prosaic task of respiration. Maybe he needed to save it for
evaluating things that could be consumed. Then Carruthers flicked
his wrist with reptilian quickness and knocked back the shot. He
rubbed his nose and blinked and Kevin saw a watery film linger in
his eyes. Carruthers took a long breath to re-establish his wet and
shallow rhythm.

“It’s OK,” he said hoarsely. “I’ve had
worse.” Clearing his throat, he poured himself another half-ounce.
He closed his eyes and drank it in a single sip, holding the
whiskey in his mouth before swallowing. “No aging,” he said.

“Oh, we aged it,” Kevin said with a chuckle.
“Maybe two, three weeks!”

“Geary don’t really need that for his
customers,” Carruthers said, ignoring the joke. “Working stiffs.
Little guys. Drunks. Now the clients we see here wouldn’t touch
your stuff.”

“I’m sure that’s true,” Kevin said
softly.

Carruthers twisted the top back on and
handed the flask to Kevin. He fished a pocket watch out of his
pants pocket and examined it. “You know Fletcher’s boathouse?”

“On the four-mile level of Georgetown? About
a mile below Chain Bridge?”

Carruthers nodded and stood up. The film had
receded from his eyes and his bulldog aspect returned. Kevin stood
up as well. “Look for a message on the board at Fletcher’s later
today,” Carruthers said. “By four o’clock. The message will tell
you when and where you can make the delivery.”

Kevin’s eyes narrowed. “What about the
terms?”

“The message will specify the terms as
well.” The bulldog turned mischievous for an instant. “What Mr.
Geary is willing to pay.” Carruthers walked to the swinging door in
the hallway and held it open. The door swung closed on Kevin’s
heels.

He left the inn and walked back across
Conduit Road and down to the canal. The scow was still snubbed
against the berm and Tom appeared to be napping on the edge of the
towpath, hat pulled down over his eyes with his back against a
tree. Kevin surveyed the sky over the river; streaks of low clouds
but enough blue sky that it didn’t look like rain. He dug his pouch
out of his vest pocket, pinched a wad, and inserted it against his
cheek. Four o’clock at Fletcher’s boathouse, he thought, prodding
the tobacco into shape with his tongue. That was somewhere around
mile 3. So they had seven hours to go nine miles and drop through
nine locks. Pretty damn leisurely, and there was nothing wrong with
that.

He was less sure about his visit with
Carruthers. The tasting must have been decent, or why send them to
Fletcher’s? Why not just kick him out of the office? Hell, it was
the same whiskey he and Tom had sold to Geary last year, so the man
should know what he was getting by now. It was definitely good
enough. But what price were they going to get? This system didn’t
seem to leave much room for negotiation. Last year Geary had paid
seven-fifty a gallon, and he probably cut it and sold it for
one-fifty a pint. But last year was only forty gallons – just a
test buy. For a hundred and six gallons, he might want a better
deal.

Kevin yelled and watched Tom lift his hat to
check on the scow. Tom rocked onto his feet, brushed his hands on
his pants, and shuffled toward the waiting mules.

***

Three more miles took them down to the Seven
Locks area, where locks 14 through 8 were strung almost heel-to-toe
over a long mile. Two of the locktenders were working multiple
locks so the scow made reasonable time getting down onto the Cabin
John level. One of them was Jim Bender, a customer from last year,
and he bought seven gallons at ten dollars each. Half down and the
balance due on their next downstream trip in early May. Kevin
trusted Jim more than he trusted Cy Elgin back at Swains. In return
for the credit, Jim threw in some home-canned vegetables and four
loaves of the bread he sold to boatmen during the season.

Just before noon, Tom signaled from the
tiller for Kevin to stop the mules. The towline slackened and Tom
swung the boat toward the berm where Minnehaha Creek tumbled down
from a narrow ravine that bordered the Glen Echo amusement park on
the hilltop above. Carrying a bucket, he scrambled up the berm to
catch the falling creek water. He brought two buckets back to the
scow to refill the water cask in the cabin, then filled a third for
the mules.

They boated a few hundred feet down to Lock
7, where they tied up along the towpath to feed and water the
mules. Tom threw Jim Bender’s carrots, potatoes, and onions and
into a stew pot. He and Kevin tore into the bread while the
vegetables cooked.

“Fletcher’s boathouse,” Kevin said. “Don’t
they pull fish out of the river down there?”

“I reckon,” Tom said. “Been a few warm days,
so there might be some white perch running by now. Got rockfish,
anyway. People chasing ‘em all winter below Little Falls.”

“Well, damn, then that’s the reason to get
down there. Buy us a big striper and that’ll make a world of
improvement to your stew.”

***

Two miles below Glen Echo the scow passed a
low wall of rubble in the river. The wall traced a rounded shoulder
toward the Maryland shore from a small island, then converged with
an outcropping, capturing a portion of the river for the feeder
canal. From his station at the tiller, Kevin looked through the
trees at the arc of whitewater trickling over the wall. That’s Dam
1, he thought, so we’re getting close. Lock 6 took them down to the
one-mile level of Brookmont, and a mile later Lock 5 dropped them
to the head of the Georgetown level, where water from the feeder
canal entered through the guard lock. While locking through, Tom
reclaimed the tiller so Kevin could drive the last two miles to
Fletcher’s.

Kevin stopped his team when the scow passed
under the elevated footbridge that linked Fletcher’s boathouse to
Canal Road. He tied up and walked back toward the Fletcher’s
turnoff. For a Tuesday afternoon in early spring, the boathouse was
busier than he expected. A small fleet of canoes were arrayed near
the canal and a comparable armada of crimson and gray rowboats were
laid out on a dock that projected into Fletcher’s Cove. Gaps in the
lineups suggested several vessels were in use. Before Kevin could
even walk to the boathouse office, he was hailed by a teenaged
boy.

“Hey mister, you need a fresh fish?” The boy
pointed to a wash tub at his feet that held three immersed
rockfish.

“How much?”

“Two dollars, mister,” the boy said,
pointing to a fish that Kevin guessed might weigh three or four
pounds. He pointed to the second fish and the third fish, which was
easily the biggest. “Two dollars, three dollars for the big one.
Just caught ‘em today.”

Kevin nodded and turned to spit. “Maybe
later. When the price goes down.” He walked over to a covered
message board outside the boathouse office. Notes on the board
offered items for sale: used canoes, home-made lures, fishing
tackle, bird dogs. Near the edge a plain piece of white paper,
folded twice, was pinned to the board, a single salutation on its
face: Mr. Emory. He plucked the message and unfolded it. The note
read:

775 for 106. Tonight. Lock 3. 3am sharp.

He focused immediately on the “775 for 106”
and worked the numbers in his head; the Irishman would pay less
than seven-fifty per gallon. Kevin wasn’t thrilled, but it was
enough. Better to make the relationship work than get stuck over a
few dollars this early in the year.

And the schedule was good. Three am was
still almost twelve hours away, but it meant they wouldn’t have to
tie up in Rock Creek basin before they unloaded the whiskey. Doing
that would raise the risk of an encounter with the law. And Kevin
had been worried that the delivery might be delayed until Wednesday
or Thursday, which would have interfered with the other things they
needed to do in Georgetown. Contact Reddy Bogue to get rid of the
firewood. And visit the coin man to trade Finn Geary’s paper
currency for hard money; that alone was a two-step process. He put
the note in his pocket and pulled out a small money clip, then
peeled off two bills and stuffed them in his other pocket. On the
way back to the canal, he stopped beside the boy with the tub of
rockfish.

“I’ll take that big fish,” he said.

“You bet, mister.” The boy pulled the
biggest rockfish from the tub. “Already cleaned him. I’ll wrap him
up for you.” He removed two pages from a folded newspaper in his
back pocket and used them to wrap the fish, skillfully tucking the
ends so that they wouldn’t unravel. “That’s three dollars.”

“Sure, kid.” Kevin unfolded his two bills
and looked perplexed before smiling and shaking his head. “I
thought I had my whole wad with me, but now I recall that I left it
on the boat.” He handed the boy the two dollars. “Here’s two
dollars, and I’ll go get you another.” He pointed to the scow,
visible now against the towpath. “I better take the fish with me,
so he don’t get dried out. Got a bucket I can stick him in.”

“OK, mister,” the boy said, looking
thoughtfully down at the two rockfish remaining in his tub. “I’ll
wait for you right here.” He handed Kevin the wrapped-up fish.

 

“Much obliged, son. I’ll be back in a few
minutes.” He walked briskly back to the scow, whistling to get
Tom’s attention when he reached the towpath. Tom plucked his knife
from the deck and looked up as Kevin tossed him the fish. After
untying the lines, Kevin jogged up to the mules and gave Mike a
slap on the haunch. The mules snorted into their burden and the
scow moved on past Fletcher’s.



 Chapter 17

Shadow Men

Wednesday, March 26, 1924

At 2:10 am, Tom won the last hand of the
evening. He pulled the meager pile from the center of the table and
added the coins to his small heap. After five hours of sleep and an
hour of coffee and poker, he and Kevin were both back where they
started. It was time to head down to Lock 3. Kevin poured shots of
whiskey.

“For luck.”

“Better not need any,” Tom muttered. “Just
get in, get it off, and get out.”

“And get paid,” Kevin said. “Don’t forget
that part.” They drained their whiskey and climbed to the deck to
discover rain like fine, soft needles, and suspended water vapor
catching ambient light from the city. The area around the scow was
unlit, but they could see well enough to work without a lamp. And
well enough, they hoped, to steer into the locks.

Through Georgetown the towpath leapfrogged
to the north side of the canal and the river was a few blocks to
the south. The scow was tied up above Lock 4, and Lock 3 was one
block further east, near 30th Street. Kevin and Tom removed hatch 3
and extracted the logs that hid Finn Geary’s two barrels, sliding
them back onto the stern hatches. Tom took the tiller as Kevin
crossed the fall-board to get the mules ready. They started
downstream with their bow-lamp dark.

The dirt towpath had grown wet and Kevin
found the footing slippery as mud clung to his soles. Georgetown
was at its quietest now and they had already passed the mills, but
Kevin still heard distant metallic shrieks, iron striking iron,
someone yelling in the distance. The rhythm of mule-hooves slapping
wet dirt was the metronome for this nocturnal orchestra. Lock 4 was
set for a loaded boat and deserted. Kevin slowed the mules and Tom
steered a clear course. They locked through quickly. Ten minutes to
three.

Kevin found himself eyeing the warehouses
and dirt lots to his left and right as the scow passed Jefferson
Street and approached Lock 3. A three-story brick foundry across
the canal had been converted into a veterinary hospital for canal
mules, and its hulking form loomed over Lock 3 like a giant
watchdog. The diffuse glow of a streetlamp splashed onto the front
of the hospital, but the side of the building facing the lock was
cast into deep shadow. At the base of the shadow a dirt road ran
parallel to the canal, and Kevin thought he saw a gleam of metal
from the darkness as he drew closer.

He guided the mules past the lower gates and
turned to check on the scow. Tom’s course looked good. Kevin
snubbed the boat to a stop after it entered the lock. When he
looked up, the shadowed veterinary hospital was directly across the
canal and he could see the outline of a flatbed truck parked beside
it. Two silhouettes leaning against the truck stepped forward.
Kevin leapt onto the scow and Tom joined him on deck as the men
approached.

The man on the left tilted back his hat-brim
so that Kevin and Tom saw a glimmer of white from his eyes. He was
taller than either Emory but looked young – barely twenty, Kevin
thought. His anemic mustache was a light color and a toothpick
bobbed in the corner of his mouth. The second man was Kevin’s
height with black sideburns and a dark mole near the tip of his
broad nose. Even in the dim light he looked powerfully built.

“You the Emorys?” asked the young man with
the toothpick.

“That’s right,” Kevin said. “Who are
you?”

“Mr. Geary sent us. We’re supposed to pick
up a package for him.”

Tom’s hand drifted toward the knife at his
hip. “You got something for us?”

“That’s been taken care of,” said Toothpick.
He turned toward Mole-nose. “Get the sling.” Mole-nose walked back
to the truck, retrieved a barrel sling, and rejoined Toothpick at
the lock wall.

“Let’s go,” Toothpick said.

Kevin hadn’t seen either man before, but he
had encountered enough others like them to believe they worked for
Finn Geary. He and Tom guided them to hatch 3. The light rain
sprinkled the barrels, which lay end to end like enormous oaken
eggs in a nest of firewood. Mole-nose unfolded the barrel sling –
two six-foot hickory staves connected by three equally-spaced
lengths of heavy rope. They worked the ropes under the first
barrel, struggled to lift it, and carried it over to the truck.

“Straight to the center,” Toothpick said in
a strained voice, guiding Kevin and Tom to the middle of the
flatbed. Toothpick synchronized the men and with a grunt they
lifted the staves higher, swung the barrel out over the flatbed,
and then lowered the sling. Geary’s men jumped onto the truck, set
the barrel upright, and wheeled it to the center of the bed.

“Let’s go,” Toothpick said again, leaping
down and striding back to the scow. Mole-nose grabbed the sling and
followed with Kevin and Tom trailing. Kevin cast a glance across
the canal toward the mules. They were nosing around the fringe of
the towpath but his eye was drawn beyond them, toward the
intersection of the towpath and 30th Street. Two figures were
standing on the edge of a dirt lot next to the sidewalk. They were
backlit by a streetlamp, and he felt a chill when he recognized the
outline of a policeman’s cap on the figure nearest the curb. The
man’s clothing seemed to fit snugly, like a uniform. The other man
was further from the light, but Kevin could see that he wore a
large brimmed hat and a long coat. Did the two men just arrive? If
not, Geary’s men should have noticed them, since they could be seen
clearly from the truck. It was too late to change anything. With
one barrel on the truck and one on the scow – and the lock gates
closed – whatever was going to happen was ordained. He followed
Geary’s men and Tom back to the open hatch.

They hoisted the second barrel in the sling
and humped it over to the truck, this time without words. Toothpick
and Mole-nose climbed onto the flatbed and lashed the barrels
together, roped them to tie-down rings in the corners, then threw a
tarp over them and tied that down as well. Kevin and Tom watched
from the adjacent dirt road. When they were finished securing the
cargo, Geary’s men hopped down from the truck.

“Well you fellas have a good trip to
wherever you belong,” Toothpick said, tilting the brim of his hat
forward and acknowledging each Emory. “We got to get moving. You’ll
get the barrels back next time.”

“I think you’re forgetting something,” Tom
said. His voice was low and hard-edged and his hand eased toward
his knife.

Toothpick smiled. He plucked the toothpick
from his mouth and addressed Tom slowly, as if talking to an
imbecile. “I told you,” he said. “That’s been taken care of.”

Kevin felt a stab of apprehension. Maybe
these weren’t Geary’s men after all. And maybe “taken care of”
meant something less desirable than being paid. He glanced over his
shoulder toward the two figures he’d seen across the canal. The man
with the policeman’s cap had moved closer to the scow and Kevin was
convinced now that he was wearing a uniform. The other man was
gone. Kevin turned back toward the truck and saw Toothpick and
Mole-nose walking toward the cab. He sensed a rising fury and saw
Tom take a step in their direction, knife in hand.

“I’d put that away if I were you,” said a
mellifluous voice from the direction of the scow. “I don’t think
you’ll need it.”

Kevin pivoted and watched the man with the
large-brimmed hat and long coat approach. He was thickset but moved
with an athletic lightness of foot. When the man stopped in front
of them, Kevin recognized Finn Geary. His face was pockmarked with
craters left by forgotten acne and his nose betrayed a youth spent
in a boxing ring, but his eyes were dark and playful. Under his
thick mustache, the corners of his mouth curled upward. A gap
between his two front teeth contributed to an expression that Kevin
interpreted as either bemused or mocking.

Geary pulled an envelope from his coat
pocket and handed it to Kevin before advancing to converse with
Toothpick, who had climbed into the driver’s seat. Kevin backed
away from the flatbed when he heard the engine start. The envelope
in his hand was unsealed; he spread it open and saw a thick stack
of bills inside. The truck pulled away slowly and Geary rejoined
the Emorys.

“You better count it. My accountant gets
distracted sometimes.”

Kevin instinctively looked up to check on
the position of the figure across the canal. The policeman hadn’t
moved and was facing in their direction.

“You don’t have to worry about him,” Geary
said without turning to follow Kevin’s gaze. He looked at Tom and
Kevin in turn and smiled knowingly. “You just have to worry about
me.”

Kevin extracted and counted the bills, brow
furrowed as he did the arithmetic in his head. Eight hundred, minus
forty, plus fifteen. He looked up at Geary and nodded. “It’s all
there.”

“It better be,” Geary said in a serious
tone. “And the same goes for your barrels. If what’s on that truck
isn’t what you gave Carruthers, you’ll never make it back upriver.”
He smiled again. “But you already know that. That’s the nature of
the business we’re both in.”

Kevin nodded, glancing back at the scow. Tom
shifted impatiently from one leg to the other, and Kevin wondered
whether the coffee and whiskey had caught up to him.

Geary tilted his head toward the watching
policeman. “Now that guy, there,” he said. “He’s just a working
man. He’s like all the other working men beaten down by
Prohibition. They can’t afford the clubs for the high-rollers and
the politicians.” He looked from Kevin to Tom with his hands thrust
deep into his coat pockets. His eyes twinkled and he smiled
broadly. “The temperance movement has been a great friend to me,”
he said. “And maybe to you as well. But it’s been nothing but a
kick in the balls for them.”

He retreated toward the scow with the Emorys
following and turned in the middle of the deck to shake their
hands. “Stay in touch,” he said with a fleeting smile. He walked
off the boat onto the towpath and Kevin watched his figure recede
into the shadows.



 Chapter 18

Cordwood

Thursday, March 27, 1924

“That’s it for hatch 1,” Kevin said. The
afternoon drizzle pricked the back of his neck as he spun in search
of stray logs on the wet floor of the cargo hold. Finding none, he
climbed out onto the deck and helped Tom put the hatch back in
place.

They removed hatch 6 and set it on the roof
of the cabin. Here the hold was still full of firewood, and the
spitting rain painted the sawn ends of the logs. Tom knelt to
extract them, sliding two at a time across the deck to Kevin
standing at the rail. Kevin tossed them onto the growing pile of
firewood on the bank.

The scow was tied up in Rock Creek Basin,
where the mouth of Rock Creek was separated from the Potomac River
by a two-hundred-foot-wide dam. Kevin looked out at Mike and Bess,
who were tied to a tree in the vacant lot above the bank. They
stood motionless in the drizzle – probably asleep, he thought. Two
other boats were moored in the basin and both were hauling sand
from Smoot’s in Georgetown up to Williamsport, where they were
building a power plant. They had been towed by tugboats and entered
the basin yesterday through the tidewater lock. Probably waiting on
their mules. Kevin arched forward to launch a stream of tobacco
juice onto the bank.

“You posing for a statue?” Tom groused.
Kevin saw that half-a-dozen logs had accumulated at his feet.

“I didn’t realize we was in a rush,” he
said. “Seeing as your visit to Reddy’s wharf don’t seem to have
resulted in much of a scheduled appointment.”

“His kid said he was coming today. He’ll be
here.”

“His kid don’t know his ass from a slice of
melon,” Kevin said. “Seeing as I was negotiating an important
inversion of our financial assets into hard money, maybe you could
of waited around until Reddy come back, so you could talk to him
directly.”

“That kid is old enough to know what’s going
on with his daddy. Old enough to work alongside him at the wharf.
And shit, the kid loaded two cords of wood hisself on our last
trip!”

“That don’t mean he got a brain in his
head,” Kevin said. He bent over and pushed two logs together, then
lifted and flung them onto the pile on the bank. “He’s like his
daddy alright, and Reddy is a bona-fide black darkie.” He hoisted
two more as Tom slid replacement logs across the deck. “Not like
your copper darkies, which is most of what you will see around
here.”

“A darkie is a darkie,” Tom said, bending
over the hold. “Ain’t no such difference.”

Kevin turned and wagged his head in
rebuttal. “Shows how little you know about things.” He tried to
look professorial. “Your black darkie is from jungle Africa,” he
said. “He got arms like pythons, which come from swinging on vines.
You ever look at the arms on Reddy Bogue? He could probably
strangle a calf in the crook of his elbow. And he could grab two of
these logs with one hand.”

“All I care about is can he reach that hand
in his pocket and pull out some money,” Tom said. “Twenty dollars
for seven cords is what I told the kid. And I don’t care if he’s a
black darkie, copper darkie, or pine-tar darkie, long as he can do
that.”

Kevin tossed two logs to the bank from the
growing pile at his feet. “Now your copper darkie,” he said, “got a
certain ease to him. He can be comfortable around a white man, and
a white man can get comfortable around him.” He paused to adjust
his skewed suspenders. “So you might see a copper darkie working at
a hotel here in Washington. Or at a newsstand or a shine stand.
That’s ‘cause he ain’t by origin a jungle darkie. Your copper
darkie come from what they call the high savanna. Which is aerated
and not so savage like the jungle. So he don’t need the python
arms.”

Observing the logjam accumulating at Kevin’s
feet, Tom stood up and stretched, shaking rain from his hat brim.
He dug into his coat pocket for his flask and knocked back a
swig.

“The way you can tell ‘em apart,” Kevin
continued, “is density. Your copper darkie ain’t so dense as your
black darkie, ‘cause he got lower muscle perfusion. So he can float
in water like a white man. But your black darkie will sink like a
stone. And that’s one reason you won’t see no black darkies on the
canal. Them boys Cy Elgin used up last year was copper
darkies.”

“I heared about a couple of darkies on the
canal once,” Tom said, “and I guess they was pretty dark.” He
tilted the flask again and shook his head as the alcohol burned his
mouth. “It was maybe five, six years ago, and they was boathands on
a barge coming down from Cumberland. They got to the Paw Paw Tunnel
and the darkies didn’t want to go through. They was scared of a
headless man they heared was haunting the tunnel.” He pulled his
knife from its hip-sheath and flipped it, catching the handle after
a single rotation. “So they got off at the entrance to the tunnel
and walked over the mountain.” He flourished the knife for effect.
“When they got down to the other side of the tunnel, their tongues
was split in two like snakes!”

Kevin issued a low whistle and wiped juice
from the corner of his mouth. “Might ‘a been a spell laid on ‘em by
some other black darkies.”

“Maybe,” Tom said. “The captain and his
other hand couldn’t tell or find out. ‘Cause them darkies was
speaking a language that no man ever heard before!”

“Snake-tongue language,” Kevin said, with a
knowing nod. “That’s a curse from jungle Africa. They should of
taken their chances in the tunnel.”

Tom climbed down into the open hold to pull
logs from the diminishing pile. They finished hatch 6 and switched
positions. When the logs under hatch 2 were gone, Tom unbuttoned
his fly and urinated into the sliver of basin between the scow and
the bank. Kevin shuffled over to urinate alongside him. He checked
his pocket watch. “Three-thirty. You sure Reddy is coming
today?”

“That’s what his kid said yesterday.”

“Damn,” Kevin said, looking at the hillock
of logs on the bank. “If he’d got here an hour ago, he could of
caught up with us. Them black darkies can work, but that’s getting
to be a pretty big pile.”

“Hell, who cares? After he pays us, that
pile is his problem. He can spend all night loading his wagon.”

“A one-horse wagon ain’t going to do it.
They’ll need to make a few trips.”

“Maybe he can get all his kin to help,” Tom
said. “Get three, four wagons, and a whole crew of darkies. Hell,
we still got what, twenty gallons left?”

“A little more than twenty.”

“Well maybe we can sell some of it to
Reddy.”

Kevin snorted. “Hell no. Last thing we want
is a crew of liquored-up black darkies thumping away a few feet
from the boat. No telling what could happen. I ain’t never had no
trouble with Reddy, but I never seen him drunk, neither. And his
kid has some kind of wild look on him already, if you ask me.” He
took a swig, then offered the flask to Tom.

“No,” Kevin said, “I think we should try to
track down M-Street Reed on our way back through Edwards Ferry. He
might take ten or eleven gallons. Of course, we should of caught
him on the way down, so we could get rid of his paper down
here.”

“A little more paper money won’t kill
us.”

Kevin grimaced. “Shit. We got more paper
than we need. Even after I go see Morrison tomorrow, we’ll still
have over a hundred dollars in paper.”

“So what. You don’t want to be dropping
silver dollars on every fleabag canal trader.”

Kevin smiled with feigned indulgence. “I
realize that, Tommy. And I took it into account. Don’t forget, we
still got seventy-five dollars coming from our friend Cy Elgin. And
that will certainly be all paper.” He paused and leered. “Unless he
persuades his little sister to offer us some non-monetary favors
instead.”

“She’s a looker,” Tom said, “but a shady
one. They should throw that in for free. In the spirit of doing
good business.”

“I agree completely, Tommy.”

“What hatch you want to work now?”

“Let’s do 4. And then 3, which only has half
a load, what with Geary’s barrels gone. Then we’re done. We can
leave the wood under 5, since we still got whiskey in that third
barrel.” He jerked his head toward the logs on the bank. “That will
be close enough to seven cords that Reddy won’t know or care.”

Tom knelt down to slide logs from hatch 4
across the deck. “I still don’t understand,” he said, “what you got
against paper money.”

Kevin heaved the logs onto the pile. “What I
don’t like,” he said, “is that you don’t know what it’s worth!”

“It says on the bill. Five dollars. Ten
dollars. Twenty dollars.”

Kevin rolled his eyes in exasperation.
“That’s exactly what they want you to think,” he said. “Right up
until the time they tell you it ain’t worth that any more. ‘Cause
they changed the name of the bank that’s issuing the bills. Or
because you got to exchange all your old green dollars for new
dollars that they decided to print in a different color of green.”
He spit out his chaw and replaced it with a generous pinch.

“That’s your government at work, Tommy. The
same one that brought you Prohibition, amen. They can print money
faster than you can count or spend it. They got experts that do
nothing but dream up ways to suck more money out of people like you
and me. But no matter how smart they are, they can’t print gold,
and they can’t print silver. So that’s how I like to hold my
money.”

Tom nodded and slung logs toward the rail.
“I got no problem with gold and silver,” he said. “Long as we don’t
give up too big a cut to get it.”

“Morrison’s charging us six percent on
silver and twelve percent on gold,” Kevin said. “That sounds like a
lot, but at least you’ll be able to feel the weight of real money
in your hand.” He looked out at Mike and Bess and then peered along
the dirt access road that led into the grassy lot. Through the gray
mist there was no sign of Reddy’s wagon. “Damn, where is that
darkie?” he muttered, wiping an errant trickle from his lips.



 Chapter 19

Silver and Gold

Friday, March 28, 1924

By mid-morning Friday the rain was gone, the
sky a wash of pale blue with innocent clouds on the horizon.
Wearing his wool vest and cleanest collared shirt, Kevin carried
his toolbox west on M Street. M is for Morrison. He pictured the
enervated ex-banker arraying last season’s gold and silver coins on
a marble table before a high, bright Georgetown window, fifty miles
but a world away from the wooded hills of Kevin’s Washington
County. He adjusted his fedora and spat into the M Street
gutter.

When he reached Wisconsin Avenue he turned
right and struck a leisurely pace as the brick sidewalk rose
gradually to P Street. P is for parasite – what Morrison was, what
all money changers were. One of the prices you had to pay to
survive in a world that was angled against the common man. He
turned onto P Street and continued half a block to Morrison’s brick
rowhouse, which was painted gray and faced south. Front steps led
to a black door, and black-shuttered bay windows dominated the
right side of the facade. A walkway across the lawn passed a
weeping cherry tree; two warm days since his last visit had swollen
the blossoms from glowing points to strands of pink bells that hung
like necklaces.

Kevin disgorged his chaw and wiped his mouth
with a grimy handkerchief, then followed the walkway to the steps
and pulled the brass bell-pull. The door opened and an elderly
oriental woman peered out – the same woman who had guided him to
Morrison’s sitting room on Wednesday. He smiled through stained
teeth and removed his hat as she gestured for him to enter. She led
him up the tilted wooden stairway to the third floor in silence,
padded down the hallway to a door on the right, and knocked.
Opening the door halfway, she nodded and withdrew to the stairway.
When he’d visited two days ago, he thought, she’d listened to his
inquiry and guided him here while uttering no more than a few
words. Today she needed none. Every Chinaman born at night, he
remembered, was mute like a puppet. He crossed the threshold into
the room.

A worn oriental rug covered most of the
floor, its faded colors indigo and sage, rust and gold. Kevin
guessed that it must once have been worth a fortune. Morrison was
sitting where Kevin had seen him last, in a leather armchair with
its back to one side of the bay window. A matching armchair fronted
the opposite side and a round table of amber marble anchored the
window, uniting the chairs. The room was unlit but the morning
sunlight flooded in, illuminating ribbons of cigarette smoke that
spun and folded in the upper half of the bay. Morrison remained
seated as Kevin entered the room carrying his toolbox and hat.

“Good morning, Mr. Emory.” Morrison’s voice
was breathy and sing-song, with a trace of condescension hiding
behind the cadence. Like the voice of a mischievous schoolchild,
Kevin thought, greeting a substitute teacher in class. “I see you
brought your safe deposit box.”

Kevin grinned, tapping the toolbox as he
crossed to the empty chair. “It’s a burden I never mind
bearing.”

“Please forgive my inability to meet you at
the door,” Morrison said. He took a drag and set his cigarette down
in an ashtray. “My neurasthenia makes sudden movement
difficult.”

Kevin sat down with the box between his
feet, then turned so he could look directly at Morrison. The
trader’s thin face was pale and hairless, with wispy eyebrows lost
behind his wire-rimmed frames and slick, dark hair brushed back
from his high forehead. He could have been almost any age, Kevin
thought. Thirty or sixty.

“Were you able to find the currency we
agreed on?”

“Of course,” Morrison said in a disarming
voice. Kevin heard the black sleeve of his silk jacket rustle as he
retrieved his cigarette and took a drag, then transferred the
ashtray to the windowsill. He reached down for a leather satchel,
snapped its jaws open, and withdrew two coins that he laid on the
table, angled toward Kevin. The first was silver and the second
gold.

“1922 Peace Dollar,” he said. “Eight-tenths
of an ounce of silver.” Morrison handed it to Kevin. Its face
showed the crowned head and flowing tresses of a young woman in
profile, lips parted, engraved beneath the word “Liberty.” On the
reverse a bald eagle perched on an olive branch above the word
“Peace.” The coin felt sharp-edged and clean in his fingers. He
nodded and set it back on the table.

Morrison picked up the gold piece. “1924 St.
Gaudens Double Eagle,” he said, handing Kevin the gleaming coin.
“Not yet circulated.” On its face, Lady Liberty stood backlit by
the fan-shaped rays of the sun. A bald eagle with raised wings was
set against the same rays on the other side, beneath the words
“Twenty Dollars.” The images dissolved into pools of gold as the
coin caught sunlight while Kevin turned it in his fingers.

“Very nice,” he said, laying it beside the
Peace Dollar. “Should outlast my paper.”

Morrison smiled and exhaled smoke into the
air above the table. “Gold and silver are timeless, my friend. They
will outlive you and me. Paper is disposable, vulgar, and cheap –
like the life we all live.” He paused to flick an ash. “But paper
is grist for the grind mill, and our pathetic lives need grain.” As
he spoke, Kevin watched his eyes turn to almond-shaped ciphers,
shifting and dancing in a recessed world. The eyes grew still as
Morrison leveled them on Kevin. “So let’s count your worthless
paper.”

Kevin forced a smile as he bent to open the
toolbox. He withdrew Geary’s bill-stuffed envelope, to which he’d
added the appropriate amount, and pulled out the stack of bills.
“For two hundred silver dollars at six percent?” Morrison nodded
and Kevin counted out the bills. “Two hundred and twelve,” he said.
He pushed the stack halfway across the table but Morrison made no
gesture toward it. Kevin looked at him, then continued.

“And for twenty-four Double-Eagles at twelve
percent…” He counted out four-hundred and eighty dollars and asked
for help calculating the fee.

“Let’s call it fifty-seven,” Morrison said
with a fleeting smile. “That will give you an extra sixty cents for
entertainment in Georgetown.” Kevin added smaller bills to the
second stack. Leaning forward, Morrison swept the bills to the
perimeter of the table, where they came to rest on top of a
circumferential scarlet band. Embedded in the band was a pattern of
nested green and gold triangles, and in the triangles multi-colored
flecks and flakes of marble swirled like seabirds. The money,
shapes, and patterns mesmerized Kevin, and he made a conscious
effort to re-focus on the center of the table.

The Double Eagle and Peace Dollar were gone,
and Morrison was extracting paper sleeves – pale green, with $20
printed on one side – from his satchel. He centered them on the
table. “Six. Eight. Ten,” he said, sitting back. “Those are your
two-hundred Peace Dollars.”

Kevin plucked four random sleeves and opened
their seams; their contents spilled into rows of silver coins.
Nodding at the quantities, he stacked the coins and pushed them to
the center of the table.

“And your gold,” Morrison said. He placed a
single tan sleeve stamped “$500” alongside the others. “There were
twenty-five coins in that sleeve. I removed the piece you saw
earlier, so there are now twenty-four.”

Kevin peeled it open and let the virgin
coins slide onto the table, where sunlight transformed them into a
pool of liquid gold. An involuntary smile spread across his face.
He assembled stacks of five from the glowing pile, leaving four
coins for his flattened palm. Two faces showed Lady Liberty
standing and two showed an eagle in flight.

“I count twenty-four as well. Pretty as a
sunset on the water.”

“Fair enough, then,” Morrison said. He
deposited the bills in his satchel and snapped the jaws shut while
Kevin transferred the sleeves into the bottom of his toolbox and
laid the stacked coins in the hanging coin tray. With the coins
secured, he locked the toolbox and stood up, adjusting his fingers
for a better grip. Empty it weighed almost fifteen pounds, but now
it felt heavier. He snared his hat from the chair and extended his
hand across the table.

Morrison exhaled smoke toward the ceiling
and leaned forward to shake Kevin’s hand with limp, pale fingers.
His lips were pressed into an ironic smile and behind his glasses
his eyes were again dancing a private dance. “Take care, my friend.
Your appreciation of precious metals is well-founded, but you
should try to keep them at some distance. Otherwise they can drag
you down.”

“So long, Mr. Morrison,” Kevin said. He
started across the carpet toward the door. “No need to call your
woman, I know the way out.”

***

As Kevin turned onto the dirt road to the
Rock Creek boat basin, the toolbox felt heavy in his hand but his
heart was light. He and Tom had accomplished the tasks they had set
for themselves in Georgetown. They had delivered two barrels of
whiskey to Finn Geary, which Kevin hoped would solidify the
relationship they had established with him last fall. Most of
Geary’s paper had been converted into hard money. Reddy Bogue had
finally arrived yesterday evening and paid fifteen dollars for the
seven cords. Reddy and his kid had carted away two wagons full last
night and appeared again at first light to take the rest. They had
been stacking the last load as Kevin set out to visit Morrison.

Yesterday morning he had even found time to
visit the M-Street store Ellie had steered him to for fabric. And
while the remains of the rockfish had been consigned to the creek,
a trip to the M-Street grocer on Wednesday had yielded smoked beef,
potatoes, and carrots for the trip back up the canal.

It wasn’t noon yet but the thought of food
made his stomach growl as he approached the scow, which had been
tied up in the basin for over two days now. Mike and Bess were
grazing thin grass and Tom was sitting with his back to the nearest
tree, knees bent and hat lowered over his eyes. The feed trough was
set up, but when Kevin reached it he saw it was empty. The water
bucket next to it was half-full. He walked over to Tom and kicked
his boots.

“Think they might want a little hay before
we ask ‘em to pull us back to Harpers Ferry?” He put the toolbox
down and stretched his tired hand.

“I fed ‘em!” Tom protested, pushing his hat
back and looking up at Kevin. “Didn’t want to give out too much,
since there ain’t a whole lot of hay left. Maybe one of us should
go out and get ‘em some corn.”

“Hell with that. We can get canal-company
corn for nothing. We’ll feed ‘em again on the way up. And they’re
pulling a light boat now anyway.”

Tom stood up and brushed the dirt from his
pants. “Morrison come through?”

Kevin grinned, tapping the toolbox with his
boot and rattling the coins in the tray.

“You ready to get going?”

“Yep,” Kevin said. “Let’s get ‘em
harnessed.” Tom went to the hay-house to retrieve the tack while
Kevin took the toolbox down to the cabin and set it under the
table. He carved two hunks of smoked beef from the side in the
cupboard, refilled his hip flask with whiskey, and returned to the
deck as Tom was emerging with the bridles, breast pads, and
spreader bars.

“Tommy, a toast.” Kevin screwed the top off
his flask and held the vessel high. “To our first Georgetown run of
1924. An unmasticated success.” He took a long swig, then presented
the flask and a hunk of beef to Tom.

“First of many,” Tom muttered. “But the trip
ain’t over ‘til we’re back in Washington County.” He knocked back a
comparable shot. “Now let’s get boating.”

They set their teeth into the smoked meat in
unison, and Kevin followed Tom toward the mooring lines and the
mules.



 Chapter 20

Sunset

Friday, March 28, 1924

Lee Fisher pedaled hard and jerked the
handlebars up as the front wheel reached the descending pitch of
towpath below Pennyfield Lock. For a split second the bicycle felt
airborne. When the wheel reconnected with the dirt, he spread his
feet from the pedals and let the bike coast as the towpath
flattened again. As it lost momentum, he squeezed the brake-lever
until it stopped. He stepped off, spun it around, and admired it
again.

Charlie Pennyfield’s bicycle was a black
Mead Ranger with diamond-shaped white accents. Mounted between the
parallel top tubes was a narrow tool compartment also painted black
and white. That compartment was a nice feature, Lee thought, since
it could hold the old leg-irons that he used to lock the bike. And
earlier today when he’d pedaled up to the crossroads market to shop
for tonight’s dinner with Katie, he’d been able to stuff the
sausages and potato salad in the compartment, then somehow make it
back to Pennyfield balancing the cherry pie on the handlebars!

He felt the blood rush to his face as he
envisioned meeting Katie again tonight. The interminable five-day
wait was almost over. His hand drifted into his pocket to touch the
note that he’d found pinned to the lockhouse door at Pennyfield
when he returned from the store. He read it again for reassurance.
“Lee, I’ll see you tonight at 6. Katie.” It still confirmed what
he’d hoped for – Katie had returned from her trip to Alexandria and
would visit tonight.

If she had forsaken their date, he wasn’t
sure when he would have seen her again. The Emorys should be
starting their run back upstream today, and slow as his cousins
were, even they would reach Pennyfield by noon tomorrow. Lee was
boating with them up to Harpers Ferry, so once they got here he’d
be gone. From Harpers Ferry he would have to find his own way up to
Hancock to join Ben Myers because the season would be starting
soon. The repair crews that Lee had locked through this week said
that the canal should be running on all levels down from Cumberland
by April 1. That was Tuesday, only four days away. Spring sunshine
was finally reaching the Appalachian mountains of the upper Potomac
Valley and bearing down on the winter’s sullen layers of snow and
ice.

But Lee was looking forward to a mild March
night far downstream, a night just hours away and full of promise.
Tomorrow morning would leave time for short-term goodbyes, and for
plans to reconvene with Katie along the canal during the weeks
ahead.

***

In the kitchen of the lockhouse at Swains,
Cy arrayed four pint-flasks of whiskey on the scarred wooden table
next to his untapped five-gallon cask. He’d sold fourteen pints on
Wednesday, seventeen on Thursday, and five so far today at the
lock, all at a dollar seventy-five. He grabbed a ceramic jar from
the counter, fished out his roll of bills, and rifled through it.
Sixty-eight dollars. He pocketed a handful of coins, peeled off a
dozen dollar bills, and stashed the rest back in the jar.

The flasks on the table had drained the
first five-gallon cask, but the second cask was full, so he had
forty-four pints of whiskey left. Selling another eight tonight
would give him enough to pay the Emorys when they came through
tomorrow, plus a little to spare. Hell, he could probably even sell
a few pints Saturday morning before the Emorys arrived. But selling
whiskey tonight was critical. With the repair crews around and a
few weekend sightseers, there should be enough potential customers
at the Great Falls Tavern. “Tavern,” he muttered derisively. “A
tavern that don’t sell nothing to drink.” Bad for the patrons, but
an opportunity for Cy. A sudden stab of pain in his left hip
overrode the usual dull ache. He grimaced and an image of Zimmerman
intruded on his thoughts.

To banish it and fend off the pain, he
pulled out his personal flask for a quick shot. He caught his
breath and limped over to the crate in the corner to study the rows
of empty, cork-topped bottles inside. Forty-eight, and I’ll need
almost that many to empty the second cask, he thought. He withdrew
four flasks, filled them with fast-running whiskey, then corked
them on the table alongside the first four. Eight was all he wanted
to carry to the Tavern tonight. His pocket watch read quarter to
five – might as well head over. He distributed the pints into the
pockets of his wool jacket and overcoat. There was no place for his
personal flask, so he left it on the table. He snatched his hat
from a hook and walked outside. Katie was sitting on the bench in
front of the lockhouse.

“Cyrus, aren’t you feeling well? You’re
bundled up like you’re going to the North Pole!”

“Never mind that,” he grumbled. “You know
which way the crow flies. I’m headed down to Great Falls, so count
me out for dinner.” He adjusted the contours of his hat and put it
on. “You feed the mules?”

Katie nodded. “Take Jewel. I saddled her for
you.”

He limped around to the small corral near
the backyard, then led Jewel back toward the lock, where Katie took
the reins to guide her across. Jewel was a good one, Cy thought, a
veteran canal mule. The walkway didn’t scare her. He shuffled
across, put a hand on the pommel, and bit his lip as he mounted the
mule.

“Keep an eye on the lock,” he said, turning
Jewel down the towpath. “And don’t wait up for me. I’ll be
late.”

***

After Cy and Jewel disappeared down the
towpath, Katie headed for the berm above the entrance to the lock.
Pete was kneeling in a floating green canoe that was tied to a tree
and served as a platform from which he could launch a parade of
broken sticks into the lazy current. They drifted toward the mouth
of the flume, crossed the threshold, and accelerated down the ramp
toward the next level of the canal.

“Pete! Doesn’t that canoe have a leak in
it?”

Pete looked up from his stick-launching
position. “It’s OK. The hole is way above the water. Even when Cy
and me was both in it, it didn’t leak.”

Katie looked at the rack of canoes nearby.
“Still, can’t you use one of the good canoes?”

“Nope,” Pete said. “Cause of the cable.
They’s all locked to the rack.” He selected more sticks from his
collection and leaned back over the gunwale.

“Pete,” Katie said. “I’m going to set out
soup and cornbread for you in the kitchen. After that, I need to
visit a friend for a few hours. Cy wants you to stay near the house
while I’m gone, in case any boats need help locking through. Five
more minutes, then it’s dinnertime.”

She headed for the lockhouse kitchen. After
heating up Pete’s dinner, she assessed the cask on the table. When
she pushed lightly against the rim, it felt almost full. Good. She
counted Cy’s empty pint flasks in the crate. Forty-four was the
kind of number he would remember – better not take one. His
personal flask was lying on the table. She could return it before
he missed it. She unscrewed the cap and as she filled the flask her
eyes fell on the name inscribed on the holster. “C. F. Elgin.” The
leather was worn smooth from years of encounters with his
hands.

She slipped it into the pocket of her coat
on the rack and retreated to the bathroom, where she examined
herself in the mirror. She straightened the collar on her dress,
smiled at herself, and ran both hands through her wavy hair,
letting it fall against her neck. Her smile drained into an
expression of resolve and her eyes sought out the eyes in the
mirror for reassurance. She was being guided now by something
inapprehensible in those hazel eyes, and whatever it was left no
room for uncertainty or fear. Her fingers idly stroked the pendant
necklace before falling to smooth the wrinkles on her dress.

Remembering the photo, she climbed the
stairs to her bedroom and retrieved a stiff paper folder. She
opened it and looked at the image inside. They both looked so
solemn! It was a beautiful picture, framed by rocks and water on
all sides, but it couldn’t capture the essence of Great Falls. The
motion, the power, the endlessness – all were missing. She carried
the folder downstairs. By now it was past 5:00 so she took her coat
and left the lockhouse.

“Pete!” she called toward the green canoe,
“get out and go in for dinner! Now!”

“OK, OK!” Pete said, scowling at his
sister’s intransigence as he climbed out.

Folder and photograph in hand, Katie set off
for Pennyfield.

***

Cy tied Jewel to a tree near Lock 20. The
sun hadn’t set but the outdoor lights of the Tavern were lit. Near
the entrance, half a dozen cars were parked in the dirt lot at the
end of the driveway. Two Fords, a Packard, and three he couldn’t
identify. He crossed over the lock.

Three round tables were set up on the bricks
under the portico, two empty and the third occupied by men he
didn’t recognize. He passed the tables and rounded the corner to
the tall facade of the T-shaped building. Standing near the
entrance was skinny Billy Walters, whom Cy had seen in the same
position the past two nights. His jacket was buttoned almost to his
collar, revealing only the knot of his necktie.

“Good evenin’, Mr. Cy.”

“Evenin’, Billy.” Cy buried his hands in his
overcoat and jerked his head toward the nearby cars at the end of
the driveway. “How’s business tonight?”

“Oh, passable… passable for a Friday.” Billy
looked out at the cars and pushed his hands into his own pockets as
if the cooling air were slowly penetrating his bones. “Should be a
few more parties coming in through the evening. Getting warmer now
in the city, some of them folks want to motor out to the Falls and
take the night air.”

“That’s good,” Cy said. “Anyone here you
think I should meet?”

Billy’s brow furrowed before a smile flashed
across his face. “Could be,” he said. “There was two English gents
staying at the Inn. They left a while ago but said they would be
back for dinner. They was in a new Chandler Six.”

Cy pulled two quarters from his pocket and
handed them to Billy. “I’ll be at my table,” he said. “Send them
over if they sound interested. Anyone else looks thirsty, you can
do the same.”

“Happy to do it, Mr. Cy.” Billy nodded and
shifted his weight from foot to foot, hands again stuffed in his
pockets.

Cy turned back toward the patio. Standing
still after riding had tightened the ligaments of his hip, and the
cords awoke with a jarring throb. He clenched his teeth as he
limped back around the corner. The two far tables were still empty
and he opted for most distant. It was past six now, so the walkway
out to the Falls was closed. Twilight meant that sightseers on the
towpath would find their way back to the Tavern. And some of the
crew from the repair scows should be milling around as well. He sat
down in a chair that gave him a view back up along the patio and
across Lock 20 to the towpath. Suddenly tired, he rubbed the
gray-blond stubble on his cheeks while stifling a yawn. It would be
a long night. He placed his index fingers against the bridge of his
nose and slowly pulled them apart, tightening the sagging skin
beneath his eyes.

***

“I’m slipping off!”, Katie screeched, her
laughter extending the last syllable into vibrato.

“I got you,” Lee said earnestly. He stood on
the pedals and supported her back with his shoulder while gripping
the handles and pedaling hard to maintain momentum. She braced
against his shoulder while trying to balance her thighs diagonally
across the bars. The wheels crossed a fallen stick on the towpath
that set the bike wobbling, and his foot slipped off the pedal when
Katie’s weight shifted. It was no use. He squeezed the brake and
brought the bike to a stop, planted a leg on the towpath, and
lowered the frame until her feet reached the ground.

She straightened her coat and dress. “Is
that the end of my ride?” she asked with unconvincing indignation.
“We barely made a quarter mile!”

Lee shook his head apologetically and
smiled. “I guess I need more practice before I join the
circus.”

“I’d say so,” Katie admonished. “I think
circus riders can cross a tightrope on a bicycle.”

“But they don’t have a pretty girl
distracting them,” he said, heart pounding both from exertion and
the exposure of its intent.

Katie looked away. “I think they have a
balance pole. You might try one of those.”

Lee conjured this circus image to avoid
parsing her response. “How could they hold the pole and the
handlebars at the same time? Maybe you meant a unicycle.”

She looked at the empty stretch of towpath
ahead. “So what about your plan to watch the sunset?”

“The spot’s only a mile away. We can walk.”
He leaned the bike against a young tree, then opened the tool
compartment and pulled out the leg-irons he used as a lock.

“Who are you planning to arrest with those?
They look like they fell off a chain gang.”

“I found ‘em at the war surplus store in
Georgetown,” he said. “They work OK as a lock.” Both cuffs were
open, so he clamped one around the top tube and the other around
the tree. They fit with an inch or two to spare. He tugged the
chain to make sure both cuffs were locked and propped the bike
against the far side of the tree. “It’s Charlie’s bike, so I need
to make sure some towpath drifter don’t ride off with it. I reckon
we’ll be back before anyone decides to cut down that tree. You
ready to walk?”

“The sunset won’t wait.”

He thought about offering Katie his hand but
decided to wait. It was better to build up to that. They walked
side by side through the slanting rays of early evening. He asked
about her visit to the Glen Echo amusement park with Pete and her
friend. The season was just starting and the roller coaster wasn’t
open yet, but they rode the Carousel and tried the bumper cars on
the new Skooter ride. And Pete had loved the Hall of Mirrors.

Alexandria was nice, Katie said, but not as
interesting as Georgetown. One of the things she’d liked best was
crossing the river from Georgetown to Rosslyn on the new Key
Bridge. It seemed like the roadway was a hundred feet above the
water, and you could see the Washington Monument and the Capitol
presiding over the D.C. skyline to the east. Looking west you saw
the tiny Three Sisters islands poking up from the middle of the
river, and beyond them the tree-lined banks and the broad Potomac
receding into the distance upstream.

When she occasionally boated with her father
growing up, she said she always looked forward to the days they
spent unloading in Georgetown. After visiting the paymaster’s
office, her father would give Katie and her brother George two
dollars each as payment for the run from Cumberland to Georgetown.
Then Katie and George would go up to M Street, to the Candy
Kitchen. Mostly they bought caramels and black licorice, but when
it was really hot they bought ice cream and banana splits. That was
when she was ten. After that Katie stopped boating so she wouldn’t
miss school in the spring and fall. Cy and George quit school after
eighth grade and worked on the canal during the season and around
Williamsport during the winters.

Shortly after the towpath began to curve,
Lee pointed to a narrow seam that carried a small spring down to
the canal from the steepening berm. Past the drainage, the berm
rose into wooded cliffs that looked out over the canal, the
towpath, and river to their left through the trees.

“That little creek comes down the hill from
Blockhouse Point,” he said. “So the 21-mile marker should be just
ahead.” When they reached it, the apron of woods between the
towpath and the river was only thirty feet wide. Lee helped Katie
down onto the path to a cove-like eddy fringed by a sandy beach and
thick sycamores leaning out over the water. The sun had fallen
below the horizon and pale pink and orange streaks were emerging in
the sky.

Shallow whitewater twisted through a field
of low rocks in the center of the river. Lee pointed upstream past
the rocks and a narrow island. “If you listen hard,” he said, “you
can hear the rapids above that island. That’s Seneca Falls, though
it ain’t really much of a falls. Just fast, shallow water. Above
Seneca Falls is Dam 2, where the feeder comes in at Violettes Lock.
And Seneca Creek, where I growed up, is less than a mile past
Violettes.”

“I remember seeing rowboats and kids
swimming when our boat crossed over Seneca Creek on the aqueduct,”
Katie said. She sat down on a fallen trunk at the near end of the
cove, facing the sunset with her feet on the sand. She gestured for
Lee to join her and a little surge of pride rippled through his
chest as he walked over.

“Did you do all your boating and fishing in
the creek, or did you get out onto the river?”

“We’d do both,” he said. “Fish in the creek
sometimes, or take canoes out under the aqueduct into the river.
Come downstream and explore. We could pick our way through the
rapids along the Maryland shore, then paddle home on the canal.
There was a rope swing into the river from a tree just down the
shore, near where that creek come down from Blockhouse Point. Or
sometimes we’d pull our canoes up on this beach and carry ‘em up to
the canal. We’d paddle to that gulch, leave the canoes on the berm,
and follow the creek uphill into the woods. Climb up to the cliffs
and look out at the river.”

He turned to look at Katie. She was staring
at the colors of sunset over the water upstream, seemingly lost in
thought. He waited for her to say something but she just turned
toward him and smiled, which encouraged him to finish his
story.

“The Union Army used to scout the river from
these cliffs during the Civil War,” he said, looking back at the
steep slope of the berm. “They’d try to stop the rebels from
fording the river and raiding the canal. If the rebels could split
the towpath and drain a level, that would cut the supply lines to
Washington. So the Union built a blockhouse camp up there in the
woods. Once my friend Raymond and me went exploring up there and
found some old foundation walls near the creek. Raymond found a
medicine bottle and I found a bayonet blade. I took it home and I
still have it.” He turned toward Katie again and exhaled, happy to
have shared his reminiscence. She was idly toeing an eyebrow-shaped
arc in the sand.

“Did you ever find something as a kid that
you kept and still have?” he asked.

She turned as if pulled back from a distance
and her hand floated to the reddish sandstone pendant that hung
against her breastbone. “I found this necklace on the riverbank
when I was nine,” she said, her hazel eyes focusing intently on Lee
for a second before drifting again. “I had never seen anything like
it before. I remember thinking that it must be very old.”

“I ain’t seen anything like it either. I
don’t know what to make of that symbol.”

“I was boating with my daddy that summer,”
she said, “and there was a break in the towpath above Cabin John.
It took them all day to repair it and we got stuck behind a line of
boats waiting to get down through Seven Locks. We knew we was going
to be there for most of the day, so Daddy let me and George go off
to play after we finished taking care of the mules.

“We found a trail down to the river from the
towpath…they’re not too close together at Seven Locks. So we
followed it to a line of huge rocks in the woods near the water’s
edge. The boulders were almost as tall as the trees. While George
was trying to climb, I walked along the base of the rocks on a bank
that got narrower as you went along. Then the rocks met the river,
so I had to turn around. Walking back I saw a small, flat stone
lying against the roots of a tree on the riverbank. It was tangled
up in fishing line and tied to a piece of driftwood. When I picked
it up and untangled it, I guessed it was a pendant or part of a
necklace. I thought that it must have been made for someone and
then lost.”

“Maybe it was made for you. Or maybe it was
lost so you could find it.” He took the opportunity to gaze at the
pendant resting against her chest, just above the swell of her
breasts. “It’s yours now, anyway. I think it looks nice on
you.”

Katie smiled again, her lips slightly
parted. He thought he saw her eyes mist over but they cleared
quickly. She stood up abruptly and stretched her arms overhead,
then brought them together over her stomach. “Well now that it’s
past sunset, I’m getting hungry! Did you remember to find us some
dinner?”

“Let’s go see,” Lee said. They returned to
the towpath and swung downstream.

***

The purple sky was bleeding to black as Tom
stopped the mules at Widewater, about a mile below the Great Falls
Tavern. Kevin tossed him the lines and he tied the scow to trees
near the edge of the towpath. The Canal Company wouldn’t be running
coal down to Georgetown for a few more days yet, so they didn’t
have to worry about barges trying to get around them during the
night. The repair scows were done with this level and were working
out of Great Falls to Seneca and beyond. And those crews only
worked during the day anyway.

After the mules had been fed and watered,
Tom led them a few feet into the Bear Island woods and left them in
the small corral where they’d spent the night on the way
downstream. A crescent moon hung in the night sky over the dark
skin of Widewater as he returned to the scow. He crossed the
fall-board and ducked into the cabin, where Kevin had lit the lamp
and was stirring a pot of beef stew on the stove.

“You thinking about playing a few hands at
the Tavern?” he said. He sat down on the lower bunk and began
tossing his knife and catching it by the handle as it spun. Kevin
interrupted his stirring to pour himself a shot of whiskey from the
jug.

“Hell, no,” he said. “We got too much money
on board to walk away from the boat, even if we lock the cabin. We
don’t need no more paper anyway, and we got more whiskey here than
you’ll ever find at Great Falls. You and me can play cards here.
I’ll even try not to whup you this time.”

Tom flashed a crooked smile and his obsidian
eyes glittered. “Keep talking,” he said, ‘cause I been setting you
up. You’re about to take a dive.”



 Chapter 21

Unwinding By Starlight

Friday, March 28, 1924

Cy dragged the last dollop of mashed
potatoes across his plate, accumulating stray morsels of shepherds
pie. When the colored girl came, he asked for coffee. About a buck
for coffee and dinner, he thought. That was the price of doing
business at Great Falls Tavern. Five pints sold so far and two
left, since he’d had to turn one into a tasting flask. The damn
Englishmen didn’t know him, so that was what it took to get them to
buy two pints, after they finally came around.

Before that Clint Hillis and Frank Penner
had come by, and both bought without needing a taste. They worked
on one of the repair crews and remembered Cy from last season. They
had gone back to their camp for dinner, but said they was planning
to return later to play cards. No harm in joining ‘em, Cy thought.
They might bring a friend. Customer relations was good for
business.

The colored girl brought his coffee. He
nodded and waited for her to leave before surveying the brick
patio. The other two tables were empty again. He pulled out the
tasting flask and splashed a finger of whiskey into his coffee,
then stirred in the cream and sugar. The shepherds pie and shots of
whiskey were kneading an analgesic warmth into the knots of nerve
and muscle in his hip. He stood up to stretch and transfer his
weight from one leg to another, and the pain receded partway into
its shell. His fingers stretched the skin beneath his eyes.

What was Harriet doing right now, he
wondered. On a mild Friday night in the first full week of spring,
the streetlights of Philadelphia would draw her out into the
evening like a moth to flame. That his ex-wife was better off
without him, he had little doubt. After his injury, and after he
left the Naval Yard to hobble around their apartment while sifting
his limited options for less arduous work, he had served as a
constant reminder of the constraints and obstacles that life could
arbitrarily impose. Harriet had spent her life believing she was
destined to pursue a bright line of opportunity and fortune that
stretched to the horizon, and that obstacles to that pursuit could
be sidestepped or cast off. And she had cast Cy off when his
misfortune spun away from her bright line. The path to his horizon
had grown shorter and darker during recent years and now stretched
no further than Cumberland or Georgetown. And the slow current in
the artery that connected those endpoints offered him predictable
days of subsistence and pain.

Clint Hillis appeared on the patio, coming
around the corner from the entrance. He spotted Cy and raised a
hand in greeting as Frank Penner followed him to Cy’s table. “A bit
quiet here tonight,” he said, casting his eyes at the empty chairs.
Hillis was hatless and lean, a few inches shorter than Cy, with a
weathered face and an auburn mustache that defied the graying hair
on his head. Canal work can age a man quickly, Cy thought; Hillis
was probably in his early 30s. His sleeves were pushed partway up
his sinewy forearms, revealing the talons of an alighting Great War
eagle tattooed beneath his right sleeve.

“It’s not too late,” Cy said. “I expect that
will change.”

Hillis nodded, twisting one end of his
mustache with his fingers. “Maybe so. Join us for a hand or two
while business is slow?” Cy pushed a chair toward Hillis with his
foot and the two men sat down.

Hillis passed a well-worn deck to Cy, who
examined it and nodded his assent. Hillis called the game and the
men threw their quarters into the pot. Penner shifted to align his
broad waist with the table as the cards were dealt. Younger than
Hillis and as tall as Cy, he had an unwhiskered, fleshy face that
conveyed his affable demeanor. A drooping Stetson covered his bald
scalp and his jaws always seemed to be grinding some invisible
morsel of food. He had joined Hillis’s crew this season and taken
readily to the card games that occupied many of their evenings.

The first hand went to Penner and the second
to Hillis. A few hands later Cy drew a third jack, overcoming
Hillis’s three sixes and Penner’s pairs. All three men bet heavily
on this hand and scowls from Cy’s opponents reflected the sudden
redirection of fortune. Hillis pushed up his sleeves and the
tattooed war-eagle joined the game.

Cy gave back a few dollars before winning
another high-stakes hand. After attributing his first large pot to
luck, he began to reassess the game’s dynamics upon winning his
second. He’d begun with about twenty dollars, including the
proceeds from tonight’s whiskey sales. Now he had almost thirty.
Hillis and Penner were average card players, like most of the men
he ran into on the canal, and he had always considered himself an
average player as well. Maybe he was better than that. Cards and
whiskey traveled together, and maybe poker could be part of the
equation that would allow him to break free of the canal’s limited
horizons. Doing that required more money than he would earn as a
boat captain. Gambling and whiskey might be useful means to an end,
and that end was to escape this grinding, clawing life.

When the Englishmen returned to greet Cy
with inebriated affection and acquire his last two pints “for a
long automobile journey tomorrow,” the equation began to seem
compelling. He’d left Swains a few hours ago with twelve dollars
and eight pints, and he now had thirty-three dollars and half a
tasting pint left. Along with his stash at Swains, he only needed
nineteen to settle with the Emorys tomorrow. After paying them he’d
be debt-free, with forty pints left in his second cask to sell on
the run to Cumberland – assuming them new colored boys from
Georgetown showed up on time, and that his boat was ready to go
when the whole canal opened on Tuesday.

He slipped the tasting flask to Penner, who
gulped a surreptitious slug and passed it along. Penner shuffled
the deck in his meaty hands, let Cy cut, and dealt the next
hand.

***

Sitting on the porch swing at Charlie
Pennyfield’s house, Lee and Katie finished the sausages and potato
salad he had heated up at the lockhouse. Lee knew Charlie wouldn’t
be back to tend Pennyfield Lock until the coal boats started
running early next week, and he considered dinner on Charlie’s
porch a perquisite of his commitment to keep an eye on the big
house until he had to leave with the Emorys. He’d brought the oil
lamp from the shed down to the porch this afternoon, along with the
pencil he’d used for marking the poles, since maybe Katie would
tell him something that he needed to write down. Like where to meet
her in the weeks ahead. And he’d moved the boat poles to the other
side of the porch, which was now uncluttered and offered a nice
view of Pennyfield Lock as the last light receded from the sky.

Lee got up to retrieve the cherry pie; when
he returned to the porch swing, Katie had already produced Cy’s
leather-holstered flask from her jacket pocket. She untwisted the
cap and passed it to Lee. “One of the advantages of having a
corrupt brother,” she said.

He rotated it toward the lamp to read the
inscription “C.F. Elgin” on the holster. “So I see,” he said. He
took a swallow and coughed. “Tastes familiar. Does Cy know my
cousins?”

“If the Emorys are your cousins, then I’m
afraid so,” Katie said. He smiled ruefully and nodded, handing her
the flask. She knocked back an effortless shot.

“I don’t have plates for the pie,” Lee said,
“just forks and a knife. We can eat slices directly from the
tin.”

“That suits me fine. When it comes to food,
I’m a simple girl.”

“But when it comes to other things, you’re
not so simple?”

She raised her fork and bit down into the
sweet cherry filling, then wiped her lips with her fingers. “That’s
right.”

“Like what?”

“I’m not always the person that people
expect me to be.”

Lee chewed thoughtfully. “So you have a
mysterious side?”

“Not mysterious,” she said, slicing off
another piece and licking the fork clean. “Maybe unconscious. Or
wild. Sometimes I do things without knowing why.”

“You don’t look unconscious or wild,” Lee
said. He put the tin down and reached under the porch swing for
their portrait at Great Falls, which he removed from its folder and
angled toward the light. Katie leaned in to study it with him and
he felt her hair brush his shoulder as her warmth and scent
electrified the air. “You look very thoughtful and civilized.”

Katie laughed. “My mother taught me how to
have my picture taken.”

“Did she teach you how to take care of it?
You should always write a date and place on the back, so your
grandchildren will know how pretty you were when you were young.”
He felt sweat prickle on his forehead as his pulse accelerated
again.

“Grandchildren! I think it will rain frogs
before I ever have grandchildren!”

“Just the same…” he said, retrieving the
pencil he’d brought from the shed. The short stroll across the
porch cooled his forehead and let his heartbeat subside. He
returned to the swing and took the photo from Katie, balancing it
atop the envelope on his knees. On the back in a bottom corner he
carefully wrote:

R. L. Fisher and K. Elgin at Great Falls

March, 1924

“Now after it rains frogs, you’ll have
something to show your grandchildren.”

“I’ve never been too worried about the
distant future,” Katie said. She took another sip from the flask
and passed it to Lee, then looked him in the eyes and placed her
hand squarely on his knee. “I’m more interested in what happens
now.”

He tilted back a healthy swig and the
whiskey carved a channel of heat into his chest as the prickly
warmth reappeared on his brow. His right arm drifted up the back of
the porch swing and his fingers curled to rest on her shoulder. His
penis flopped upright against his trousers, looking for
clarification. He stole a glance at her face as she sat beside him;
her lips were parted and her breathing shallow with anticipation,
but her eyes were focused far away.

***

Cy’s high-water mark came sometime around
9:00, after which the cards began to slip away from him. His
high-ranking pairs were undermined by Hillis’s eights and threes in
one hand and by Penner’s sevens and sixes in another. Later his
bluff was called. From twelve dollars to nine to four to zero, his
winnings were pulled out to sea by an ebbing tide. By the time
Zimmerman wandered over to the table he was underwater, trying with
hand after hand to get back to the surface. He still had nineteen
dollars and change left, but that included the twelve he’d brought
with him. So tonight he’d effectively sold seven pints of whiskey
at a loss. And he would need every one of his nineteen remaining
dollars to pay the Emorys tomorrow.

Zimmerman appeared from the ether and sat
down in the empty chair. He introduced himself to Hillis and
Penner, almost without saying a word. Cy cast him an infinitesimal
nod. Thin fingers of gray hair arched back from Zimmerman’s
pigment-speckled forehead and shorter tufts sprouted from his ears.
His eyes were a color that might once have been blue but through
the years had drained away; they hung suspended in shallow wells,
surrounded by a sea of wrinkles. Uninterested in the flow of cards,
he leaned back in his chair and rested his forearms on the table.
His oversized hands were spare and bent, as if they’d performed
years of physical labor before eroding into sinew and bones, and
the ring finger on his left hand was missing above the knuckle.
Zimmerman glanced occasionally at Cy or Hillis or Penner as if he
were making a concerted effort to reel in his focus and size up
each man in turn, but between these halting attempts his gaze
unwound from the table and the lights of the patio and spun out
into the night, hovering in the darkness that shrouded the canal
and the river beyond.

Cy won a hand, recovering halfway to
breakeven. He had twenty-one dollars now and the surface was within
reach. With twenty-four, he told himself, he could go home without
having lost anything. He lost the next two hands and sunk back a
little. The pots were diminishing as Hillis grew protective of his
winnings and Penner grew tired. Cy shot a glance at each. Not
enough whiskey in them to keep them at the table. His hip throbbed
in rhythm with the night. He won the next hand after forcing the
betting higher than Hillis or Penner wanted. Twenty-two dollars
now.

“I’m out,” Hillis said, gathering his bills
and coins and rising from his chair. Shaking off his torpor, Penner
followed Hillis’s lead. “Me too. Not my night.”

“Maybe tomorrow night, Frank,” Hillis said.
“You doing business tomorrow, Cy?”

“Could be. You buying again?”

Hillis chuckled and shook his head. “I’m not
quite up to a pint a day. But you should be able to find some
sightseers and cityfolk out here on a Saturday night. Maybe you’ll
feel like playing a few hands afterward.”

“Maybe,” Cy grumbled. His eyes met
Zimmerman’s and they rose slowly from the table.

***

Reclining against Lee’s shoulder on the
porch swing, Katie turned to kiss him lightly on the lips. “It’s
late,” she said. “I have to go.”

Her words swam into his dream before he
opened his eyes. He lifted his head from the back of the swing and
the floor spun a few degrees in the flickering light. He reached
for the armrest and the seat as he tried to regain his equilibrium.
Katie was standing in front of him now, straightening her dress. He
tried to get up and the whiskey steered him back onto the swing. He
pulled his feet beneath him and tried again.

“Are you alright?” she said. This time he
managed to stand.

“I’m OK. A little tight, I guess.” He saw
Cy’s flask on the porch swing and picked it up. It was empty, and
he remembered Katie offering him the last sip a while ago.
“Washington County whiskey…” he said, squinting and handing her the
flask. “Don’t forget this. Come, I’ll walk you home.” But he could
hear that his words were uneven and slurred.

“Maybe I need to walk you home first!” She
set the flask down on a table and put her hands on his upper arms.
“Can you make it across the lock?”

“I’m fine.”

She guided him down the porch steps and onto
the lawn, which was now wet with dew. Walking helped restore his
equilibrium, and he was able to follow her across the planks.

“Ready to walk?” he asked.

“It’s almost three miles. I can get to
Swains on foot, but if you go with me, you’ll end up face-down in
the water before you make it back here!”

“I can handle it. Just the thing to sober me
up.” He could tell that his words were still slurred, and the dark
surface of the canal tilted away from horizontal for a moment
before realigning itself.

“Lee, you don’t look up to it. You should
just climb the stairs and go to bed.”

“But it’s too far for you alone,” he said,
unable to string the words together the way he wanted, “this late.
Too far to walk alone this late.” Now he felt nauseated, so he
rested his hands on his knees and took shallow breaths.

“Well then maybe I could ride to Swains. I
could borrow your bicycle.”

Lee looked up with his hands still on his
knees. “It’s Charlie’s,” he said between half-breaths. “But you
could borrow it. I have a lock for it. As long as you lock it.” He
straightened and tried to remember where he had left it after their
sunset walk. “It’s locked to the tree.” Katie followed him to a
tree on the far side of the lockhouse. “Can you ride it? It’s not
too big?”

“I grew up riding boys’ bicycles,” she said.
“That’s all my family ever had.”

“OK,” he said, still breathing shallowly. He
fumbled around in his pocket for the small key, then used it to
unlock the leg-irons. “You can put these in here for the ride,” he
said, sliding them into the tool compartment. “Leave ‘em open. That
way you can lock it to something at Swains.” He started to give her
the key, but she deflected his hand.

“Keep the key. I won’t need it. That way you
can unlock it yourself.” She smiled and gripped his upper arm
again. “After you sleep this off, you can pick it up tomorrow at
Swains. I’ll lock it to the canoe rack… on the berm, near the
driveway. No one will notice it there.”

“OK,” he said, smiling weakly. He carried
the bicycle the few steps to the towpath. Katie gathered the front
of her dress with one hand and swung a leg over the top tube and
tool compartment. She found her balance and put a foot up on the
pedal.

“Gimme a kiss goodnight,” she said. He
draped an arm around her shoulders and leaned forward to kiss her
with his eyes closed and time unraveling. Katie pulled back from
the kiss and studied him long enough to see his eyes reopen. She
pushed off and pedaled into the night.

***

Flying down the towpath between the moonlit
surfaces of the canal and the river, she lost herself. She was no
one, knew no one, was heading nowhere but further into the
darkness. Her dress was blown back into her legs by the wind but
her coat and the steady pumping of her legs kept her warm. A
looming shadow appeared in the canal – Cy’s number 41 boat, tied to
the berm and deserted – and its familiar contours pulled her out of
her trance. She was pedaling to Swains, where she was staying with
Cy and Pete while they waited for the canal to open.

And then the lockhouse appeared as a pale
shape hovering in the curving distance. Pete should be inside it,
asleep by now, she thought. It must be close to midnight. Cy was
probably still out at the Tavern or plodding his way home astride
Jewel. She let the bicycle glide as she approached the lock, then
carried it across on the planks.

The canoe rack was beyond the driveway to
her left, so she wheeled it past the tethered canoe Pete had used
to launch his stick armada. On the far side of the rack near the
woods, she propped it against a post where it would be
inconspicuous. The leg-irons had been rattling around inside the
tool compartment throughout her ride, so she knew they were still
there. She pulled them out, aligned the open cuffs on her palm, and
closed her hand around the two upper C-arms. She walked back to the
unlit lockhouse and around to the back, where the mules rested in a
small corral abutting the driveway. One, two, three dark beasts –
so Cy and Jewel were still out. Still carrying the leg-irons, she
circled to the front door and slipped inside.

***

Cy limped and Zimmerman shuffled from the
Tavern patio around to the downstream end of the building opposite
the entrance. They let their eyes adjust to the reduced light, then
navigated to a black shape on the mottled lawn. It was a wooden
trapdoor to a cellar beneath the Tavern, and Zimmerman seemed to
know it was unlocked. He bent over and pulled the door open for Cy,
who felt his way down the stairs into the darkness. The air in the
cellar smelled like decaying leather and dust.

Zimmerman followed, then pulled a string
hanging from the ceiling at the base of the stairs. A weak electric
bulb cast a spectral light over the mid-sized room. Crates and
chairs were stacked to varying heights along the concrete walls,
with bedframes, tables, and other furniture clumped into piles in
the middle. The far wall held a closed door, but Cy didn’t know or
care where it led. He limped to a shapeless straw tick along the
right-hand wall that was covered with an old blanket. An inverted
dresser drawer had been placed on the floor beside it. He groaned
as he sat down on one side of the tick and Zimmerman lowered
himself onto the other side.

In the feeble light, Cy watched Zimmerman
withdraw a small glass vial from his coat pocket and sweep the
bottom of the inverted drawer clean with his hand. Without
speaking, he opened the vial and tapped a coin-sized circle of
white powder out onto the drawer. From his shirt pocket he pulled a
curling square of heavy paper. He used an edge to sculpt the powder
into two thin lines. When the lines looked symmetrical, he handed
the paper to Cy.

Cy rolled it into a tube and placed one end
against the nearest line of powder. He lowered a nostril to the
other end and inhaled steadily, advancing the tube until the line
was gone. He lifted his head, sniffed a few times, rubbed his nose,
and handed the paper tube to Zimmerman, who inhaled the other line.
Both men leaned back on the tick against the wall.

Cy felt his facial muscles relax. The
incessant throbbing in his hip was gone, replaced now by an
almost-comical itchiness dancing around his torso and legs. He
yawned three times in the span of a minute but didn’t feel tired.
Morphine had let him sleep and kept him sane in the months after he
got hurt, and losing his prescription had been like losing a
brother. But now heroin was a revelation. Much faster and much
cheaper. And heroin made him feel that everything that held him
back was an illusion. Money, property, women, pain. In reality
everything was connected and all the levers were in his hands. No
one out there at the Tavern saw it. No one on the canal saw it. But
Zimmerman would know. He turned toward his provider for
confirmation but Zimmerman was already tapping out another circle
of powder on the drawer. He edged the circle into two lines and
handed the paper square back to Cy.

After ingesting their second lines, they
slouched back against the wall. Cy yawned again as the outline of
an invisible network of gears that governed the world revealed
itself. Now he felt a little tired. But he also knew that the
design of the entire network was coded into an acorn that he held
in his fist, and that he could use the acorn to accomplish his
plans at any time. He yawned and let the acorn dissolve in a
gesture of power and goodwill. He knew that another line from the
vial could summon its return.

“Are you feeling better, my friend?”
Zimmerman’s voice was raspy but musical.

“Much better. The way I’ve been waiting to
feel.” Zimmerman nodded but didn’t reply. “Since I left
Philadelphia,” Cy said, “I ain’t found a doctor who will prescribe
me morphine. They all tell me I reached a time limit.”

“Morphine is too expensive,” Zimmerman said,
“and you can’t find it anyway. The times have changed.” He closed
his eyes and paused while Cy watched the omnipotent gears engage
and spin. “It started with the Narcotics Act,” he continued. “Then
there was the war. But some doctors… some pharmacists still
understand.”

“E.S. Leadbeater,” Cy said. “In Alexandria.
A pharmacist named Nelson gave me your name. They still sell to
you?”

Zimmerman wheezed, shook his head. “I can’t
say. But I can help you. When you pass through the area.”

“You should work further up the canal. You’d
find other buyers. And you must know the territory. Nelson told me
you boated on the canal long ago. That’s why he thought you’d be
willing to meet me.”

“He’s right,” Zimmerman said. “That was one
reason. But my boating years was decades ago. In the eighties. I
boated until I was fifteen, then I was done.”

“You was still too young to work a real job.
Why did you quit?”

“The canal closed down. That was 1889, the
end of May. A flood wrecked the canal, same flood that killed
Johnstown. The canal didn’t open again until ’91, and by that time
I didn’t want no part of it.”

“You was seventeen by then. I guess you
outgrowed it.”

Zimmerman stared ahead in silence, gnarled
fingers interlaced across his worn gray shirt. Below wisps of hair,
his high forehead displayed constellations of age spots. He turned
slowly toward Cy. “No,” he said. “That wasn’t it. My daddy quit
boating but there was other captains that wanted to take me on. The
canal still accounted for most of the work in Sharpsburg.”

“Then what.”

“Something I saw,” Zimmerman said. “Two days
before the flood.”

Cy looked puzzled. “Something on the canal?
Too much mule shit?”

“I was on the towpath. By myself. Driving
the team for my daddy’s boat. It was late at night, past midnight.
We was boating fast that season – we never tied up. Just switched
teams at the locks. We was a light boat, on the level of the Log
Wall. About halfway up to Widewater from Seven Locks.”

Cy scratched himself, nodded, yawned,
keeping his eyes fixed on Zimmerman.

“This was a dark stretch. The woods was
thick, with tall trees that ran downhill toward the river. No light
reflecting – you couldn’t see the river from the towpath. It was
off somewhere beyond the trees.” He waved a hand to dismiss it.
“But I noticed a light coming up in the woods. Couldn’t barely see
it at first, since it was a long ways down the hill. It was just a
kind of green or orange glow. First it would look green, then
orange. Whatever made the light was still below us, out of sight.
The mules had blinders, so they didn’t see it right away.”

Cy leaned back with his eyes closed and
tried to visualize this segment of the canal. Like other boatmen,
he didn’t like being out on the Log Wall level at night.

“The light started coming up the hill toward
us,” Zimmerman said. “You could see it was getting brighter, moving
uphill and upstream at the same time. There was a glow that was
mostly steady, and then a brighter line that came and went, through
the trees. The glow and the line was both moving in our direction.
When the light was a hundred feet below us on the hillside, the
colors started to change. Green, then orange. Yellow. Red. Then
orange again.”

The lights staged their color progressions
behind Cy’s closed eyes, and Zimmerman paused briefly to catch his
breath. He rubbed a finger across the residual white powder on the
drawer, then drew the finger across his yellowed teeth. He inhaled
sharply through them before continuing.

“The night was warm, with only a little
breeze, but it suddenly felt very cold to me. My skin tightened
from the chill and my heart started to pound in my chest. The mules
was getting agitated now too, ‘cause they could see the flickering
light moving toward us through the woods. It was close enough now.
I started to walk faster and tried to keep the mules pulling. My
lead mule was getting spooked, so I walked in front of her to talk
her down. Trying to get her eyes back on the towpath. She must of
decided it was better not to look, ‘cause she started pulling
straight again. And the second mule, he followed her lead.

“I got back beside them and turned toward
the woods. My heart shot into my throat and I tried to scream, but
I couldn’t make a sound. The glow and the bright line was right on
us now, only twenty feet away in the trees. Moving upstream through
the woods, alongside us. It was a person. A girl, probably about my
own age, fifteen or sixteen, and she was glowing green from head to
foot! I swear, there was green and gold sparks raining from her
hair. She turned to look at me and I could see her blue glowing
eyes. My heart was pounding faster than I ever felt before. Then my
skin froze, ‘cause I saw her walk right through a thick tree as she
tracked us upstream. Like a ghost. Then she passed through another
tree, still looking right at me, and she started to turn orange.
The sparks from her hair were changing color, too, turning red. She
smiled at me and I could see her teeth.

“I closed my eyes ‘cause I was too afraid to
look anymore. Then I was too afraid not to look, so I opened my
eyes again. And she was still walking fast through the trees, but
she had turned back downhill. Moving upstream but back down into
the woods and away from us. I watched as she became a bright line
again, then the line disappeared and there was just a glow. And
then the glow faded below the rim of the hillside and it was dark
again.

“I kept driving that night, on up to Six
Locks, where we switched teams and I come on board. My daddy sent
one of the older hands out to drive the next trick. I never
mentioned it to him or the other hands and they never said anything
about it to me. My daddy was steering and they was sleeping when it
happened, and I don’t think anyone else saw it. To this day I don’t
know what it was, or whether I imagined the girl. But when she
smiled I heard her whisper she would come again to kill me, and I
knowed that night that I was done with the canal.”

Cy opened his eyes, looked at Zimmerman, and
yawned. The heroin was warming his chest, legs, and bones, and
Zimmerman’s story was part of a mosaic unfolding around him. “How
much for the rest?”

Zimmerman peered into the vial. “It’s half
an ounce,” he said softly. “Twenty.”

Cy pulled out his roll of bills and counted.
He peeled off two singles and handed Zimmerman the rest of the
roll. Zimmerman passed him the vial and he put it in his pocket.
They pushed themselves up from the straw tick and started for the
stairs. There would be a reckoning of sorts with the Emorys, Cy
figured, but that was for tomorrow. What was left of tonight was
free of worry, pain, and fear. He followed Zimmerman up the cellar
stairs.



 Chapter 22

Swains Lock

Saturday, March 29, 1924

It was after 8:30 on Saturday morning when
Cy’s feet found the floor. Habit guided him to the simple wooden
dresser in his lockhouse bedroom at Swains, where he was relieved
to see his stash of bills. He must have remembered to bring it
upstairs from the kitchen jar last night after returning from Great
Falls. With Pete and Katie around, valuable things needed to be
kept out of sight. Leafing through, he counted fifty-six dollars.
He hobbled over to the chair where he’d thrown last night’s clothes
and withdrew the contents of his coat pockets. Only an empty
tasting flask, two more dollars, and the remainder of Zimmerman’s
vial, which he held up to the light to measure with his eyes. He
opened a dresser drawer and hid the vial inside his pair of clean
socks.

Standing in his underwear, he looked out the
room’s lone window and considered the events of the previous night.
Shit. He’d sold seven pints and then been up in the poker game for
most of the evening – up over ten dollars at one point. His
winnings had evaporated as the game wound down. And in the ensuing
session with Zimmerman, the rest of his money had purchased an
ephemeral reprieve from his pain. So now he had fifty-eight dollars
and owed the Emorys seventy-five. They were half-assed boaters, and
if they’d reached Widewater from Georgetown yesterday, it would
still take them two hours to get through the locks at Great Falls
and cover the distance to Swains. So he still had a little
time.

He looked out the window at the driveway and
the canoe rack beyond it. Pete was playing in the driveway,
spinning the pedals of an upside-down bicycle with his hands. If Cy
was lucky, he thought, he might be able to sell a few pints of
whiskey this morning at Great Falls, but that wouldn’t come close
to yielding the seventeen dollars he needed. It would be a bad idea
to stiff the Emorys on the first run of the season. If he did, his
business with them was finished and there might be more serious
consequences to follow. There were one or two people in the area
who might lend him some money, but none he could tap on such short
notice.

It was a weekend, so the Inn at Great Falls
Tavern would be busy. And within the next hour or so, tourists in
cars would start arriving to visit the Falls. If only he had
something he could sell. What about Katie? Was there a bracelet or
necklace she wouldn’t miss right away? He doubted that she’d
brought anything nice with her from Williamsport. That leaf-pendant
with the strange symbol was a possibility, but she never seemed to
take it off. He noticed that Pete had turned the bicycle right-side
up and was trying to mount it, but his legs weren’t long enough. Cy
snapped out of his musing when he realized he was staring at the
solution. Pete didn’t own a bicycle and neither did anyone else at
Swains. The bicycle was obviously built for an adult. Where had it
come from? That didn’t matter. He dressed hurriedly and limped
downstairs.

Peering into the kitchen, Cy saw Katie
clearing the table. She and Pete usually ate breakfast before he
came downstairs. He put the thought of food aside and slipped out
the front door, headed for the driveway. Pete was kneeling next to
the upside-down bicycle and spinning the front wheel by its spokes.
He looked up when he saw Cy approach.

“I found a bicycle!” His face lit up.

“So I see,” Cy said solemnly. “Where was
it?”

Pete pointed to the canoe rack. “Over
there,” he said. “Leaning against the rack.”

Cy observed with satisfaction that the
bicycle looked almost new. “Pete, that belongs to a grown-up,” he
said. “It ain’t suitable for a kid.”

Pete’s face fell. “I know,” he said softly.
“But I can almost ride it. When I’m bigger…”

“Pete, that bicycle needs to be returned to
its rightful owner. And I know who that is. A friend of mine. I’m
sure he’ll be very happy you found it for him.”

“But then why did he leave it here?”

“I’m sure he didn’t mean to leave it here,”
Cy said, putting a hand on the wheel to stop it from spinning. “It
must have been a mistake.” He lifted Pete to his feet and smiled.
“When I take it back to my friend, I bet he might even offer a
reward to the person that found it.”

Pete looked up at Cy but his smile
collapsed.

“So I’m going to tell my friend that you’re
the one who found his bicycle,” Cy said. He righted it and put his
hands on the handlebars. “I’m going to take it to him right now, so
he don’t have to worry about his missing bicycle.” He started
wheeling it across the driveway with Pete following reluctantly. Cy
stopped and bent to address his brother. “Now Pete, I need you to
help Katie keep an eye on the lock. Tell her I’ll be back in an
hour or two, and if anyone comes looking for me, have her tell ‘em
to wait here until I get back. I won’t be long. OK?”

Pete tried to look his brother in the eyes
but his gaze drifted down to rest on the bicycle instead. “OK,” he
mumbled.

Cy wheeled the bike to the lock gates and
carried it across to the towpath, where he mounted it tentatively
and began pedaling toward Great Falls.

***

After hearing the front door close, Katie
looked out the kitchen window and saw Cy circling around to the
driveway. A bit earlier she’d seen Pete excitedly pull the bicycle
out from behind the canoe rack and upend it. She dried the dishes
and swept the kitchen floor. When she was finished she stepped
outside and saw Pete wandering back toward the old green canoe that
was tied-up on the berm. The morning air was still cool and sharp,
but clear skies promised another mild spring day. Cy was nowhere to
be seen and the bicycle had vanished along with him. The morning
was progressing as she expected.

At 9:30 she peered down the canal at an
approaching scow. As it drew closer she could see it wasn’t the
Emorys. It was a repair scow headed upstream, the third of the
morning. When the scow reached Swains, she and Pete helped the crew
lock through. Katie asked them where they were heading and they
said they were going up to Seneca to do maintenance work on Dam 2.
They said the repairs were mostly done around Great Falls, and all
the snow and ice had melted up to Cumberland during last week’s
thaw. So the canal was still supposed to open on April first. That
was Tuesday. Katie asked the scow’s captain if there were more
repair crews following them and he said they were the last one. He
tipped his cap in thanks as his mules pulled the boat out of the
lock. When the scow receded upstream, Katie asked Pete to help her
reset the lock for another light boat.

“But they said they was the last boat,” Pete
said.

“They said they was the last repair boat,”
Katie said. “I think there might be a private boat coming up from
Great Falls sometime soon.” Pete enjoyed turning the lock-keys and
pushing the swing beams, so he didn’t question Katie further and
they reset the lock.

As Pete wandered back over to his moored
canoe, Katie stood on the lock wall and peered hard down the
stretch of canal that was visible from Swains before the waterway
bent out of sight on its way to Great Falls. She couldn’t see a
boat but reason told her it wouldn’t be long before the Emory’s
scow emerged in the distance. She went inside and found an empty
canvas bag in the closet. From the wallet in her purse, she culled
a dollar and two dimes. She headed back out to the driveway and
called Pete over.

“Pete, I need you to run an important errand
for me and Cy,” she said, handing him the canvas bag, the dollar,
and the dimes. “We need some more bread for tomorrow and Monday,
and you and Cy will want a loaf when you start boating on Tuesday.”
Pete was staring at the money in his hand. He was often given
coins, but he wasn’t used to receiving a whole dollar bill. “I need
you to head up to the Crossroads Store at River and Falls,” Katie
continued, “and buy us two loaves of fresh bread. Do you know where
that is?”

Pete nodded and she smiled. “Good.” Getting
to the store only required turning right at the end of the long
Swains driveway and following River Road, but the Falls Road
intersection was over two miles away. And Katie knew he would have
to wait for the day’s second batch of loaves once he arrived, so
the errand would keep him busy until mid-afternoon.

“If there’s a little money left over,” she
said, “you can buy yourself an ice cream.” Pete’s expression
brightened at the notion: ice cream before it was even summer! His
hand closed carefully around the bill and coins. “Take your time
and don’t hurry,” Katie said. “Make sure the bread is still warm
from the oven.”

Pete slung the bag over his shoulder. She
watched him disappear around a driveway bend before going back
inside. In the kitchen she cut and removed four pieces of cornbread
from a pan, then sliced them into top and bottom halves. She pulled
down a jar of strawberry preserves from a nearby shelf. Staring at
her arm holding the jar, she felt a wave of dissolution break over
her, and the arm was no longer her own. Her sense of who and where
she was withdrew, advanced, and ebbed.

She left the kitchen and climbed the stairs
to Cy’s bedroom. The tiny closet was empty except for his canvas
bag. She turned to the dresser and pressed her thumbs into the
bundled socks she found in the top drawer. When she unrolled them,
the glass vial slid from the innermost sock into her hands. She
eyed the white powder inside, nodding in recognition.

The lone window in the bedroom provided a
view of the canal downstream. Holding the vial in her fist, she
crossed to it and gazed down the waterway. No boat was approaching
yet, but the course that had been charted was beyond her power to
change. Its first steps led back downstairs to the kitchen.

***

“Lockee, lockee, lo!” Kevin sang out from
the towpath when he and the mule team were within shouting distance
of Swains. “We got somewheres to go,” he added, just for himself
and the mules. He pulled the tin horn from his coat pocket and
bleated four notes toward the lockhouse. Drawing near he saw the
lock was set for a light boat, but there was no evidence of a
locktender or anyone else nearby. The lockhouse door was closed. He
blew four more baleful notes on his horn. Still no sign of life. He
dropped back behind the mules to get a clear line of sight to the
scow. “I guess they’re hiding from us, Tommy!” he called out to his
brother at the helm. “Think our friend Cy don’t want to pay
up?”

Tom shook his head grimly and spat into the
canal.

“Maybe he’s sleeping off a drunk,” Kevin
said. “Let’s see if we can smoke him out.” He guided the mule team
up the incline toward the lock. The mules stopped just past it of
their own accord and Kevin jogged back to grab the snub-line. Tom
steered the slowing scow into the lock and Kevin snubbed it to a
stop.

“Like a ballet dance,” Kevin said. “Makes
you wonder why locktenders get paid.”

“Damn, they should pay us instead,” Tom
said, standing up from the tiller and edging around the cabin on
the race plank. “For all the gate-slinging we been doing.”

Kevin eyed the next level of the canal but
saw no one. He pulled out his pocketwatch, which read almost 11:00.
He aimed his horn at the lockhouse and blew more blasts. “Shit, it
ain’t like he didn’t know we was coming,” he said after catching
his breath. “Think we got a swindler on our hands?”

“Maybe,” Tom said. He had crossed to the
center of the deck and was using his knife to sever a hangnail. “If
so,” he continued, “we’ll have a score to settle next time we run
into him. Once the season gets going, a boat captain got nowhere to
hide on the canal.”

Standing on the lock-wall, Kevin looked
across and saw a rope ladder hanging from the opposite wall.
Locktenders sometimes used these ladders to perform maintenance or
retrieve objects that fell into the lock, so he thought little of
it. Next to the ladder was a plate that held four small cornbread
sandwiches. A piece of notepaper was pinned beneath the plate.

“Look at that, Tommy. Maybe he’s trying to
buy us off with bread!” he said with a snicker. “Maybe old Cyrus
plans to bake his way out of debt!”

“Well that ain’t no seventy-five dollars
worth. That ain’t even seventy-five cents.”

Kevin jumped down onto the deck. Since the
boat was unburdened by cargo, the deck was almost four feet above
the waterline. He walked across it toward the plate. “Food and a
ladder to reach it. Guess he’s trying to make us real comfortable
while he steals our whiskey and makes us work the lock ourselves!”
The top of the lock wall was at the level of his ribs, so he
ignored the ladder and took the plate of cornbread and the note
beneath it. He handed Tom the plate and read the note out loud.

Boatmen –

The lock-keys at Swains were taken last night by
vandals. Cy Elgin has gone to Great Falls to get replacements.
Please pull into the lock and wait. Help yourself to cornbread. Cy
will be back soon. Our apologies.

K. Elgin

When he was finished, he glanced at the
upper and lower gates and saw eight naked stems protruding through
the swing beams. He cocked his head and whistled. “Ever heard of
that, Tommy? Vandals taking lock-keys?”

“Don’t make much sense. They ain’t good for
nothing but turning a paddle.”

“Our apologies, K. Elgin,” Kevin said
mockingly. He crumpled up the note and dropped it into the water.
“I guess Cy’s little sister feels bad for us. Well I’m scandalized
that they didn’t leave us cups of tea to drink with our cornbread
and jam!”

“Hell with that,” Tom said. “We still got
whiskey.” He laid the sandwich plate down near the windowless
forward wall of the cabin and ducked down the stairs. He returned
carrying the whiskey jug and two tin cups, which he set beside the
plate. Then he sat down near the starboard rail, back against the
cabin wall and legs stretched toward the bow.

Kevin sat alongside him with the plate and
jug between them. He pulled off his black fedora and brushed it
while Tom poured two fingers of whiskey into each of the cups. He
handed one to Kevin, who swirled its contents absently while
tapping his hat back into place. Both men plucked a
strawberry-cornbread sandwich from the plate and took a wolfish
bite.

“I’m guessing,” Kevin said, chewing the
viscous offering, “that if little sister wrote that note for old
Cy…”. He swallowed and took a sip of whiskey to clear his vocal
cords. “Then she might also be our cornbread baker.”

“The fixings ain’t too bad,” Tom said,
taking another bite. He jerked his head toward the lockhouse.
“Maybe she’s in there right now baking our main course.”

“Hell, we can skip the main course and go
right to dessert. And she can just come out and service that
directly.” Kevin called out enthusiastically toward the lockhouse.
“We’re getting ready for our dessert, Miss Elgin!”

“Dessert in a skirt!” Tom blurted, laughing
with his mouth full and nearly choking. He reached for the whiskey
to wash down the rest of his sandwich. “That cornbread’s mighty
good,” he said hoarsely, “but the strawberry jam got a bit of a
tang to it.” He took one of the two remaining slabs from the
plate.

“Yeah. Maybe got some rhubarb or something
mixed in.” Kevin finished and snared the last sandwich. “Tommy,” he
said, “maybe you should go bang on the door. If she answers, you
can say she’s invited for pancakes…” He paused to yawn and scratch
his chest. “…at Emory’s establishment of fine dining. The griddle
is hot and we’re ready to fabricate!”

Tom finished his cornbread and echoed
Kevin’s yawn. “Why don’t you go invite her yourself. I’m too
comfortable to get up. Like a possum in a pumpkin patch.”

“Don’t much feel like climbing that ladder
myself,” Kevin said, succumbing to another yawn. “Maybe we can
serenade her from here.”

“Be my guest. Since you got the musical
persuasion in the family.” Tom laughed as he leaned his head back
against the cabin wall and lowered his hat brim over his eyes.

“Oh Miss Elgin,” Kevin sang out. He followed
Tom’s lead, leaning back against the cabin wall and shading his
eyes with his hat. His voice softened as he added a second line.
“Our porpoises are swellin’…” The third line was a light snore,
sung by both Emory brothers.

***

Ten minutes after the Emorys stopped
talking, Katie emerged from the lockhouse carrying a lock-key in
one hand and Lee’s leg-irons in the other. The open cuffs were
aligned in her palm, her fingers curled around two of the C-arms.
She stood on the lock wall and looked down at the scow. The Emorys
were slouched side-by-side with their backs against the cabin wall
and their legs extended toward the bow. Their hats were pulled down
over their eyes, but the rise and fall of their chests convinced
her that both men were asleep. Heroin and whiskey, she thought. Two
sedatives at work.

She set the leg-irons and lock-key down
beside the rope ladder and walked to the end of the swing-beam,
then pushed it to swing the gate closed. She crossed over the lock
and closed the downstream gate on the towpath side. Now the lock
was a sealed chamber.

Neither Emory moved as she descended the
rope ladder and stepped onto the deck of the scow. She walked
stealthily along the starboard rail past the snoring men and toward
the cabin stairwell. From the stern deck she ducked down the steps
and through the door.

In the starboard corner in front of her was
a coal-burning stove and to its left a freestanding cupboard. Two
bunks were built into the left-hand wall. She scanned the upper
reaches of the room, lowering her eyes until they reached the
floor, where she found what she wanted near her feet. Under the
drop-leaf table was the toolbox she’d seen the last time the Emorys
had transited Swains Lock. It was heavier than she expected and she
had to slide it out from under the table to lift it, but the thick,
hinged handle supported the box and its contents easily. She
tightened her grip and carried the box up to the stern deck.

Tilting toward the cabin wall for balance,
she retraced her steps along the rail past the legs of the sleeping
men. She quietly set the toolbox down a few inches from Tom’s feet,
perpendicular to and flush with the rail. After retrieving the
leg-irons from the lock wall, she knelt next to the toolbox,
flipped its handle upright, and threaded one of the open cuffs and
half the chain through the opening beneath it. Leaning over the
box, she held the open cuff above Tom’s right ankle. After a deep
breath, she eased the opposing C-arm under his ankle and pushed the
arms together until she heard a click. She pulled lightly to test
the cuff; it was closed and locked around his ankle. His rhythmic
breathing rattled on.

She sidestepped to Kevin’s shoulder and
listened for a second. The breaths were slow and deep, so she
gingerly gripped his coat with a hand near each shoulder. He didn’t
stir. She pivoted and dragged him toward the rail, then gently
lowered his head and shoulders to the deck. He was still snoring,
with his hat balanced precariously on his forehead. She slid his
feet into alignment with Tom’s, soles facing each other across the
toolbox. The second cuff was still open and she positioned it above
Kevin’s left ankle. Speed was more important than silence now, so
she drove the C-arms together with a metallic snap. She pulled to
confirm the cuff was locked and backed away to survey her work.

Both Emorys were still asleep, though Kevin
was twitching and starting to move his hands. Tom was still
slouched against the cabin wall, hat brim concealing his eyes. The
leg-irons ran along the rail – from Tom’s right ankle, through the
opening under the toolbox handle, to Kevin’s left ankle. The cuffs
were wider than either man’s ankle but narrow enough to prevent the
shackles from slipping off.

A knowing smile formed on her lips. Making
no effort now at stealth, she retrieved the lock-key and carried it
back toward the sleeping men. She plucked Kevin’s fedora from his
face and he sputtered momentarily, lips and brow twitching. She
flipped the hat toward the middle of the deck, then removed Tom’s
hat and tossed it alongside. The light made Tom stir and bring his
hand to his face.

Katie knelt beside the toolbox and removed
the sandstone pendant and its cord from around her neck. She
wrapped the cord around the toolbox handle, tying off the loose end
to hold the pendant against it. Then she pulled the box halfway out
across the rail. The chain grew taut as the toolbox teetered over
the water four feet below. The box began to tip and the cuffs
pulled against the ankles of the men.

She stood up and held the lock-key like a
sword, then swung its socket against the sole of Kevin’s shoe. He
swiveled his foot and began to grumble. She swung the key back and
tapped Tom’s shoe. He waggled his head and brought an arm to rest
on his extended leg. She swung the key more forcefully, again
striking the soles of both men’s shoes. The third time she struck,
the snoring had stopped. Kevin was trying to sit up and Tom was
rubbing his eyes with both hands. She struck a fourth time and
heard Kevin issue a guttural protest.

“God dammit. Stop hitting my foot!” She
looked back at him and smiled. He was sitting now, hands against
the deck, trying to understand his position. His eyes settled on
the cuff around his ankle and followed the chain through the
toolbox to the cuff on his brother’s leg. Tom’s eyes were open as
he gripped his shackled leg and tried to bend his knee. His effort
swung the toolbox away from the rail and left it dangling more
precariously over the water.

“The money!” Kevin cried as the scene in
front of him began to register. He thrust toward the toolbox, but
the slack in the chain created by his lunge allowed the box to
tumble free, and the falling box pulled his foot off the rail. The
cuffs bit more deeply into their ankles. Tom tried to retract his
leg but pain from the strangling cuff dissuaded him. He swore and
jerked his head, then noticed Katie for the first time, standing
just beyond reach. “Get these things off of us!” he yelled at
her.

She glanced at him, then turned back toward
Kevin. He was poised on one knee now, left leg stretched out over
the water by the leg-irons, eyes focused solely on the toolbox. It
hovered three feet above the water in the lock, but the chain was
tantalizingly close. If he could just snare it with his left hand…
He took a deep breath and stretched for the chain just as Tom made
a parallel gesture, which sent the toolbox dipping toward the
water. To Kevin’s horror, the chain fell away from his outstretched
fingers and he felt his center of gravity follow it past the rail.
Tom tried to roll toward the centerline, but his effort was
overpowered. Both Emorys tumbled into the lock.

Katie walked to the rail and looked down.
Part of a hip and a shoulder broke the surface. The lock held
almost five feet of water and she knew the toolbox would find the
dirt-covered stone floor at its base, pulling the men into an
upright position. The water was cold despite the warming weather,
and the chill should jar them to their senses.

As she expected, both Emorys brought their
heads above water. They used their free legs to tap-dance against
the floor of the lock, balancing themselves. With water draining
from their heads, they looked first at each other and then up
toward the scow, where Katie was already stepping from the rail
onto the rope ladder. She climbed to the top of the lock wall.

Kevin tried to hop toward the ladder while
Tom prepared to jump for the scow’s rail a few feet overhead. Their
efforts nullified each other and both brothers lost their balance
and cursed. Katie retracted the ladder, which she bundled up and
tossed toward the lockhouse.

“Fuckin’ whore!” Tom swore.

“No use cussin’ her now, Tommy,” Kevin said
grimly. He shook his head and spat into the lock, then looked up
toward Katie on the lock wall above. “If you help us out, Miss
Elgin, we can forget about what your brother owes us,” he said,
using his unchained leg to bounce against the floor of the lock.
“Maybe better than that… maybe we could provide some financing for
him.” He shaded his eyes to see her better. “I mean, for both of
you. You and Cyrus.”

Katie looked down at him with no sign of
recognition.

“I think using the ladder might be easiest,”
Kevin said. “Or if you got a key for these cuffs…”

She walked over to where the ladder had been
and picked up the lock-key, then carried it to the upstream gates,
stepped onto the walkway, and turned to face the lock. The
outermost stem was in front of her and she placed the socket over
its squared end. With both hands on the key, she rocked it to make
sure it was seated, then swung it ninety degrees at full force.
Water flooded through the open wicket and a kicking,
haystack-shaped fountain formed instantly at the bottom of the
gate.

“What the hell are you doing?” Kevin
screamed above the sound of rushing water.

“The bitch is fixing to drown us!” Tom
yelled.

Ignoring the men, she jiggled the key and
lifted it off the stem. She sidestepped across the walkway, set the
key on the second stem, and swung it to open the wicket. The roar
of the water intensified as the level in the lock surged higher.
She looked up to find the Emorys. The water was rising toward their
chins. She twisted the key off the second stem and continued across
the walkway toward the stems on the opposite gate.

The wall of the lock offered the Emorys no
handholds but the rail of the scow was within reach, if they could
thrust their heads high enough above the water. They dog-paddled
toward the side of the boat, dragging their cuffed legs and the
toolbox between them. Both men slipped underwater, drove hard
against the lock floor with their legs, and propelled themselves
above the surface. They thrust their arms toward the rail and all
four hands were able to grasp it.

“Got to climb back up!” Kevin said, pulling
himself toward the rail. Tom was able to elevate his chin to the
level of the deck and Kevin reached that level with his eyes. But
the weight of their shared anchor prevented them from climbing
higher. Their muscles burned and both men slowly extended their
arms, lowering their bodies back toward the water. The scow rode
almost four feet above the surface, so for as long as their arms
held out, the Emorys could keep their heads above water. But as the
water rose, their chained legs raised the toolbox from the floor of
the lock, its weight borne by both men. Their muscles throbbed and
the cold water sapped their energy. The water churned higher,
filling the lock at an accelerating rate. Three of the four wickets
were opened wide, and the haystacks had broadened and converged
into a wall of tumbling whitewater behind the upstream gates.

Katie opened the fourth wicket and left the
key in place. She stepped from the plank onto the towpath, where
her view of the Emorys was blocked by the hayhouse in the bow. She
eased downstream past it. Two faded fedoras, one black and one
gray, sat serenely near the center of the deck. She looked down and
saw the surging flow was a long foot from the top of the lock wall.
So the water in the lock was now over twelve feet deep.

She studied the scow’s starboard rail. Four
sets of fingers were lined up along the edge, not far from the
forward wall of the cabin. The hands were perfectly spaced,
shoulder-width apart, with all of the fingers pointed in her
direction. The bent fingers rose into pale and bony knuckles
straining toward the sky. Screams from the tiring men pierced the
background chorus of bubbling water. She watched the two left-most
sets of fingers slip off the rail and disappear. Seconds later the
right-most fingers followed. The screaming fell silent and no
fingers remained.

She turned away from the scow and walked up
the towpath, stepping around the towline that lay flat on the dirt.
The Emorys’ mules were grazing unperturbed along the fringe of
grass just past the lock. She passed them and continued down to the
apron. At Swains this ground was commonly used for campsites, since
it was flat and open with grass and scattered trees. Ahead the
campground gave way to thicker foliage, and the river and towpath
diverged until one was invisible from the other. She found the end
of an old path and followed it into the witnessing woods.



 Chapter 23

Angling

Saturday, March 29, 1924

Cy rounded a bend on his way up from Great
Falls and the lockhouse at Swains came into view. With every step
on the two-mile walk, his satisfaction from selling the bicycle was
eroded by the grinding pain in his hip. From a distance he could
see that a boat with a blue-painted cabin was riding high in the
lock. It had to be the Emorys’ scow. They must have locked through
at Great Falls while he was selling the bike. The mule team was
grazing beyond the lock, but he saw no other evidence of life.

Usually you’d see the locktender or
boathands standing around the swing-beams while a boat was locking
through. Get close enough and you’d hear the banter of voices.
Boatmen might be buying groceries from a locktender or exchanging
news from along the canal. He was close enough now, but he heard no
voices. The two benches along the façade of the lockhouse were
empty. And something else about the scene looked strange, but he
couldn’t point to it right away.

It registered as he approached the closed
gates. The lock-keys were missing. The naked, square ends of the
stems were sticking up through the swing-beams into the air.
Without the keys, the lock was useless. A few steps later he
realized that one key was still in place – the one closest to the
towpath on the upstream gate. He angled over to the mid-point of
the lock wall. As he’d surmised, the lock was full and the scow was
a light boat, still snubbed to the post with the usual amount of
slack in the line. Aside from two well-worn hats lying in the
center of the deck and a jug, plate, and cups near the forward wall
of the cabin, the scow looked deserted. On a mild spring day under
the noon sun, the scow in the full lock and the quiet lockhouse
formed a placid scene, but Cy was unnerved. There was something
profoundly wrong with the view before him.

He stood in silence on the lock wall and
stared at the scow. What the hell was happening here? The scow was
heading upstream, so it must have come into a drained lock. Then
with all but one of the keys removed, how did the lock get filled?
It only made sense if the keys were removed after the water was in
the lock. But why would anybody do that? And once the lock was
filled, why wouldn’t the Emorys have opened the gates and pulled
their boat out of the lock? Where the hell were the Emorys? For
that matter, where the hell were Katie and Pete? And why did the
Emorys wander off without their hats? He reflexively pulled the
sagging brim of his Stetson down against his forehead. He didn’t
always wear a hat, but he couldn’t remember seeing either Emory
without one.

He called out for Katie and Pete but no one
answered, and the sound of his own voice hanging in the air made
his skin tighten. He called out “anybody on board?” but got no
response. He shuffled across on the planks and headed to the
lockhouse. The door was unlocked. He stood in the hallway at the
base of the stairs and called again. No answer. Nothing looked
disturbed. Poking his head in the kitchen, he saw a pan of
cornbread and a jam jar on the counter but nothing unusual. He cut
himself a slice of cornbread and headed back to the door.

Propped beside the door he saw the
lock-keys, which he counted while finishing his cornbread. There
were seven, so that accounted for all of the naked stems. He
gathered the keys into a bundle in his arms and dumped them outside
on the grass. The iron keys jangled as they collided, giving voice
to the melee of fears and suspicions in his mind. He stared at them
while considering how to proceed. He had to move the scow.

He opened the upstream gates, unwrapped the
snub-line, and coaxed the mules into pulling the scow a hundred
feet out onto the next level, where he tied it up to a thick tree.
Walking back to the lock, he was no closer to understanding what
had happened. Swains still offered no sign of life, and the
thousand-foot reach of canal visible below the lock was equally
deserted. He focused on the disturbing sight of the single lock-key
suspended above the nearest upstream gate. Along with the seven
naked stems, it told a story that he couldn’t decipher or ignore –
an unavoidable story he sensed would not end well. He shut the
upstream gates and the lock became a closed chamber, ripples on the
water reflecting from the gates and walls.

He stopped to catch his breath and peer up
and down the towpath. Nothing and no one. He returned to the pile
of lock-keys and for the first time noticed a tangled rope ladder
lying on the ground nearby. It hadn’t been there a few hours ago.
His pulse quickened as he carried two keys to the downstream gate.
He leaned out over the swing-beam and opened the gate’s two
wickets. Ripples formed from wall to wall as water began flowing.
Opening all four wickets would drain a lock in under three minutes;
with two open it took about five, and that was fast enough for Cy.
He stood on the wall and stared down at the receding water. His
intuition told him there was something at the bottom of the lock,
and he hoped it wasn’t Katie or Pete.

When he was a kid boating with his father,
they’d come upon a young couple that drowned in the canal up near
Big Pool. Others had found them first, but you couldn’t take a boat
past a drowning victim – that was the law. You had to leave at
least some part of the body in the water until the police arrived,
even if it was just the feet. That never made much sense to Cy. The
couple had rented a canoe to paddle out for a picnic on a Sunday
afternoon. The canal was only seven or eight feet deep in most
places, but that was deep enough if you couldn’t swim. Cy watched
the churning water drain away.

When the lock was half-empty, he saw the
first dark strands of sea-moss bob to the surface, and his gut
tightened. Human hair. The moss welled up again and unveiled a pale
ear. He exhaled with relief when he realized the hair didn’t belong
to Katie or Pete. A second shape floated to the surface near the
first, a thicker, russet-colored specimen of moss. These bodies
must be the Emorys. His hand slipped to the roll of bills in his
pocket. They wouldn’t need his money now. Their heads were face
down in the water and their necks and shoulders rounded into view
as the water fell. His dread flared again as he realized that other
bodies could still be submerged. What if the Emorys had dragged
Pete and Katie into the lock with them? But how could the men have
fallen or been pushed into the water in the first place? There was
only a gap of a few feet between the scow and the lock wall!

One verdict was revealed as the water
reached parity with the level downstream and stopped flowing. Pete
and Katie were not lying drowned in the lock. Not unless they’d
been weighted down, since less than five feet of water remained in
the chamber and he only saw two bodies. The water was clear enough
that if they were in there, they should be visible.

The other answer was still somewhere
underwater, along with the extremities of the drowned men. He could
see their upper bodies breaking the surface, but their legs
converged in dark water at the bottom of the lock. It looked as if
something was holding their feet down. He stared at the scene,
unsure of what to do. Then he went to the lockhouse and found a
pole in Jess Swain’s basement. It had a three-pronged hook and was
long enough to probe the water.

He thrust its hooked end into the water and
swept it between the bodies. The pole snagged something flexible
and the body with dark sea-moss hair spun a half-circle. It felt
like he was pulling a tether that bound an anchor to the corpse. He
explored until he hooked the anchor, then carefully drew the pole
straight back, hand over hand, flexing his arms and widening his
stance as its full weight came onto the pole. The bodies of the
dead men drifted on the ripples, and as he raised the anchor, their
legs rose with it. When it was a foot from the surface, he saw a
line connecting the dead men’s ankles. As the anchor broke the
surface, he realized he couldn’t lift it further with the pole. The
dead men were chained to it through a sturdy handle they had been
unable to break before drowning. It was a toolbox, one he’d seen
before. The Emorys used it to hold their cash, and he knew that if
it hadn’t been plundered, the box held enough money to change his
life.

***

By the time Lee Fisher passed Cy Elgin’s
number 41 boat tied up against the berm, his headache was nearly
gone. The boat looked uninhabited, but he could see it had been
cleaned up for the start of the season. He quickened his pace. He’d
slept much later than he wanted, then spent the rest of the morning
getting ready to head upstream with the Emorys. After packing his
bag and squaring away the lockhouse, he’d checked the big
Pennyfield house to make sure everything looked proper. But he
still needed to retrieve Charlie Pennyfield’s bicycle. Reaching
into his coat pocket, he fingered the key to the leg-irons. Then he
remembered what he’d forgotten to bring. Cy Elgin’s pint flask. The
one Katie had brought to their dinner last night, filled with the
whiskey that he was still feeling today.

Despite last night’s intoxication, he
remembered Katie saying she would lock the bicycle to the canoe
rack on the berm. He hoped now that he’d see her again at Swains
this morning before he left. He could tell her where to find Cy’s
flask at Pennyfield. And maybe they could arrange to meet again on
his first run down from Cumberland with Ben Myers.

He rounded a bend in the towpath and saw the
lockhouse at Swains in the distance. Alongside the towpath was a
small blue shape, which he soon recognized as the hayhouse wall of
the Emory’s scow. That was odd. As a light boat, the scow should be
steering a path closer to the berm. And he noticed it didn’t seem
to be moving relative to the lockhouse. Then he saw the mules
grazing on the fringe of grass between the towpath and the canal.
He sighed and shook his head in disapproval. Once again, his
cousins had chosen an inappropriate place to tie up. It showed a
lack of respect for the unwritten rules of the canal.

Passing the mules, he didn’t see either of
his cousins nearby. He ducked under the mooring line and called out
as he neared the scow’s cabin, but no one answered. Great, he
thought, they’re off causing trouble somewhere. Then he remembered
their reference to Katie when he’d seen them last Monday. She might
be alone at Swains right now. Apprehension pulsed through him and
he broke into a run for the short remaining distance to the
lock.

The scow should have recently locked
through, so he expected to see the upstream gates open and the lock
filled with water. Instead the upstream gates were closed. And no
one seemed to be around the lock. But the lockhouse door was open,
so he angled off the towpath toward the crossing planks. As his
foot hit the walkway, a figure passed through the door. He looked
up and saw Cy Elgin.

Cy saw Lee at the same instant and stopped
in his tracks. He stared Lee down for a few seconds without
speaking, and Lee noticed the hacksaw in his hand. The silence grew
strained, so he looked down while searching for the words to
inquire after Katie. He saw two shapes floating in the drained
lock, one tan and one gray, with flossy strands splayed out on the
surface, and the shock of recognition hit him at the moment that he
heard Cy’s voice.

“Don’t jump to no conclusions,” Cy said with
an edge of menace.

“Jesus!” Lee yelled, his heart racing,
“they’re drownded!” He sidestepped across the plank and gazed into
the lock in disbelief. As his thoughts gained traction, he realized
that he hadn’t seen the dead men’s faces. He looked at Cy and tried
to steady his voice.

“That Kevin and Tom Emory?”

Cy nodded warily. “I think so. Haven’t
gotten close enough to see for sure. Just found ‘em here myself a
minute ago.”

“So you ain’t tried to help ‘em yet?”, Lee
asked with a note of incredulity. “Gonna cut ‘em up with that saw
instead? Maybe they’re not dead yet!” He glanced around for
something he could use to help and saw the rope ladder rolled up on
the ground. He paced across the walkway and leapt down onto the
lock wall.

“They’re dead,” Cy said tersely. “They was
at the bottom, under their boat. I found ‘em when I pulled the boat
out and drained the lock.” Lee listened while reaching for the
ladder. When he understood what Cy had said, his frantic energy
dissolved into resignation. Cy retrieved the pole he’d left near
the lockhouse door. “Looks like they had some help,” he said.

Lee finished untangling the ladder, then set
its hooks against the stone edge of the lock wall and unfurled it.
He looked up as Cy carried his pole to the wall – the same kind of
pole Lee had spent hours drilling for Charlie Pennyfield. Cy
extended its hooked end deep into the water and maneuvered it
toward one of the bodies. He twisted it until its hook caught
something, then raised the hook toward the surface. Lee saw a leg
and a blocky object rise from the shadows. When the hook reached
the surface he saw it held a chain, the near end terminating at the
dead man’s ankle in a wet gray cuff that gleamed in the light. Lee
felt the air leave his lungs as if he’d been kicked in the chest by
a mule. He bent forward and put his hands on his knees, head
swimming as he tried to understand what had happened and what it
meant.

“Their legs are shackled,” Cy said. “To each
other and a toolbox. Might as well have been chained to an
anchor.”

Lee took shallow breaths and tried to regain
his equilibrium. Shackles. His leg-irons. He’d given them to Katie
to lock the bicycle, but he still had the key. How had they become
unlocked? Maybe Cy had intercepted her and taken the leg-irons
away. His cousins were dead! Had Cy killed them? A darker feeling
settled over him when he considered the possibility that Katie
might be an accomplice, but he cast the thought aside. He couldn’t
imagine that she was involved. The toolbox… was that the motive? He
knew that the Emorys used it as a safe, and Katie had told him that
Cy was always on the edge financially. Where was Katie now? Maybe
Cy had sent her away so he could rob the Emorys when they arrived
at Swains… and then use the leg-irons and the plundered toolbox to
drown them? It seemed unbelievable. But those were his cousins
lying face down in the water! He slid his hand into his coat pocket
as if he were inserting it into a hornet’s nest and took out the
key.

“Those cuffs,” he said, swallowing hard and
holding up the key. “I think they’re mine.” He put the key in the
pocket of his pants, stripped off his coat, and started down the
rope ladder. From the lowest rung he jumped backward into the lock,
and the press of cold water against his chest made him breathe
faster. He hopped through the water toward the nearest body, placed
his hand under a floating shoulder, and lifted it several inches.
The head flopped forward as it came out of the water, but Lee could
see that the dead man was Tom Emory. He recoiled at the sight of
his cousin’s colorless face, then paused briefly with his head
bowed in silence.

Kevin’s body floated within reach but Lee
saw no reason to confirm its identity. He pivoted Tom’s body until
he was alongside the chained leg, then reached down with both hands
to raise it. He could feel the chain tug the toolbox at the bottom
of the lock. He pulled Tom’s shin upward until his hands broke the
surface. The leg-irons caught the light and Lee saw the small
keyhole near the hinge of the closed cuff.

He carefully extracted the key from his
pocket, guided it into the keyhole, then twisted it and felt the
C-arms fell apart. He let Tom’s leg drift away and slid the key
back into his submerged pocket. Still gripping the opened cuff, he
lowered his hand into the water and looked up at Cy. “I don’t know
how those leg-irons got here,” he said. He started to say that he
had given them to Katie last night, but his instincts intervened
and he left the thought unspoken.

Cy met his gaze with a stern look. “The law
says you can’t pull a body out of the canal,” he said. “Got to call
the police and let them do it.”

Lee nodded, acknowledging the protocol.

“But I don’t think either one of us is going
to want to explain this,” Cy continued. “Seeing as they was
drownded with your shackles at my lock.”

Lee’s jaw clenched as he considered the
situation. Cy was right. Lee’s only explanation – that someone had
used his leg-irons without his knowledge to drown his cousins –
would sound far-fetched, especially if it turned out the Emorys had
not been robbed. And the weight of the toolbox gave him the
impression that it wasn’t empty. And what if Cy claimed that he had
found Lee at the lock with the dead men? It might look like Lee
still intended to rob them and just hadn’t finished the job yet.
Maybe he killed his cousins for some family reason. They might have
trusted him enough to let down their guard. Or it might look like
Cy and Lee were in league against the Emorys. To the police, the
various ways Lee might have been implicated in the death of his
cousins would inevitably sound more plausible than the truth. And
the truth made no sense even to Lee, since he still couldn’t
believe that Katie was involved.

“We got to get them bodies out,” Cy
said.

With his reasoning at a dead end, Lee nodded
his assent.

“I’ll fetch a canoe and paddle in,” Cy said.
He pointed to the berm beyond the lock. “We can take ‘em out and
unload ‘em near the flume, then get ‘em into the house. Better get
moving before anybody else happens along.”

“OK,” Lee said. “I’ll stay here to help lift
‘em into the canoe.”

Cy opened the berm-side gate and limped up
past the driveway toward the green canoe Pete had been using to
launch his stick armada. He untied it and dragged it onto the berm,
across the grass, and down the embankment to the lower level of the
canal.

While Lee grew cold standing in the lock, he
lifted the open cuff back out of the water. The toolbox and Kevin
Emory’s ankle rose toward the surface. He saw something wrapped
around the toolbox handle and pulled it closer. An arrow stabbed
his heart as he recognized Katie’s sandstone pendant. He released
the cuff and untied the cord from the handle. The pendant came
free, shedding water into the lock as tears formed in the corners
of his eyes. What had happened to Katie? How could she have been
involved? He thrust the pendant into his pocket and turned blindly
away from his cousin’s body, dropping his hand and the toolbox to
his side. Untethered from its anchor, Kevin Emory’s corpse floated
freely on the surface.

Lee turned to see Cy paddle into the lock,
sitting in the bow seat of a green canoe. He glided over to Tom
Emory’s body, and Lee waded awkwardly alongside him. “Better get
this loaded first,” Lee said. He hoisted the toolbox up to Cy, who
set it between the thwarts. Lee tried to hold the birchbark canoe
steady while they worked Tom’s body over the rail. Lock water
poured from the corpse’s clothes as it slumped onto the floor of
the canoe. Cy knotted his brow, staring at a small hole in the
starboard side that was now only an inch or so above the waterline.
“I reckon we’ll take on water after we load the other one, but it
don’t matter,” he said. He took a stroke to draw the boat toward
Kevin’s body, and together they lifted the corpse on board. The
hole in the starboard side was below the waterline now and a steady
stream flowed through it. “Better get back to the berm before she
sinks,” Cy said. Lee pushed the bow toward the open gate as Cy
stroked. Only a few inches of freeboard remained, but that was
enough to reach the bank near the flume. Shivering freely, Lee
waded to the rope ladder and climbed the lock wall.

It was early afternoon now and the air above
the lock felt much warmer than the water. He stripped off his
shirt, shoes, and socks and laid them out on the swing-beam to dry,
then strode barefoot to the mouth of the flume to help Cy pull the
canoe onto the bank.

They carried the bodies into the lockhouse
as quickly as they could and laid them face up on the kitchen
floor. While Cy looked for something to cover them, Lee rifled
through Kevin Emory’s pockets and retrieved a key-ring with a
wooden fob and a few keys attached. From the other corpse he took
Tom’s sheathed Bowie knife, which he held before him as Cy
returned. “I was thinking it should stay in the family,” he said,
forcing a smile. Cy only glared as Lee slid the knife into his
pocket and offered to retrieve the toolbox. Cy grunted to suggest
indifference, but his bloodshot stare betrayed his interest.

Lee jogged back out to the lock wall and
scouted the towpath – no one in sight. Even though the canal’s
official opening was still three days away, they had been lucky to
remove the bodies without being seen. Remove the bodies – how
easily that phrase traversed his thoughts! On one level, the
thought of what he’d just experienced, and of what he and Cy were
doing now, was still unfathomable. He knew his cousins were
unattractive characters – scofflaws at best, criminals at worst –
but even though he’d felt little affinity for the Emorys, he had a
hard time believing they deserved to die. And someone had drowned
them, or killed them first and thrown them in the lock, leaving
Katie’s pendant tied to the instrument of their death. The fear
that she was somehow responsible was pierced by a sharper fear;
maybe she’d fallen victim to the same killer! Maybe he had stripped
off her necklace and used it as a macabre signal or warning. Or had
killed her and was trying to frame her for the Emorys’ deaths!

Lee knew his apprehensions were scaling
beyond usefulness, so he tried to refocus on the situation at hand.
He and Cy needed to deal with the bodies and come to terms with
each other. He loped down to the canoe and grabbed the toolbox;
water trickled from the crack between the lid and the base. He
carried it back to the kitchen where Cy was waiting in a chair
beside the table. An old sheet covered the dead men’s faces and
chests.

Cy gestured for Lee to put the toolbox on
the table. “I think we need to examine the evidence,” he said, “so
we can figure out what happened.” He rose from his chair and knelt
alongside Kevin’s body, prepared to search for the toolbox key. Lee
pulled the key-ring from his own pocket and jangled the keys.

“Already got ‘em,” he said. Cy mumbled and
limped back to his chair. Lee settled on the smallest key, holding
it up so Cy could see it but keeping it beyond arm’s reach. In the
sallow skin under Cy’s greenish eyes and the sand-colored hair
streaked with gray, Lee saw little family resemblance to Katie. It
might have been stronger once, he thought. Before Cy drifted into
gambling and – his cousins had hinted – drugs. Lee inserted the key
into the lock plate and turned it; the lock clicked and the box
seemed to exhale. He opened the latches and lifted the lid.

The first thing he saw was silver coins,
dripping wet and reflecting the kitchen’s indirect light. It looked
like seventy or eighty dollars worth stacked in the rows of a coin
rack that occupied the hanging tray. They shared the tray with six
drenched sleeves of wrapped coins, silver peeking from their ragged
ends. As Lee pocketed the key-ring, Cy laid the coin tray on the
table and drained the box’s main compartment in the sink. Back at
the table they studied its contents. A small leather-bound ledger
with lists of names and numbers. Cy flipped through a few pages,
but they were too water-logged and ink-stained to read at a glance.
Lee showed no interest, so Cy set it next to the box. Then he
placed a money clip holding sodden bills on the table. Next he
pulled out a drawstring pouch that made a solid metallic sound when
laid down. He dumped its contents on the table and the gleam of wet
gold seemed to illuminate the room.

Cy drew a sharp breath and Lee saw that his
eyes were riveted on the gold coins. Cy picked up a coin to examine
it, turning it over to read both sides. “Twenty-dollar piece,” he
said softly. “Mint. And there must be over twenty of ‘em.”

“Twenty-four,” Lee said after counting them
with his eyes.

Cy picked up one of the silver dollars,
studied its faces, and put it back in the rack. “Your cousins liked
their money hard,” he said. “Looks like someone made ‘em pay for
that. Though whoever drownded ‘em didn’t seem to have an appetite
for money themselves.”

And that’s why I don’t think you killed my
cousins, Lee told himself. Cy had done business with the Emorys
before and would have known that they used the toolbox as a safe.
Anyone who had picked it up and felt its weight – as the killer
must have – or heard the rattle of its contents might have guessed
there was something valuable inside. So while Lee could imagine Cy
using the toolbox and shackles to drown his cousins, he could only
see it happening after Cy had opened the box and stolen its
contents. Maybe thrown in a few bricks or rocks instead. And just
now, hadn’t his interest in the toolbox been obvious?

“Here’s how I see it,” Cy said, fingering
one of the gold coins again. “Your cousins are bootleggers. That’s
not a judgment, that’s a fact. They might of had a disagreement
with a customer… maybe an ex-customer. Maybe they sold someone out
and got paid back with interest. We don’t know and we’re not likely
to figure it out.” He put the coin back in the pile and looked up
at Lee from his chair.

“What we do know is that nobody but us and
the killer knows they’re dead. Since they was on a bootlegging run,
no one’s going to miss ‘em for a few more days. Maybe even a week.
But sooner or later someone’s going to come looking for them. Maybe
some other cousins of yours, maybe some business partners, maybe
the police. When that happens, we can’t have any evidence around
here that points to us. ‘Cause we got nobody else we can point to
instead.”

Staring at the coins on the table, Lee said
he agreed. Cy was right that members of the Emory clan would come
looking. And they would probably find someone at Great Falls who
had seen the scow heading upstream and someone above Swains who
hadn’t. Bootlegging was a family business, so the clan would wonder
what had happened to their money. Anyone flashing silver and gold
coins would get looked at funny, since that was how Kevin Emory
carried his profit. Lee met Cy’s gaze. “What do you reckon we
should do?”

Cy seemed to be measuring Lee with his eyes.
“The bodies,” he said. “Bury ‘em somewhere safe. It’s the only
thing. Otherwise, we’re the easy suspects, and maybe we spend our
lives in jail. If we bury ‘em, only the killer knows they’re dead.
Maybe it looks like your cousins just took the money and ran
off.”

Lee felt something harden inside him. Maybe
it was his skin hardening and forming a new layer or shell. One
that was scarred and compromised by time and events in a way it
never had been before, but would be irredeemably calloused from now
on. “So you must have an idea for the money as well,” he said.

“The coins are too hot to handle,” Cy said.
“Whoever comes looking for your cousins will want the gold and
silver, too. We got no safe place to put it. I say we put it back
in the box and bury it for a while. Until things blow over.” Cy
reached for the wad of soggy bills, which he pulled from the clip,
unfolded, and laid on the table. “But I got no problem with the
paper money. We can split that even right now.”

“How much is it?” Lee caught himself
thinking that a few extra dollars would be useful. He’d lost his
ride upstream to Harper’s Ferry, so now he might need to buy a
train ticket. His lips cracked into a cynical grin at the thought.
The new, calloused Lee was a practical man.

Cy leafed through the bills and counted.
“Eighty-eight dollars. Plenty of singles.” He separated the bills
into two piles and handed one of them to Lee, who stuffed them into
the pocket of his wet pants. He touched Katie’s pendant in the
process and felt a pang.

“What about the scow and the mules?”

“I can take care of the mules,” Cy said.
“Find ‘em a nice home before I set out on Tuesday. But the boat is
like an arrow that points right at us. Too big for you and me to
drag it out of the canal. I think we should scuttle it.”

“Can’t scuttle it in the canal, unless you
turn it into sawdust first. The canal’s too shallow.”

“Not here. Widewater. Below Six Locks and
Great Falls. Parts of it are sixty feet deep.”

Lee thought about it for a second. Widewater
was the old channel of the river between Bear Island and the
Maryland shore that had been incorporated into the canal. “It’s
deep enough. But you got more people coming and going down
there.”

“We’d have to do it at night,” Cy said.
“Late tonight. Pull the scow down there and chop a few holes in the
hull. Maybe bring some stones on board. She’s heavy enough to go
down.”

“Maybe. Can’t think of anyplace else it
would work. What about the bodies?”

“I don’t like sending ‘em down with the
scow. If they’re in the canal, they might pop back up. Sooner or
later, they’ll get found.”

“I know a safe place we can bury ‘em…along
with the money.” Lee gestured with his thumb toward the kitchen
window, which looked out toward the apron between the towpath and
the river. “Out there on an island,” he said. “We’ll need a
canoe.”

“We got a canoe, but it leaks. Can’t hold
four men.”

“A second canoe.”

“Jess Swain got a whole rack of canoes, but
they’re locked up.”

“I can bring one down from Pennyfield,” Lee
said. “Might take me a couple of hours to get up and back.” He
thought for a second. “Unless you seen a stray bicycle lying
around.”

Cy looked at him with a furrowed brow and
shook his head. “Ain’t no rush,” he said. “We got to wait until
after dark to move the bodies anyway.” He rose from the table and
gestured toward the corpses. “But we can’t leave ‘em here. Katie
and Pete could walk in any minute. Let’s get ‘em down to the
basement.” Lee knelt down alongside Kevin Emory’s left ankle, which
was still cuffed by the leg-irons. He reached into his pocket for
the key.

“Leave it on,” Cy said abruptly. “Since the
bodies are staying here while you’re gone. Got to have something
pointing to you as well. Keeps us both honest.” Lee looked up and
squinted but left the cuff attached. He held his cousin’s ankles
while Cy gripped the body by the armpits. They carried the bodies
downstairs and laid them in a dark corner of the basement.

Back in the kitchen, Lee put the ledger in
the box along with the pouch of coins and the refilled coin tray.
He closed the cover and set the latches, then pulled out the key
ring and locked the toolbox. “That was a good idea you had,” he
said. “About keeping us honest. Made me think I should leave the
box with you until tonight. I’ll take the key with me. That way we
trust each other. And we don’t have to worry about someone else
bumping into it.”

Cy put the box on top of a cabinet, where it
was unlikely to be noticed right away. They walked out toward the
lock, where Lee retrieved his damp clothes from the swing-beam.

“Let’s lock the scow down,” Cy said. “Get it
out of the way and set us up for later.” They reset the lock,
brought the scow through, and moored it to a post near the mouth of
the flume. Lee led the mules across the lock and tied them up near
the water. Cy peered out at the uninhabited islands in the center
of the river. “Show me again where you’re thinking,” he said.

Lee pointed at the island. “There’s a huge
sycamore we can use as a landmark. And flat ground next to it for
digging.” They agreed that Lee would bring a second canoe down from
Pennyfield at seven and Cy would find a reason to send Katie and
Pete to Great Falls before he arrived.

“One more thing,” Cy said as Lee set out.
“If you got one, bring a shovel.”
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Pennyfield Pages

Saturday, March 29, 1924

During Lee’s walk back to Pennyfield, his
thoughts spiraled from the central question: who had killed his
cousins? His fingers reached past the wet bills in his pocket to
absently finger Katie’s sandstone pendant. He resisted reason,
which told him that she must have been involved. Maybe against her
will. He had given her the leg-irons and no one else at Swains had
ever seen them. But if she’d used them to lock the bicycle, they
never could have been used to drown the Emorys, because he hadn’t
given her the key. So she must have chosen not to lock it. That was
troubling – a breach of faith, however small. There must be another
explanation, he thought, as his fingers closed around the pendant.
If she was coerced into helping the killer, he prayed she hadn’t
been hurt in turn. Maybe she would return to Swains and tell Cy she
had left the leg-irons unlocked by mistake. Someone else must have
found and used them.

Cy. Lee still sensed that he might have had
a hand in the killings. He knew that Cy owed his cousins money. And
he knew that Cy’s vices – gambling and drugs – meant he might not
have been able to pay. So Cy had a motive, both to steal and to
cancel a debt. But the gold and silver was still in the toolbox and
that didn’t make sense. Maybe Cy had come across a payback killing
and scared the killer away. And then he was preparing to saw the
toolbox free of the leg-irons when Lee arrived at Swains. No matter
how Lee tried to construct a logical thread, it fell apart when he
thought it through.

But instinct told him that Cy was dangerous.
Whether or not he was involved in the murders, Cy would regard Lee
as a witness who might incriminate him. Or he might worry that Lee
would exhume the Emorys’ money for himself. As he assessed this
possibility, Lee realized that he was the one at risk. By disposing
of Lee, Cy could silence him and keep all the gold and silver. But
Lee was younger, faster, strong; if he kept his guard up, he
thought he could defend himself.

What if Cy returned to the burial spot by
himself in the days ahead? If the money was missing when he and Cy
went back for it, Lee could tell the Emory clan that Cy had been
seen passing gold and silver coins. And that would mean he would
have to spend the next seven months wondering when a bullet would
find him from the woods along the canal. So it was in Cy’s interest
to live up to his agreement with Lee. Each of them would get almost
four hundred dollars of the Emorys’ money. Even for Cy, that had to
be enough.

But Lee still felt anxious. Striding fast on
the approach to Pennyfield, he lightly tapped Tom Emory’s knife in
his pocket. It would come with him tonight. And he needed more…
some other form of insurance. Not for his safety, since that was up
to him alone. But in case things went wrong. What if Cy managed to
betray and bury him along with the bodies of his cousins? He
shuddered at his next thought. What if Katie really was involved in
the murders and was collaborating with Cy? What if everything he
felt about Katie, about the two of them together, was an illusion?
He shook his head and willed the doubt away. That couldn’t be, and
he would return from tonight’s loathsome tasks to be with her
again. She would be innocent. He held the pendant lightly in his
pocket. And if he was wrong, if he was killed tonight, he would
make sure he left a thread for others to follow.

By the time he reached Pennyfield, this
thread was forming in his mind. He entered the lockhouse and went
straight to the dining room. On top of a bureau he found the
locktender’s log-book, which he carried to the table. He hung his
coat on the back of a chair and tore out a blank page from the
back.

As he considered how to word his message, he
struggled with the many purposes it had to serve. If he was killed
by Cy tonight, he wanted someone to find his body. The only person
he could trust right now was Charlie Pennyfield. This was Charlie’s
lock, and he had trusted Lee to watch over it the last ten days.
And Charlie wouldn’t be conflicted, since he was outside the circle
of Emorys and Elgins. He was due to return on Sunday or Monday. So
the message had to tell Charlie where to look. And it had to warn
him that the killer or killers were still at large. He could leave
an additional clue at the burial site that would implicate Cy for
his own killing and the murder of his cousins. And Katie? He
ardently believed she was innocent, but if she was part of it, then
something should point to her as well.

If he survived and made it back to
Pennyfield, he could recover the note before Charlie found it. But
what if someone else intercepted it first? His blood chilled as he
considered another possibility: maybe Katie was the killer, and
maybe she would find it. If that happened, she and Cy would go free
and his body would never be found. He needed to leave the message
in a place only Charlie would see it… somewhere no one else would
care to look. Maybe the shed. And just in case, he needed to guide
Charlie to the burial site using terms that wouldn’t help an
unwanted reader. He tapped his pen in rhythm against the table as
he thought.

He still hoped that his cousins had been
killed by enemies from their bootlegging world. If so, their deaths
were a sad fate of their own making. And if Cy lived up to his
word, he and Lee would split the Emorys’ silver and gold. A few
hundred dollars would be a stake he could build on. He could start
saving for a house. Something small in Seneca, with a view of the
meadows. Would Katie like it there? Keep your focus, he scolded
himself. These are the only words you can speak from your
grave.

What day was it? The 29th. Tapping the pen,
he visualized the intended burial spot again. A name and an image
crystallized and he began to write. When he was finished, he
changed a few words and rearranged the sentences. Then he tore
another page and wrote the message as legibly as he could.

March 29, 1924

Charlie,

If it is April and I am missing, I fear I have been
killed because of what happened today at Swains Lock. I may be
buried along with the others at the base of three joined sycamores
at the edge of a clearing. The name of the place is well knowed by
Emmert Reed’s albino mule. One tree leads to the money, the second
leads to the killers and the third leads to the dead. In your
search for me you may find the truth. Be careful you don’t share my
fate.

Your friend, Lee Fisher

He read the note a second and third time. It
was the best he could manage. Charlie had spent many years at
Pennyfield Lock and Lee felt sure he would understand the reference
to Emmert Reed and his albino mule. To most others the clue would
be opaque. He folded the note and left it on the table. Was there
something else he should he leave as a clue? A reference to Katie,
in case his fears came true. The photograph of them at Great Falls.
She had left it near the porch-swing during her visit last night,
and he found it this morning while cleaning up. If Lee went
missing, the photo would provide a tacit pointer to the people
Charlie should find.

The flask with C. F. Elgin inscribed on its
holster lay next to his travel bag on the stairs. Katie had
probably neglected it last night because she’d been busy trying to
keep him on his feet. And now he’d forgotten to return it to Swains
today. Just as well, since she wasn’t there to receive it, and it
would have been strange to hand the flask directly to Cy. He shook
his head, amused at his diffidence. Instead you showed him the key
to the leg-irons that killed your cousins! He opened the bag and
pulled the photo out from between the pages of a book. Appraising
the flask, he realized it would be useful tonight.

He tore another blank page from the log-book
and folded it to serve as a sleeve, then placed the message and the
photo inside it. His idea about where to leave the note still made
sense, so he carried the papers across the lock and turned into the
woods on the path up to Charlie’s shed.

The drill he’d bought recently was lying on
the workbench where he’d left it, next to a hammer and a handsaw.
He thought about leaving the message on the bench but realized that
anyone who wandered in would see it. A safer approach occurred to
him. He set the note and photo aside and took the hammer to the
unadorned wall of cedar siding planks to his left.

He chose a plank near the center of the wall
and used the claws to remove the nails that held it in place,
tossing them on the floor one by one. The studs behind the plank
could hold a little shelf of cut shingle, and there was a pile of
shingles in the corner. At the workbench he cut one to fit, then
tapped in new nails from the workbench jar to support it. He
propped the drill on the shelf – it held. He placed the photo and
his note behind it, pinned against the inner face of the thick
outer siding. It was a strange place to leave a message, but no
stranger than the events of the day.

He laid the plank face up on the floor. From
his pockets he removed Tom Emory’s knife and Katie’s sandstone
pendant, then examined the pendant’s symbol. First a curve like a
tipping C, then three converging slashes. He tested the blade with
his thumb; his cousin kept it sharp. He carved a shallow C near the
base of the plank. Its outline was rough but he didn’t care – he
was etching the symbol for himself, and to Charlie it would just be
a mark. From the lower end of the curve, he extended the
slashes.

He sat back with his arms around his knees
and yawned, knowing he wouldn’t sleep much tonight. Leaning against
the wall, he closed his eyes for a few minutes. A stab of hunger
jarred him awake. Grabbing the plank and hammer, he pulled a
handful of nails from the jar and hammered the plank back in place,
with Charlie’s drill and the message he hoped no one else would
ever read hidden safely behind it. He left the shed and walked down
through the woods.

One more note to write… a note so pedestrian
that no one but Charlie would care about it. At the dining room
table he removed another page from the log-book.

March 29

Charlie,

Welcome home. I left your drill in the shed, behind
the marked plank.

Lee

He left the note in the center of the table
and put the log-book away, then scraped together leftovers in the
kitchen. Fried sausage and potato salad from last night and the
remnants of a loaf of bread. He finished what was left of his
mother’s ham with a glass of water. After eating he dragged himself
up the stairs and laid down. Years of boating had taught him how to
sleep while still keeping track of time. He let go and was asleep
within seconds.

When he woke up, the angle of the light
striking the wall told him sunset was still an hour away. He closed
his eyes and visualized the steps he needed to take. Bring the
canoe and a paddle down from the rack next to Charlie’s house. He
was pretty sure there was an old rubberized canvas tarp in the
basement of the lockhouse that would be useful to cover a body in
the canoe. And if they wanted to use it as a burial shroud for the
toolbox, it probably wouldn’t be missed for a while. Charlie kept a
pair of shovels in the shed and Lee had already carried one to the
lockhouse a few days ago. It would take him almost an hour to
paddle down to Swains. He took a deep breath and got to his
feet.

A few minutes before six, he dragged the
black birchbark canoe down the berm. The shovel and tarp were under
the stern seat as he pushed that half of the canoe into the water.
On a final visit to the lockhouse he retrieved his coat, sliding
Cy’s flask into the empty hip pocket, balancing the one that held
Katie’s pendant and Tom’s knife. He pulled his cap from a hook on
his way out the door. The air felt cool now as he crossed the lock,
jogged down the bank to the waiting canoe, and pushed off.

As the canoe sliced through still water, he
felt a surge of adrenaline and dread. What he was going to do with
Cy had to be done – there was no alternative. If he backed out, Cy
would consider him a threat and might hunt him down. Or he could
use Lee’s leg-irons as evidence against him. He was committed to
the plan, but a subliminal fear kept reminding him his life might
end tonight. He faced the stern from the bow seat, picked up the
paddle, and aligned the boat’s heading with short strokes. His
heartbeat slowed. He clung to the hope that Katie would return to
Swains unhurt and be able to identify the killer or killers. The
hope that someone other than Katie or Cy had murdered his cousins.
He paddled resolutely downstream across the darkening water as the
sun descended into the trees.
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Grave Dance

Saturday, March 29, 1924

The colors of sunset emerged and faded as
Lee paddled down the canal. Approaching Swains through the
twilight, he drove his canoe toward the berm near the entrance to
the flume. A lone figure moved haltingly toward him. Without words,
Cy caught the stern and hauled it up onto the grass. “Pull it up
next to mine,” he said, turning back toward the lockhouse as Lee
climbed out.

The green canoe was sitting on the beaten
grass near the front door. Lee dragged his boat alongside it and
noticed the Emory’s toolbox was already under its bow seat. I guess
he wants the money within reach, Lee thought. And there was a
paddle but no shovel.

“You ain’t got a shovel?”

“No. Couldn’t find one. Long as we got
yours, that’s enough.”

What an ass, Lee thought. Maybe he plans on
counting the money again while I dig.

“You bring the key to the box?”

“I got it,” Lee snapped. His pulse fluttered
as he prepared to ask the question foremost in his mind. “Katie
come back yet?”

“Ain’t seen her,” Cy said without looking at
Lee, who felt as if a scabbed wound had been torn open again to
bleed. “Pete showed up around three with a couple loaves of bread.
Said Katie sent him off to the crossroads store this morning. Damn
long walk for a kid his size. I can’t figure what she had in
mind.”

“Pete ain’t around here now, is he?” Lee
said, trying to refocus on immediate concerns. No ten-year-old
should see them carry his dead cousins out of the basement.

“No. I fed him dinner and told him to stay
in his room for a couple hours. Told him I’d whup him if I saw him
and he knows I would. Anyhow he’s too tired to complain. Now let’s
get them bodies out before something else happens.”

Lee followed Cy down to the basement. The
clammy air didn’t smell like death yet, but he knew the decomposing
had begun. Cy took Kevin Emory’s ankles, leaving Lee to grope
beneath the sheet for the armpits. With no human warmth to dry
them, his cousin’s clothes were still cold and wet. When Lee
lifted, the dead man’s head fell between his thighs; he winced at
the upside-down view of Kevin’s red-brown hair, ruddy face turned
pallid, lifeless eyes. The unseeing pupils were as wide as a
finger. They carried Kevin’s body out to Lee’s canoe, then returned
to the basement for Tom’s.

“You OK with all that weight?” Lee asked as
they laid the corpse on the floor of Cy’s canoe. With three bodies
in the green canoe this afternoon, the hole in its side had sunk
below the waterline. “Want me to take the box?”

“I’ll take it,” Cy said gruffly. Lee turned
to his own canoe and laid the shovel alongside the covered body.
Then he and Cy dragged the laden canoes back to the canal, paddled
them across, and portaged to a muddy landing on the riverbank.

Looking out toward the island in the fading
light, Lee could see that the current was running fast. In the
summer, the river drifted and was no more than waist-deep here,
with scattered rocks the size of rowboats littering the channel. It
was spring now, so the water should be higher and faster, but
tonight it looked above a normal spring level. He could only see a
handful of lumpish shadows raising their backs above the surface. A
week of warm weather had brought an abrupt end to winter in the
western reaches of the Potomac watershed and suddenly melted heavy
accumulations of snow and ice. Lee guessed that the water they had
to cross might be five or six feet deep and rising.

“Looks like the river’s come up.”

“Maybe,” Cy said, gazing out toward the dark
shape of the island. “Not enough to worry about. Long as we keep
moving.”

Lee held the green canoe steady as Cy
climbed in, then lifted the bow from the bank and pushed the hull
forward into the water. He stepped into the black canoe lightly
with one foot and pushed off the bank, then followed Cy out into
the eddy.

“What part of the island are we shooting
for?” Cy said as Lee paddled alongside.

Lee pointed directly across the river, then
swung his arm a few degrees downstream. “Tail end. On the far side
there’s an eddy where we can pull up to a beach. Got a fair current
right here, so we’ll need to face upstream and ferry over. Follow
me.”

He took a stroke on each side and his canoe
glided past Cy’s. After crossing the eddy line, he set the canoe
against the current at a fifteen-degree angle and stroked
repeatedly on the port side to keep the stern pointed upstream,
aiming well above the upper end of the island. The weight of the
dead man in his boat made the canoe feel sluggish and unresponsive.
As hard as he paddled, the canoe still drifted downstream as it
rode sideways across the current toward the island. He looked to
his left to chart his progress. He would miss the tail end of the
island, but not by much. Directly below the island the current
would be minimal, so it would be easy for him to paddle up to the
tail.

He looked to his right. Cy was following at
the same angle but losing ground to the current. The body and all
those coins are slowing you down, Lee thought. The island was broad
enough at its mid-point that the eddy below it extended a few
hundred feet downstream. So even if Cy missed the island, he could
paddle back up inside the eddy. Lee refocused on his own boat when
he felt the barely-submerged skin of a rock brush the canoe’s hull
just behind his seat. He paddled hard on his left to keep the canoe
from drifting downstream onto it.

A few minutes more brought him into the eddy
below the island, and he felt the current diminish. He took a deep
breath and paddled more easily. The muscles in his chest and
shoulders burned, then grudgingly unclenched. He turned the canoe
to face straight upstream and took alternating strokes. Within
thirty feet of the island the current disappeared. He spun the
canoe to monitor Cy’s progress.

The ambient light reflected off the dark
water and he could see that Cy had finally reached the eddy below
the island and was paddling on alternate sides to head straight
upstream. But his ferry had carried him to the eddy’s tapered base,
where the split currents converged and began to regain strength.
With the additional weight and downstream distance, he had to work
much harder than Lee had to attain the island. After paddling in
place for almost a minute, he passed a critical point and began to
make headway. When Cy finally drew alongside, he was gasping. He
shipped his paddle and slumped forward, hands on his knees and
breathing heavily. “Damn current is a lot stronger than it
looks.”

“Spring runoff. Feels like it’s still
rising.”

“Then let’s get these poor bastards in the
ground and get the hell out of here.” He gestured toward the
island’s Virginia-facing shore. “That our landing?”

“That’s it. It’s a sandy beach when the
river’s down.”

Cy grunted and jammed his paddle into the
quiet water, taking short strokes. Lee followed and they eased up
the island’s Virginia side, navigating between rocks to a spot
where the rising river lapped at long grass and low brush. They got
out and pulled the canoes ashore. Lee grabbed the shovel from his
boat while Cy pulled the toolbox from under his seat.

“Where are we going?” Cy asked, still
breathing hard.

Lee pointed inland and upstream. “About
twenty paces in. There’s a clearing with big flat rocks and grass.
On the far end is a huge sycamore with three trunks coming
together. We can bury the bodies on one side of the tree and the
money on the other.”

“Let’s take a look,” Cy said, “and make sure
you got the right island.”

Lee nodded and retrieved the folded tarp
from his canoe. He carried the shovel and tarp several paces up the
beach before turning inland on an overgrown trail.

“Deer path,” he said over his shoulder. Cy
followed with the toolbox. Thin budding branches splayed across the
trail, so Lee hunched over as he proceeded. He was hesitant to turn
his back on Cy, but logic told him that the time to worry was after
the digging had been done. He kept a few steps in front, just in
case. The trail curved left and right, then crossed a small gully
and ended at the entrance to the clearing.

Across the opening, he saw the enormous
sycamore raising its bone-white branches into the night sky. They
walked across flat rocks speckled with moss and onto a half-moon
fringe of meadow grass between the rocks and the tree.

“Found this spot with my friends when I was
a kid,” Lee said. “After we pulled up on the island to get some
shade and take a break from fishing.”

Cy laid the toolbox down and gestured for
Lee to hand him the shovel. Standing arm’s length from the tree, he
drove the blade a few inches into the dirt. “Feels like gravel,” he
muttered. “Tough digging.” He left the shovel upright and walked
back across the clearing. “Let’s get it over with.”

Lee set the tarp on a rock and followed Cy
back to the beach, where they hoisted Kevin’s body out of the black
canoe. Holding its ankles, Cy led the way back along the path. They
shuffled awkwardly forward, dodging branches and brush as the damp
sheet clung to the corpse and the open cuff of the shackles
dangled. When they reached the clearing, they laid the body near
the base of the tree. Cy bent to catch his breath, then stood up
and grabbed the shovel.

“Where’s the first hole?” he asked. Lee
studied the tree. The three trunks were all about the same size,
with the one directly in front of them facing the heart of the
clearing. The trunks to the left and right were recessed toward the
woods, the left trunk closer to Virginia and the right trunk closer
to Maryland.

“Let’s bury the money on the Maryland side,”
he said. “Easier to remember. We can dig the grave on the Virginia
side.”

At the base of the right-most trunk, Cy
heeled the shovel into the earth. Dirt, rock shards, and split
tendrils of whisker roots came up in the first load. He dumped it
aside and stabbed again. Two minutes of digging left the hole a bit
wider and deeper than the toolbox. Cy rested his hands on the
planted shovel, breathing heavily. Lee pulled it away and attacked
the hole. After splitting roots and digging out grapefruit-sized
rocks, the hole was long and wide enough. He scraped dirt from the
bottom to deepen it, then stopped to lean on the shovel in turn.
Sweat on his scalp ran down his temples. He pulled off his cap and
ran a hand through his damp hair.

“Might as well be a goddamn ditch-digger,”
Cy said. “Fucking nigger work.” He unfolded the tarp on a flat rock
with its rubberized side up and set the toolbox at its center.
“Tell you what,” he said. “While you was digging, I was thinking.
It’ll take us all night to dig a decent grave for them fellas. The
river’s up, maybe still rising. We got a canoe with a hole in it.
Let’s set them bodies against the seats and send them downriver.
They’ll swamp and sink, or wash up somewhere dead with a busted-up
canoe. It’ll look like they was out for a ride and capsized. Like
they pulled over at Swains and borrowed a canoe to go fishing, then
hit a rock in high water. We can keep both paddles and use ‘em to
get back in your canoe. Don’t know if we want to be out here much
longer anyway with the water coming up.”

Lee rested against the shovel and considered
Cy’s plan. It made sense, and it foreclosed the troubling scenarios
he associated with digging a grave. With the river rising, the
sooner he and Cy got back to Swains the better. And two men
paddling a single canoe would have more control in high water. His
cousins had drowned in the first place, so they already looked like
drowning victims. If and when the bodies and the green canoe were
discovered somewhere downstream, that’s what the finders would see.
Except for one distinguishing feature on Kevin’s ankle. Lee reached
into his pocket and pulled out the key to the leg-irons.

“Makes sense,” he said, “but they got to
look like they was drownded by accident. Not shackled first.” He
knelt beside Kevin’s ankle, unlocked the cuff from the dead man’s
leg, then dropped the leg-irons onto the tarp alongside the
toolbox. He tossed the little key on top of them. “Since we’re
getting rid of all the evidence.”

Cy stared expectantly at Lee. “Better throw
that toolbox key in with it,” he growled.

Lee looked puzzled for an instant, then
laughed. “Almost forgot.” He detached the toolbox key from Kevin
Emory’s ring and dropped it alongside the box as well. Cy grunted
his approval, then folded a long side of the rectangular tarp over
the top of the toolbox toward Lee, who folded the opposite edge
back toward Cy. They rolled up the ends of the folded tarp until
they hugged the toolbox. Lee lowered the box into the hole so it
sat upright with the rolled tarp-ends tucked under its base. Cy
started shoveling dirt as soon as Lee stood up.

When the hole was filled, Cy kicked the
residual dirt in different directions. Lee reached into his coat
pocket and felt Katie’s pendant. He pulled out the sheathed knife
instead. Cy squinted at him, and Lee thought he saw a passing look
of malice. He pointed the knife at the tree. “I’ll carve a mark so
we can remember which trunk to dig under.”

As Cy grunted and began camouflaging the
toolbox grave, Lee approached the Maryland-side trunk. He found a
spot at eye-level where the thin bark was scaling away to reveal
the pale wood. Setting the blade at an angle, he carved a slash two
fingers wide. To confirm the mark wasn’t a random scar, he carved a
parallel slash below the first. Cy was watching as he finished; the
debris he had strewn over the burial spot made it hard to identify.
Lee gave Cy a good look at the knife before sheathing it,

“Let’s get out of here,” Cy said. He grabbed
the corpse’s ankles, facing away from the body and waiting for Lee
to take the armpits. The clammy shirt felt cold to his touch now
and the skin underneath seemed stiffer. They adjusted their grips
and shambled back through the woods with the body. How is it I
always have to hoist the damn upper body, Lee thought. But at least
this way I can keep an eye on Cy.

When they reached the canoes, the water in
the eddy seemed higher and restless as an incipient breeze blew
ripples across it. The sterns they’d left motionless on the water
had begun to swing lightly back and forth. “If we screwed around
much longer back there we might of lost our boats,” Cy said. They
carried Kevin’s body to the green canoe and lowered it to the
floor, with the dead man’s torso slumped against the bow seat.
Tom’s sheet-covered corpse was still prostrate on the stern half of
the floor.

“That’s good,” Cy said. “Keep ‘em both low
and the boat won’t flip right away. It’s better if they get some
distance downriver first.” Lee removed Cy’s paddle and the sheets
covering the corpses. He dropped the paddle on the sand and tossed
the bundled sheets into the black canoe.

Cy rummaged along the waterline until he
found a rock the size of a fox head. He carried it to the canoe and
located the small hole on the starboard side. While Lee watched, he
held the rock near the hole, swung it away, and brought it crashing
back into the side of the canoe. Lee heard the birchbark skin and a
supporting rib crack. When Cy pulled his hand away, Lee could see
the hole had grown from the size of a knuckle to the size of a
fist. Cy slammed the rock into the hull with another crunch and the
hole expanded toward the waterline.

“Should be enough to send them swimming,” he
said. “Let’s launch ‘em.” Facing each other with hands on the
gunwales, they pushed the bow off the bank and into the water. The
hole was near the waterline and water splashed through it into the
boat. They thrust in unison and the boat slid away from the island.
It glided out into a lazy turn as its momentum carried it to the
eddy line. The stern crossed first, swinging downstream as the
current pulled the canoe out of the eddy. It bobbed away from them
at the speed of the water and Lee watched its silhouette spin
slowly into the night.

The worst of his fears receded with the
green canoe. His dead cousins belonged to the river now, and his
bones would not lie tangled with theirs in the dirt. But what about
the message he had left for Charlie, with its reference to the
killers? The night wasn’t over yet, he thought. He and Cy still had
to drive the scow down to Widewater and scuttle it. Cy was still a
threat, so it still made sense to leave the clues. He could recover
them later if things went well.

“I’ll go get the shovel,” he said, thrusting
his thumb back toward the deer path. “No sense giving someone an
invitation to dig.” He walked deliberately toward the path and
ducked into the woods, then accelerated once he was out of sight.
At the clearing he ran to the shovel, jammed its blade into the
earth near the Virginia-side trunk, and removed a wedge of dirt and
pebbles. Digging into his coat pocket, he drew out Cy’s flask and
rotated it to find the inscription on the leather holster: C. F.
Elgin. Maybe it would still be legible after days or weeks in the
dirt. He pulled out Katie’s pendant and held it for a second. Why
couldn’t he just give it back to her tomorrow? Why had the world
turned inside-out this morning? He blinked away tears as he tucked
it between the flask and holster and wrapped its cord around the
bottleneck, then laid the flask and pendant gently in the shallow
hole. Keep moving! He kicked the displaced dirt into the hole,
raked leaves and sticks over the buried items with the shovel, and
stepped on the dirt and debris to tamp it down.

He pulled out the knife and turned his
attention to the Virginia-side trunk. At an eye-level spot facing
the covered hole, he quickly carved a tipping C. Through its lower
portion he added three straight slashes that converged to a point.
He examined the mark – Charlie should recognize it. He grabbed the
shovel and jogged across the clearing and into the woods.

When the path emptied onto the beach, he
slowed and walked unhurriedly to the black canoe. Cy had pulled it
further ashore and climbed aboard. With a paddle across his knees,
he glared at Lee from the stern seat. “What the hell took you so
long?”

“Couldn’t hold it anymore,” Lee said,
grimacing and rubbing a hand across his abdomen. “Had to do some
squatting.”

Cy shook his head in disgust. “If you can’t
hold your bowels, keep on your own damn side of the boat. Push us
off and get in.”

We’d make it back faster if I were in the
stern seat, Lee thought. And there was something unnerving about
getting into a canoe with Cy. He slung the shovel onto the floor,
lifted the bow, and pulled it into the water, then swung a leg into
the boat and pushed off hard from the bank. Cy took sweep strokes
on starboard while Lee backstroked on port to spin the boat in the
eddy. Don’t want to get into the current on the Virginia side, he
thought. “Let’s keep it turning. Stay in the eddy and paddle down
to the tail.”

Cy followed Lee’s instructions but said
nothing. With two paddlers and no dead weight, the canoe held its
course and speed. Sitting in the bow, Lee was more attuned to the
water than he had been earlier. As the river rose, the eddy felt as
if it was pulsating, almost breathing. The eddy narrowed as they
passed the rocky tail of the island, with small whorls and creases
forming and disappearing along its dark borders. It seemed to Lee
that the main current was faster than it had been on their outward
crossing. Less than an hour ago some of the large rocks between the
island and the Maryland shore were still arching their backs above
the surface. Now the river had covered them all. The sound of
flowing water had deepened in pitch and seemed to come from far
away and right beside him at the same time. In the reflected
moonlight it was hard to tell the color of the river, but Lee knew
that it was caramel brown, and that they were traversing the early
waters of a flood.

The eddy was tapering to a point and Lee
wanted to exit it paddling into the Maryland-side current. They’d
have to work hard to keep their ferry angle during the crossing and
avoid being swung downstream. With the speed of the current, they
might end up a mile downriver – if they didn’t hit something first.
Lee jammed his paddle into the water to brake their momentum. “Back
it down!” he yelled. “We need to spin inside the eddy!” The boat
decelerated, and Lee backstroked while Cy took draws to spin the
canoe. When it was facing upstream, Lee glanced sternward; Cy’s
swollen face and expressionless mouth reminded him of a toad
waiting for a fly.

“What are you looking at?” Cy snapped. “Keep
paddling.”

“I’m ready,” Lee said, raising his voice
against the sound of the water. “The river’s fast so we got to keep
our bow upstream. I’ll paddle starboard, you take port. Be ready to
throw a stroke on my side if we need it.”

“I know what I’m doing, you little prick!”
Cy barked. Lee turned back toward the bow and held his paddle above
the water.

“Then let’s go!” Their paddles hit the water
and the canoe drove forward. The bow crossed the eddy line and Lee
paddled hard on starboard to keep it from swinging downstream. When
the stern crossed into the current, he felt the boat rise and fall
with the undulating flow.

He stroked with conviction but could tell
right away they were slipping downstream. We’re already below
Swains, he thought, so we’ll probably have to paddle half a mile
back up. A braid of thin islands along the Maryland shore squeezed
the river below Swains. We can paddle up alongside those islands,
he thought. The current should be weak enough a few feet from the
shore. The boat caught a small wave and surfed forward for a second
or two. That’s how you stay upstream while ferrying! The canoe
struck a side swell that nudged its bow leftward, and losing their
ferry angle stalled their sideways progress. Lee took a flurry of
strokes to push the bow around to starboard.

A northwest breeze swept over the canoe and
cooled him down. Was Cy even paddling? He could feel the boat
respond when his own paddle hit the water, but he didn’t sense any
energy coming from the stern. He glanced over his shoulder and saw
Cy’s blade in the water, ruddering. Work, you fucker!

He turned toward the bow and stroked on as
the canoe surfed another small wave. Lee lifted his focus from the
river and saw dim stars in the northern sky. He raised his paddle
for a second to rest his shoulders and upper back. As he drove it
back toward the water, he heard a grinding noise and felt a jolt
from somewhere behind him on the starboard side. Instantly the
canoe stopped rising and falling with the pulse of the river. The
bow began to pivot downstream around the middle of the canoe.

We’re stuck on a pour-over! Lee swiveled in
his seat to assess the canoe. Nothing looked broken. “We’re on a
rock!” he yelled.

“Well push us off!” Cy yelled back. He was
taking short backstrokes to starboard. Lee stood up in a crouch and
stepped one leg over the nearest thwart as the canoe rotated a few
degrees further. We’ve got to get off this rock before we flip, he
thought. The throbbing current pushed water under the hull and
moved the canoe onto the highest point of the submerged rock, where
its midpoint again came to rest. We need to keep the boat leaning
downstream while I work us off, he thought. He thrust the edge of
his paddle blade against the hidden rock. Extending his arms and
pushing hard, he felt the boat slide an inch. His paddle slipped
and he brought the blade back onto the rock in search of better
leverage. Leaning over the gunwale to starboard, he felt his paddle
gain purchase as he flexed his arms and shoulders.

His only warning was a split-second
impression of a low, whistling sound and something flying toward
him. He raised his eyes from the water with no time to duck as the
swinging shovel-blade slammed into his neck and jaw below his right
ear. His flexed arms crumpled and his knees went slack as warm
blood gushed from his jugular vein. The stars spun into view as his
head and shoulders tumbled toward the water and the paddle fell out
of his hands.

In a stab at retribution that was more a
reflex than a conscious thought, he kicked up his heel and locked
the muscles of his leg as he fell. His tendon caught the thwart and
he felt his leg hold fast as cold water closed over his head. His
chest and hips fell in and the current embraced his upper body,
intent on bearing it away. The crushing cold expelled his breath
and massaged his open vein. When he swung his arms in search of
something solid, he found only water. His arms felt heavy and numb
but his lower leg held firm, dragging the starboard rail to the
water. Stars were following him down into the depths, and he felt
his body begin to flicker and disappear. With a last conscious
spasm he pulled his heel hard toward his thigh. The canoe capsized
and he felt his leg release and follow him. The rock, the
overturned boat, and his assailant fell away into another world. He
was part of the river now, and all of his hopes and fears were
over.



 Chapter 26

Paper Spear

Sunday, March 30, 1924

On a hazy spring morning, the young woman
walked through greening woods on the trail to Blockhouse Point.
Beneath her jacket the top buttons of her floral-print dress were
unfastened in the warmth. She absently traced two fingers against
the skin below her neck, where her necklace no longer hung. The
trail wound up a hillside before crossing a shallow drainage that
fell away through the woods to the canal. Across the gully the
trail rose again, then leveled and descended an easy grade to the
cliffs. She continued along the rocks to a vantage point and looked
down and out at the river below.

It was a rolling caramel avenue two-thousand
feet wide, speckled with breaking waves and white foam. The brown
current carried discarded barrels, trash, and the stripped trunks
of dead trees like the trophies of a victorious army returning
home.

She lowered her hand into the pocket of her
jacket and withdrew a piece of paper folded in half. She opened and
read it a final time.

March 29

Charlie,

Welcome home. I left your drill in the shed, behind
the marked plank.

Lee

For her, the note and the flood both
represented an ending. She folded the paper in half again, then
added four more folds on one end to form a point.

At the base of the cliffs, the canal and the
towpath were lost under the river. Further out the field of rocks
below Seneca Falls was gone. A mile up the shoreline, the Dam 2
feeder and Violettes Lock were buried. Pennyfield Lock was
underwater, a mile-and-a-half downstream. And Swains Lock. And
three of the locks at Great Falls, just above Bear Island. She held
the paper javelin aloft and launched it away from the cliffs. It
sailed outward, hovered motionless for an instant, then dove toward
the rolling waters below.



 Part Three

Chapter
27

Rising

Friday, March 30, 1996

Vin stepped from the dance floor of the
Spanish Ballroom and walked along a half-lit hallway, leaving the
patter of voices behind. At the end of the hall he turned into a
dark waiting room with wooden benches along the windowless walls.
Across the room a door was ajar, and yellow light spilled in
through the doorway. He walked through it into the next room.

To his right was an antique floor lamp that
cast an amber glow over the walls and the Persian rug beneath his
feet. The opposite wall held a portal next to a grandfather clock,
and a leather divan with scroll arms reclined along the wall to his
left. Resting between burgundy throw pillows on the divan was a
long object curved into an S shape. He approached and saw it was a
plush toy snake nearly six feet long, with black felt eyes and a
faded speckled pattern on its worn fabric. Its stuffing was
compressed and soft, maybe as old as he was.

He sensed a presence and turned to see a
young woman standing in the portal wearing a jaguar mask. She had
shoulder-length brown hair and was barefoot, dressed only in a
tight, jade-colored skirt. Light from the single lamp cast the
curves of her breasts into chiaroscuro. Her arms hung motionless at
her sides, but he could sense the lithe, quick muscles within them.
She glided over and stared at him through her mask, and he thought
he saw her irises flicker.

She put her hands on his shoulders and
guided him down to a sitting position on the divan, then knelt
beside him and pulled off his shoes. He stared at her mask as she
unbuttoned his shirt and proceeded to undress him. When she had
finished, she tied the two ends of the plush snake into
half-hitches around his wrists, then laid his shoulders back
against the divan and guided the snake over the padded armrest to
hold his arms in place. She climbed onto the divan with her knees
astride his thighs and slowly lowered herself onto him. Leaning in
and staring down at him through her feline mask, she rocked back
and forth.

Vin’s eyes narrowed as the tide within him
withdrew. Starfish and sea urchins emerged on the wet sand and
legions of small fish flopped in shallow pools. The jaguar paced
along the beach, eyes and hair rocking forward and back as it
waited for the tsunami. When it came, Vin was flipped and tumbled
in the rush of whitewater. He closed his eyes and lost his bearings
as his senses were everted and extruded like a flare. The flare
waned into staggered pulses that grew further apart and the glowing
whitewater of the wave withdrew in a long steady roll. His breath
came back into tidal rhythm as he opened his eyes.

The jaguar woman was sitting upright now,
still holding his penis inside her. She pushed her mask back over
her head and removed it, dropping it onto the divan, then looked
down at him. It was Nicky, and he realized now that he’d known it
all along. She pulled away from him and he felt an echo of the
extruded flare. Standing up, she flipped the snake over the scroll
arm and onto his chest. He brought his hands together and pulled
the half hitches loose.

“I’m going to take a shower,” Nicky
said.

He followed her into the master bathroom. It
had a spacious Mexican-tiled shower that was already running,
filling the room with steam. The shower was partitioned from the
bathroom by a curtain of hanging amber beads. He stood at a sink
he’d never seen before and rinsed off his penis. “I think I’ll take
Randy for a run on the towpath down to Great Falls.”

“Be careful,” Nicky said, as she stepped
through the bead curtain. “Someone reported seeing a bear in the
woods down there yesterday.”

“That could be trouble,” he agreed. “Maybe
we’ll run upstream instead.”

Immersed in the shower, Nicky didn’t
answer.

He left the bathroom through a door that led
to their bedroom, then dressed himself in running clothes and
sneakers. Randy was already waiting just outside the sliding door,
wagging his tail and pressing his nose against the glass. Vin let
himself out and Randy raced across the lawn with Vin following at a
jog, into the woods and down the hill to Pennyfield Lock. They
crossed the footbridge and turned onto the towpath.

Two miles upstream they were nearing
Violettes Lock when Vin checked his watch and saw that it was
almost two-thirty. At four this afternoon there was an all-hands
project meeting at his old company in Boston. The Rottweiler
project manager was flying in from California and Vin was supposed
to be there, but there was no way he could get to the airport and
catch a flight in time. He shook his head in dismay and resigned
himself to missing it.

Randy ran ahead along the towpath. As Vin
followed, he saw the dog accelerate and dash into the woods between
the towpath and the river. Vin ran faster until he reached the
place where Randy had entered the woods, then stopped. The trees
were thick here and he couldn’t see the dog or the river, but he
heard an unbroken chorus of barking that seemed to be moving
through the woods. He tried to track the commotion with his eyes.
At first it seemed to be heading upstream and then it seemed to be
coming toward him. Suddenly a flash of brown fur showed for an
instant through the trees. It disappeared and emerged again. It was
Randy, running back downstream through the woods, parallel to the
towpath. The dog passed him and kept running, and Vin looked hard
to see what was chasing him. Nothing.

Maybe Randy was the pursuer, not the prey.
Vin sprinted back down the towpath calling Randy’s name. The
barking continued, receding and approaching again. A quarter-mile
from the Blockhouse Point cliffs, the apron between the towpath and
the river narrowed steadily. The bear burst onto the towpath first,
twenty strides ahead of Vin. It was much smaller than he expected,
not much bigger than a cub, and ran with a lumbering gallop. Randy
leapt out of the woods a few seconds later. Ignoring Vin’s calls,
he continued to chase the bear down the towpath. Vin was surprised
that he was able to keep pace with Randy and the bear. As the
cliffs drew near, the apron disappeared entirely, leaving only a
steep slope with rocks and scrawny trees between the towpath and
the river.

Vin began to gain on Randy and the bear, and
when he drew closer he saw that Randy’s quarry wasn’t really a
bear. It was a beaver. Below Seneca Falls, where the river hugged
the towpath, the beaver scampered down the rocky grade into the
water. Randy followed, extending his front legs to brake his
descent to the river. Vin ran to the spot and stumbled down the
slope. He dove out away from the shore and swam toward Randy, who
was floating on his back, paws and nose extended into the air. The
beaver had disappeared.

Despite the field of rocks further out, the
river here was six feet deep and unbroken. It was early spring but
the water felt comfortably cool. Vin reached Randy and rolled over
onto his back alongside the dog. They pointed their legs downstream
and drifted with the current. He looked over at Randy – the dog’s
tongue was lolling from his mouth and his eyes were half closed. He
seemed to be smiling.

Vin surveyed the oncoming cliffs of
Blockhouse Point to his left. On a high branch of a cliff-top tree,
he noticed a white shape. As his viewing angle improved, he
realized it was a large bird, the size and shape of a great blue
heron but entirely white. When he and Randy drew even with the
cliffs, Vin saw the heron lean forward and unfold its wings as it
pushed away from the branch and took flight. After a few awkward
flaps, the heron pulled its legs into alignment with its body. A
hundred and fifty feet above them, the bird flew a short distance
downstream, circled toward the center, and began flying back
upriver, still high above the water. The heron turned clockwise
until it was heading directly toward them. When it was almost
overhead, it retracted its wings and tilted its dagger-like beak at
the water. Vin couldn’t avert his eyes as the bird plunged toward
them. Forty feet, thirty feet, twenty, ten. Like a helpless
herring, he waited for the heron’s beak to strike his heart. He
woke up drenched in sweat, his fever broken.



 Chapter 28

The Level Trade

Tuesday, August 27, 1996

Passing the sleek trunk of a crepe myrtle
protruding from her patio, Kelsey caught a glimpse of the
television through the glass doors to the study. She’d left it on
when she stepped outside to water her plants, and the screen now
displayed a satellite image of red-orange spots on a familiar blue
field. Three spots were aligned from west to east – the westernmost
a whorl with an icy blue eye and emerging spiral arms; the central
spot broader but split and unfocused; the easternmost off the
African coast and underscored by a dotted line of fiery scars. She
shaded her eyes and squinted through the glass at the image on the
screen. Below the picture was a boldface caption, “Hurricane
Edouard and Tropical Storm Fran.” She felt a spike of adrenaline
and resolve. Her quarry’s illness and slow recovery had made the
last five months uneventful, but those listless days were over
now.

She finished her morning chores and drove to
her studio, where her concentration repeatedly strayed from an
editing project. Whatever was going to happen had to begin now. At
two o’clock she hung the “Closed” sign on the front door with a
note saying she would reopen at three. She drove home to Vera Lane
and went straight to her study. Allie rose up from her dog bed in
the corner of the room, wagging at Kelsey’s early return.

“Not yet, honey. We’ll take a nice walk
later, when it cools down.”

Facing her built-in bookcase, she pulled a
slim volume from the shelf that held books with library tags. Its
dust jacket was missing, but the book’s gray cover was clean and
unscuffed, its title clearly legible on the spine. She carried it
to her desk and pulled the Montgomery County phonebook from a
drawer. It was easy to find the unusual name; she wrote the phone
number down on scrap paper. Looking at the library book, she jotted
down its title, author, and call number, then slid the book into
her purse, pocketed the paper, and headed back out to the car.

A few minutes later she stood before the
card catalog in the Potomac Library, opening the Ca – Ch drawer and
flipping through cards aimlessly for a minute or two, then
scribbling on the scrap paper from her pocket. She closed the
drawer and used the scrap to navigate to the Maryland geography and
history shelf, where she knelt to study the numbered spines. When a
glance confirmed she was unobserved, she slid the book out of her
purse and inserted it between its assigned neighbors. She retreated
past the checkout desk with her purse open, but no one asked to
examine it.

In the entryway she stopped in front of a
payphone on the wall and dialed the phone number she’d looked up at
home. After several unanswered rings she heard a recorded voice.
That was the outcome she’d been hoping for, since it foreclosed the
possibility she’d be questioned. She left a message, hung up, and
drove across the street to her studio.

***

Vin entered the house and carried the
dog-food up to the kitchen, greeting Randy on the way. On the
kitchen counter, the answering machine’s green message light was
flashing. He poured himself a glass of water and pushed the play
button.

“Hi, this is the Potomac Library calling for
Vincent Illick,” the woman’s voice said. “We’re calling to notify
you that a book you requested has been returned. The book is called
The Level Trade: Lock-Tenders and Merchants on the Chesapeake
and Ohio Canal, by Wesley Vieira. If you’re still interested,
we’ll be happy to reserve it for you. Thanks and we look forward to
your next visit.”

He listened to the message twice; the
woman’s voice seemed familiar but he couldn’t place it. He thought
about his trip to the library last fall. That was before his
illness. Before the fever, fatigue, and strange dreams that
accompanied his battle with mycobacterium abscessus. The infection
had started in March when he’d fallen on the little wooden crosses
he’d found on Bear Island. After the pus was drained from his wound
and his diagnosis confirmed, the antibiotics had helped his hip
begin healing within a few weeks. But his loss of appetite and
energy had lasted much longer, and it was mid-June before he’d been
able to work for more than an hour or two or leave the house for
any length of time. During his weeks of enervation, Nicky had
called his condition “Vin’s 1924 flu.”

As the symptoms diminished and disappeared,
he’d been able to start moving forward with work again, launching
phase two of the Rottweiler project. And last month he and Nicky
had finally mailed the invitations to their October 19th wedding.
The venue – Goose Creek Vineyards, across the Potomac near Leesburg
– was nailed down, and they had a celebrant to perform the service.
They had a band, the same one he and Nicky had heard at the New
Year’s party at the Spanish Ballroom. And a photographer, Joel
Bettancourt. They’d both liked the wedding pictures that Kelsey
Ainge had shown them, but Vin couldn’t shake the suspicion that she
was shadowing him, that she had somehow infiltrated his search for
Lee Fisher’s buried money and truth.

On the heels of his illness, progress with
Rottweiler and the wedding had eroded his attachment to that
search. By now Lee Fisher, K. Elgin, and the 1924 mystery almost
seemed like an antique snow globe sitting on a mental shelf of
curios and puzzles, the snowflakes drifting over a young couple in
period dress and a mule-team pulling a canal boat.

And yet… He’d enjoyed reading the books he’d
found about the history of the canal and the old newspaper articles
chronicling the flood of 1924, even if they’d provided no
references to Lee Fisher or K. Elgin and no leads to Charlie
Pennyfield or Emmert Reed. He remembered the Vieira book he’d found
listed in the catalog but missing from the shelf. Hadn’t the
librarian told him it wasn’t checked out? She’d suggested it was
probably stolen and wouldn’t reappear.

Yet here it was behind the flashing green
light on his answering machine, trying to get his attention. He
felt a dormant flame flare up, like a furnace triggered by the
season’s first cold breaths. During the spring and summer the pilot
light had flickered but never gone out. Just to gain closure it
made sense to get the book. Like the others it would offer no
leads, and after reading it he could bequeath Lee Fisher’s 1924 to
the past.



 Chapter 29

Edwards Ferry

Wednesday, August 28, 1996

The following afternoon Vin stood on a dirt
ramp that led from the towpath to the river, examining a display
sign that offered historical perspective on Edwards Ferry.

An Ideal Crossing

The Potomac River is calm and narrow here, making it
an ideal location for a ferry crossing. In 1791 Edwards Ferry began
to operate here, connecting Maryland farmers to the Goose Creek
Canal in Virginia and to Leesburg markets. The ferry closed in 1836
but the community that grew around it continued, carrying on the
name. Over time, a general store, a warehouse, and 36 residents
composed the Edwards Ferry community. With the coming of the
C&O Canal the small village prospered from the increase in
commerce.

The text was arrayed above two old images of
Edwards Ferry. The uppermost was an illustration of foot soldiers
and horse-drawn caissons marching down a broad dirt avenue and
passing a cluster of houses on their way to the river, visible in
the distance beyond. The caption read “General Stone’s Division at
Edwards Ferry” and the sign elaborated:

During the Civil War, Edwards Ferry connected Union
Maryland with Confederate Virginia. Harper’s Weekly depicted Union
troops passing through Edwards Ferry in October 1861. Many troops
and supplies from both sides crossed the river here throughout the
war.

The Harper’s Weekly illustration was
superimposed on an enlarged photograph from the early 1900s, taken
from the vantage point Vin occupied now. It showed leafless trees
flanking a deserted path leading down to a wooden boat ramp.
Presiding over the path was a brick building with tall windows on
both stories. Vin looked at the gutted shell to his left. All that
remained now were its side walls and a portion of the back wall.
The sign explained its fate.

The crumbling Jarboe’s Store remains here today. It
was a general store and post office operated by Eugene E. Jarboe in
the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Flood damage forced the
National Park Service to partially tear down the unstable
structure.

He opened the book in his hand to the
bookmark he’d inserted an hour ago at the library. Author Wesley
Vieira provided a more detailed account of the proprietors and
times of Jarboe’s Store, but from Vin’s perspective those times
ended too soon. After the ferry stopped running in 1836, Jarboe’s
relied on the canal for both customers and supplies. Diminishing
canal traffic undermined the store, and Jarboe’s closed in
1906.

It was a passing reference Vieira made to a
denizen of Edwards Ferry during the last decade of canal operations
that caught Vin’s attention at the library.

Emmert “M-Street” Reed tended Lock 25 at Edwards
Ferry from 1913 until the canal’s demise in 1924. To help fill the
void left by Jarboe’s, Reed built a smokehouse and sold smoked pork
and turtle to boatmen and local residents. Reed’s nickname
reportedly derived from his affinity as a younger man for the
Georgetown taverns at the terminus of the canal. During
Prohibition, rumors held that thirsty boatmen could sidestep the
law and purchase pints of moonshine whiskey from Reed while
transiting Lock 25.

A penciled arc extended from the space
between the words “Reed” and “tended” in the first line. The arc
curved to an annotation in the right margin that read “and his
albino mule?”, and was written in a woman’s hand that he’d seen
before – in the Kytle book, on his trip to the library last fall.
He had smiled grimly while connecting the dots. His encounter with
Kelsey Ainge at the New Year’s party, with her disingenuous comment
about joined sycamores. The words he’d found under the snow, etched
into the railings that joined the sycamores at Carderock.
“Killers.” “Dead.” “Why are you here?” The visit to her studio with
Nicky, when he’d seen the photo of the mason’s mark on her wall.
And the little crosses planted on top of the stop-gate at Bear
Island, directly above the mark. Then yesterday’s message from the
library in a voice that sounded familiar. And now this handwritten
reference to Emmert Reed’s albino mule. She was playing a cryptic
game with him using excerpts from Lee Fisher’s note. The game had
lost its momentum during his illness, but now it seemed to be
starting again.

There was no other mention of Emmert Reed in
Vieira’s book, but after reading the annotated passage, Vin had
been unable to leave the book behind at the library and abandon Lee
Fisher’s puzzle and Kelsey Ainge’s game for good. Though he had
been drifting toward obsession last winter, he’d started swimming
toward shore when his fever broke. Each stroke represented forward
progress on his Rottweiler project or the wedding plans and pulled
him closer to the limen. But now with one foot on terra firma and
one in the water, he felt he was falling back in. He had checked
the book out at the circulation desk and headed home.

And driving out River Road from Potomac, he
found himself passing the turn for Ridge Line Court. Then passing
Pennyfield Lock Road. And Seneca Road, three miles beyond, after
which River Road turned to gravel and zigzagged through
seemingly-deserted sod farms before ending at an unmarked
intersection with a forgettable county lane. Two more miles brought
him to Edwards Ferry Road, which led through tangled trees to the
canal. There was an unpaved parking area, a wooden bridge across
the lock, and the dirt path down to the river. This setting must
have been known well by Emmert Reed’s albino mule. As he approached
the bridge, he’d scouted the nearby trees for sycamores joined at
the base.

***

He closed Vieira’s book and climbed the dirt
incline toward the towpath. The lockhouse stood boarded up to his
left, flanked on three sides by lush grass. He detoured onto the
back lawn. The two upper stories were whitewashed bricks but the
foundation was made of rough-hewn stone from which the paint had
worn away. Because the house was built on a downslope from the
towpath, the rear half of this foundation was above ground. It
featured generous windows and two doors, all boarded up with
green-painted wooden partitions that were screwed into the frames.
He circled to the far side of the house and climbed the grassy
pitch to the towpath. The front door and windows were sealed the
same way.

He looked up and down the towpath and saw no
one. On a weekday one or two cyclists, joggers or birdwatchers
might pass Edwards Ferry on the towpath every few hours, but the
site was far enough from major roads that it received a small
fraction of the traffic that swarmed over the towpath every day
around Great Falls.

Feeling a stab of dejection, he returned to
his car. What had he expected to find here? A plaque next to the
lockhouse detailing the exploits of famous locktender Emmert Reed?
Unless his memoirs were stashed somewhere inside the lockhouse, old
M-Street had left no trace of his tenure at Edwards Ferry. Grasping
at straws, Vin decided to drive home through Poolesville, the
closest real town on the Maryland side of the river. Vieira’s book
mentioned that Charlie Poole had tended lock and managed Jarboe’s
store in the years before Emmert’s tenure at Lock 25, so Vin
guessed that old M-Street Reed might also be a local product. If
he’d lived in Poolesville while not tending lock, maybe his
grandchildren lived there today.

At the Poolesville post office he thumbed
the community phone book and found listings for Ben Reed, D Reed,
and Thomas H. Reed. He copied the names and numbers into a spiral
notepad he kept in the car and drove back toward Potomac.

It was almost five by the time he got home
and he had no enthusiasm for diving into the Rottweiler project as
he stood and tapped a finger on his desk. Nicky wouldn’t be home
for at least half an hour, so… he jogged upstairs, retrieved the
cordless phone and a cluster of red grapes, and settled on the
living room couch. From his pocket he pulled the notepad. The first
number was for Ben Reed. He waited for the answering machine, then
spoke deliberately but cheerfully into the handset.

“Hi, Ben. This is Vin Illick calling. I’m
researching an article for the Maryland Historical Society about
the last decade of commerce on the C&O Canal. I’m interested in
a man named Emmert Reed who worked as a locktender at Edwards Ferry
in the early 1920s. If you or anyone you know has any information
about him, I’d love to talk to you.” He thanked Ben and left his
work phone number, then ate a few grapes and studied the second
name. D. Reed – a woman? He dialed and again reached a recording,
this time in Diane Reed’s voice. He left the same message he’d left
for Ben.

On the next call he was startled to hear the
voice of a live person. Thomas Reed confirmed his identity with a
raspy, unmodulated voice that gave Vin hope he might be over sixty
– maybe old enough to be Emmert Reed’s grandson. But after Vin
recited his pitch, Thomas responded abruptly. “There’s no Emmert
Reed around here.”

“Well,” Vin said deferentially, “the man I’m
researching worked as a locktender in 1913. So I’m actually hoping
to talk to one of his relatives. Perhaps a grandson or a great
niece.”

“You won’t find one in Poolesville. I was
born and raised here and I know every Reed in town. For four
generations. I never heard of an Emmert Reed.”

“Some people may have known him as M-Street
Reed.”

The old man paused. “Did you say M-Street?
What the hell kind of name is that?”

“It was just a nickname… from his canal
days.” Vin’s confident tone wavered as the doubt he’d felt at
Edwards Ferry resurfaced.

“You want information about the canal days,
maybe you should go to the library and ask a librarian… instead of
calling people just ‘cause they got a certain name.”

Vin thanked Thomas Reed for his time and
hung up, then slumped back into the couch. Labor Day weekend was
only two days away. Nicky was working through Saturday morning,
after which she’d be off until Tuesday. Saturday afternoon they
were meeting friends from New Jersey at Cool Aid, an expansive
pastoral party at a defunct farm bordered by rolling hills and the
Gunpowder River, a half-hour north of Baltimore. Their friends had
attended Cool Aid weekends for years, pitching their tent alongside
others on the far-flung lawn, listening to live music, wading in
the shallow, tree-fringed river, and drinking beer from an endless
supply of refrigerated kegs. It sounded like a nice escape. Between
now and the weekend, Vin had to extend a program feature and upload
the new version of his project to Rottweiler’s Boston office; there
was no avoiding it, regardless of the tedium involved. But during
the next two days there might also be time to grasp another straw
from 1924.



 Chapter 30

Emmert’s Lockhouse

Thursday, August 29, 1996

Vin lifted Lee Fisher’s old drill to eye
level and set the bit against the head of the wood-screw. It was
too small and spun uselessly. He selected a larger screwdriver bit
and twisted the chuck open, admiring the eggbeater-style drill once
more. The auburn handle and knob were dense and smooth – maybe
cherry or rosewood. He’d cleaned and oiled the drill this morning,
and now when he tightened the chuck and spun the crank, the gears
and bit turned without friction or noise.

The silence reminded him to check for
observers. His position behind the lockhouse was screened from the
closest portions of the towpath and he couldn’t see anyone
approaching from the distance in either direction. He’d already
confirmed that there was nobody behind him on the path to the boat
ramp. So he just had to listen for the idling of an engine or a
slammed car door, which seemed less likely now that a light rain
was falling.

When he applied the bit again, resistance
from the crank arm confirmed the fit. The black screw groaned in
protest with its first rotation, then conceded. It was two inches
long and his arms burned after extracting it. Fifteen minutes more
dislodged the remaining screws. He struggled to pull the heavy
partition away from the window frame and prop it against the
foundation wall, then stared into the dark cavity of the basement.
The frame of the double-hung window was invitingly empty. He’d
hoped he wouldn’t have to negotiate broken glass to get inside.
Cool air that smelled like an old junkyard seeped from the
darkness. He tapped the pocket of his windbreaker to find his
flashlight.

I must look like a thief, he thought,
smiling at the notion. Black jeans and a drab pullover on a humid
summer morning. A thief here to steal what? All he could hope to
find was a finger pointing into the past. He extended a leg through
the orifice into the gloom, ducking and shifting to follow it in.
Looking out, the overcast day seemed impossibly bright. I should
really put the partition back in place while I’m in here, he
thought. Right now it looks conspicuous. But it’s too heavy to
maneuver from inside, so I’ll just have to be quick and hope nobody
notices.

Light streamed into the basement as he
turned to examine the space. To his surprise, the ceiling was high
enough for him to stand upright. He swung his beam across the room.
To his left, a fireplace was built into the stone foundation.
Straight ahead he saw the exposed stones of the windowless front
wall – the lower part of this wall was underground. Ahead and right
was a staircase, and a partition wall bisected the basement from
its underside to the rear wall. Overhead were thick wooden beams
and joists that formed the bones of the lockhouse. It’s small, he
thought, but built to last a century or two.

The fireplace held soot-covered andirons, a
blackened pot-lid, and a broken pint-bottle. He followed the beam
to the front wall and brushed dust from a stack of doors and
shutters leaning against the stones. The front wall led to a
landing at the foot of the stairs, beyond which was the other half
of the basement.

Steering the beam up the stairs revealed a
closed door, which he climbed toward carefully, the worn wood
creaking under his weight. At the top he turned an old doorknob.
The door held fast as he pushed gently, then harder. He realized
with frustration that it was locked with a deadbolt or a latch, so
he went downstairs to try the far side of the basement. With its
apertures still boarded up, this parallel room was much darker.

He panned the periphery. There was no
fireplace on the exterior side wall, so it must be on the first
floor instead. In its place was an old dresser with two drawers
missing. He painted it with the rays – scars and dust, rough edges.
Unworthy of an antique dealer, he thought, tugging at the bottom
drawers in turn. They were hard to open and held nothing. Along the
rear wall, cracks of light filtered through the boarded window and
door. Nothing of interest. In this darker chamber, the partition
wall emanating from the underside of the stairwell supported a set
of bed springs and a disassembled frame. He brushed dust from a
portion of the headboard. Crude and simple like the dresser, not
the work of a craftsman.

Disappointed, he directed light into the
corner this wall formed with the rear wall, where he noticed a
vertical shape tucked into the shadow. It was a black iron rod,
about his own height, with chisel ends. Used to dig holes or split
rocks, he guessed. He set his flashlight down and held it like a
spear; it was even heavier than he expected.

Putting it back, he reached for a shorter
iron rod leaning in the deepest recess of the corner. It was about
three feet long, with a square socket at one end and a graceful
curve at the other. The curved end seemed smoother than the rest of
the rod, almost like it had been sanded, or worn by human hands.
The worn end terminated in a rounded tongue. He’d never seen a rod
like it before but immediately recognized it on a visceral level.
Finding a name for it took a few beats. It’s a lock-key. He
visualized the socket on the end of the key fitting over an iron
stem that protruded through the swing-beam of a gate. All of the
lock-keys on the canal are gone, he thought, but I’m holding one.
Maybe Emmert Reed used it to turn…

He froze in place as he heard footsteps
overhead. Someone’s upstairs! He stopped breathing to listen
intently. Five seconds – ten – nothing. Cool beads formed on his
brow as he stood motionless, holding the key. Think rationally. The
door and windows into the floor above you are boarded up, front and
back. Someone might have followed you into the basement, but
there’s no way to get upstairs. There’s no one up there, so that
wasn’t a footstep. Or was it?

Breathing lightly now, he aimed the
flashlight straight down. He started to put the lock-key back but
thought again. Maybe someone followed me in; if so it’s a weapon.
Holding the key by its socket end, he crept along the partition
wall toward the bottom of the stairs. When he reached the landing,
he stood motionless with the light aimed backward for two full
minutes. No sound. He stealthily edged onto the landing and
sidestepped across it.

Peering into the darkness of the other side
he saw nothing moving, just light pouring in through the unboarded
window. He panned the room with the flashlight. It looked as it had
before. Still carrying the lock-key, he crossed to the open window.
A furtive peek told him no one was waiting in ambush. He tossed the
lock-key and flashlight on the grass and climbed out.

Back on the lawn, he paused to gather his
wits. The rain had stopped but it was still humid and overcast and
he wiped sweat from his forehead. Why was I so spooked, he wondered
as his pulse eased down. He found the drill where he’d left it and
dug into the pocket of his jeans for the screws. The green
partition fit neatly back into the open hole and after all the
screws took their places, the boarded window looked as it had when
he’d arrived. He surveyed the dirt slope to the boat ramp and the
empty towpath in both directions. Clutching the lock-key, drill,
and flashlight, he strode back across the lawn and up to the
towpath. A vibration in his chest made him glance nervously back at
the lockhouse from the bridge, half expecting to see a girl’s pale
face and hands in the window. Only the boarded windows stared
back.

***

After a fruitless hour trying to debug the
code for a nested loop, Vin realized that he had been incrementing
the wrong counter variable. He snorted in disgust and substituted
“i” for “j”. The loop executed correctly. What an idiot. He climbed
the stairs to the kitchen. When he overlooked simple things like
that, it was time to take a break – even though he’d only been at
his desk for a couple of hours after returning from the lockhouse.
He carried a glass of iced tea into the living room, where the
lock-key was lying next to the Vieira book on the coffee table. He
slumped onto the couch and opened the book. Maybe there were other
insights laced within it. In the sections on Harpers Ferry, or Big
Slackwater, or the Paw Paw Bends.

He was still reading when Nicky got home
from the Clinic. In response to his usual query she said the last
part of her day had been awful; she’d had to put down a sick kitten
that had been adopted by a family with young children. It was
vomiting and had diarrhea, and it hadn’t responded to the
antibiotics she’d prescribed. “The little thing just couldn’t get
his intestines to work. I hate having to tell the owners it’s
hopeless.” She reached for a sip of Vin’s iced tea. “What are you
reading?” He raised the book to show her the cover, and she
squinted in admonishment. “You’re kidding, right? Don’t tell me
you’ve resurrected your quest.”

“It’s not really a quest,” he said. “Just
curiosity. Trying to discover the truth.”

“Aaaaggh!” she howled affectedly. “You
are starting again! I recognize that phrase ‘the
truth’.”

He laughed and put a hand on her shoulder.
“Honey, relax. I’m just treating it like a research hobby. The way
some people study birds or trees.”

“But, Vin, birds and trees are real, living
things! You can see them or touch them – today! They’re alive right
now! They’re not some imaginary mystery involving people no one has
ever heard of who have been dead for a generation!”

He dropped his hand from her shoulder.
“Nicky, it’s interesting to me. The history. We live right up the
hill from a national historic landmark – what’s wrong with trying
to understand it? These were real people who lived and worked
here.” He picked up the lock-key from the coffee table. “See? This
is a real lock-key, from the canal era. It’s not imaginary.”

Nicky squinted hard, then shook her head and
backed away. Her narrowed eyes now looked entirely blue, but Vin
could sense darker colors darting behind them. “Where did you get
that?” she demanded. “And why on earth did you bring it home?”

He smiled sheepishly. “I don’t know… I guess
it’s a souvenir. I wasn’t really thinking about keeping it. I
just…”

“You weren’t really thinking about it?”
Nicky’s tone implied frustration and disbelief. “How does that
happen? Where did you find it?”

“Just... a little ways up the canal,” he
said, scrambling to cut his losses, “in a pile of stuff. Most of it
was trash.”

“And that’s not trash? Oh, great. You’re
spending the afternoon poking around through piles of old garbage!
Vin, you’re really scaring me now. Isn’t there work you need to be
doing? Did you actually do any work today?”

“Sure. I worked today.”

“For what, ten minutes?”

He frowned and cocked his head. “No. For
more than ten minutes.”

“Is the Rottweiler stuff on track?”

“I got done what I needed to get done.”
That’s almost true, he thought.

Nicky sighed as her expression melted into
one of resignation. “The wedding is less than two months away.
Doesn’t it make sense to try to get the project done before then?
So you won’t have to think about it on our honeymoon? And so you
can start fresh when we get back?”

He nodded as she spoke but raised his
fingers when she finished. “The pace of the project is really
determined by Rottweiler. I should have phase two done by early
October, but who knows how long it will take them to review it and
sign off. And then we’re supposed to have a couple of brainstorming
sessions about phase three.”

Nicky walked back to the kitchen shaking her
head. “It just sounds like this will drag out indefinitely. And
you’ll spend the next two years huddled over your desk in the
basement.”

“God forbid!” he said, stifling a laugh.
“But there’s always that risk.”



 Chapter 31

Archives

Friday, August 30, 1996

On Friday morning Vin was working on his
last consulting task of the week: developing a suggestion-rating
feature for Rottweiler’s website. As he considered the user
interface, he realized the requirements weren’t fully specified.
Could anyone post a rating? If not, what sort of credentials were
needed? While e-mailing a series of questions to his project
manager, he felt a combination of disappointment and liberation. It
was how he’d felt in grade school when a Friday of exams was
canceled because the furnace broke. You knew you’d have to take the
exams later, but for now you had the rest of the day and the
weekend off.

After sending his message, he uploaded his
project to the Rottweiler server. Through no fault of his own, he
reminded himself, there was no more work worth doing today – and it
wasn’t even ten yet. He climbed the stairs, poured what was left of
the breakfast coffee, and leaned into the living-room couch with
Vieira’s book.

Instead of continuing with the chapter about
Cumberland, he returned to the Edwards Ferry page that referenced
Emmert Reed. Something about the words penciled in the margin had
been nagging him. The arrow implied that the phrase “and his albino
mule?” should be inserted between the words “Emmert ‘M-Street’
Reed” and “tended lock 25”. The phrase was posed as a question and
the question gnawed at him now. Why would a locktender have an
albino mule? Or any mule? Along the canal, mules were primarily
used to pull boats.

In his note to Charlie Pennyfield, Lee
Fisher had said the place was “well knowed by Emmert Reed’s albino
mule.” Lee was a young man when he wrote the message, and young men
didn’t generally tend locks. They worked on canal boats. So if Lee
was a boater, he would have passed through Edwards Ferry twice on
each circuit between Cumberland and Georgetown. He would have had
many opportunities to meet Emmert Reed and his memorable mule.

But Lee’s note implied that Charlie would
also know Emmert Reed and his mule, and Charlie stayed put at
Pennyfield Lock throughout the boating season… while Emmert was
ensconced twelve miles upstream at Edwards Ferry. So when would
Charlie encounter Emmert and his mule?

Vieira mentioned that Emmert sold smoked
pork and turtle meat to passing boaters. But Vieira also wrote:
“Reed’s nickname reportedly derived from his affinity as a younger
man for the Georgetown taverns at the terminus of the canal.” As a
younger man… M-Street Reed frequenting the saloons in Georgetown.
From reading the Hahn and Kytle books last fall, Vin already knew
who else visited those saloons: boaters, at the end of their runs
to Cumberland and Georgetown, while waiting for their boats to be
loaded or unloaded by the Canal Company.

Now it made more sense. The books had
mentioned that many locktenders were former boatmen. Maybe, before
he’d taken over Lock 25 at Edwards Ferry, Emmert “M-Street” Reed
had captained a canal boat. If Reed had boated as a younger man,
his albino mule would be known by locktenders and other boatmen.
How many albino mules could there be along the canal? Maybe Lee
Fisher started boating as a young boy, when Reed’s albino mule was
still plying the towpath. Charlie Pennyfield would have seen the
mule as well, unlike someone with less experience on the canal. So
perhaps Lee was trying to make sure his message could only be
understood by a canal veteran like Charlie.

Hopeful that he had unraveled a portion of
the knot, Vin felt a flush of accomplishment. But his optimism
deflated as he considered the ramifications of his reasoning. If
Reed ran a canal boat with a team that included an albino mule, the
entire canal would be “well knowed” by the mule! Lee’s message said
the joined sycamores were at the edge of a clearing. But that
clearing could be anywhere. The canal was 184 miles long!

Wait, he reminded himself. Think through it.
Lee’s note said he might be buried along with the others “because
of what happened today at Swains Lock.” So the truth was probably
no more than a day’s walk away. Swains was at mile 16.7, Georgetown
at mile 0, and Edwards Ferry at mile 31. That was the most
promising terrain for his search.

Back to Emmert Reed. If I consider him a
boatman rather than a locktender, what does that mean? Most boat
captains came from the upper regions of the canal – Cumberland,
Hancock, Williamsport, Sharpsburg. A few came from nearer towns,
like Brunswick or Frederick. So even if Reed ended up tending lock
at Edwards Ferry, it wasn’t surprising that Thomas F. Reed in
nearby Poolesville told Vin that he had never heard of him. There
weren’t that many locks, and old M-Street probably took the first
locktending position he was offered. At least Edwards Ferry wasn’t
in the middle of nowhere, as some locks were.

If Vin could find out where M-Street was
from, maybe he could find a relative who still lived there. Of the
books he’d reviewed, only Vieira’s book even mentioned Reed. But
there must be some kind of surviving records from the Canal
Company. Vin knew that during the last decades of the C&O, the
Company owned all the boats and all the coal they carried. The boat
captains might own their own mules and some of the boat rigging,
but they were essentially hired hands. So maybe there were some
employment records gathering dust somewhere that he could review.
Something that would tell him where Reed lived during his boating
days, or provide some other insight. Something that could steer him
toward a particular place.

He set Vieira’s book on the table and headed
for the entryway, plucking his car keys from the ceramic bowl on
the table. He couldn’t remember the author’s name but was sure he’d
recognize the book when he saw it again. He passed his desk and
monitor without a glance and left through the door to the garage.
Five minutes later he pulled into the Potomac Library lot.

The book was by Walter S. Sanderlin. The
Great National Project: A History of the Chesapeake and Ohio
Canal. Published in 1946. The other books Vin had found were
authored by well-read canal enthusiasts and included insights from
interviews and personal observations. But Sanderlin had taught
history at the University of Maryland. His book preceded the others
by a generation and read like a dissertation. And its bibliography
was meticulous. Vin found the lead he’d hoped for on page 298.

The most important sources for the entire history of
the canal and its predecessors are the private records of the canal
company and the Potomac Company… With a few exceptions the records
are complete, and are deposited in the Department of Interior
Archives of the National Archives.

He checked the Sanderlin book out and drove
home. The National Archives were in D.C., somewhere down on the
mall, right? Along with all the museums? He and Nicky had spent a
Sunday morning on the mall a few weeks after they moved to Potomac.
Everything was free, so they’d popped in and out of the American
Museum of Natural History, both wings of the National Gallery, the
Air and Space Museum, the Hirshhorn… They had a tourist’s map of
the mall somewhere. He found it tucked into the living room
bookcase. The National Archives building was near the center of the
map, facing the mall from the north side of Constitution Avenue.
The clock in the kitchen read ten minutes to noon. He slipped the
map into the Sanderlin book and headed back out to the car.

***

The clerk at the research counter in Room
203 at the National Archives asked for Vin’s last name, examined
his temporary ID badge, and turned to a row of wheeled carts behind
the counter. The carts held gray document boxes, each of which was
tagged with a copy of the document-pull slip, held on by rubber
bands. The clerk selected two boxes and brought them back to the
counter. After reviewing the indices in the Finding Aids Room, Vin
had submitted his request to the Archives staffer less than an hour
ago, and now his documents had been pulled and boxed. He signed the
check-out sheet and carried the boxes to an empty desk.

From his desk he surveyed the room. The
walls were gray brick masonry and a row of oversized windows looked
out past Pennsylvania Avenue toward the columned façade of the
National Portrait Gallery. Rustic wagon-wheel chandeliers hung from
the high coffered ceiling, which had recessed wooden panels painted
in a geometric pattern of warm colors.

He opened the hinged top of the first box to
find a ledger bound in black leather, its title embossed in gold on
the spine: Reports of the Trustees of the Chesapeake and Ohio
Canal Company. Dates were written in longhand on its title
page: March 3, 1890 – December 31, 1904. He leafed through sturdy
pages covered in elegant script. Most of the entries were minutes
of the meetings of the trustees for the Canal Company, who were
appointed when the company went into receivership after the
catastrophic flood of 1889 suspended canal operations for over a
year. There were summaries of reports provided by various engineers
on the cost of restoring different portions of the canal and
reports on the status of petitions by assorted canal creditors. He
closed the ledger and laid it aside.

From the second gray box came two more
ledgers: The Chesapeake and Ohio Transportation Company and
Canal Towage Company, Minutes of the Board of Overseers. The
first one was dated January 30, 1894. It contained a company
charter and a series of agreements between the trustees of the
bankrupt Canal Company and the newly-established Transportation
Company, a wholly-owned subsidiary of the B&O Railroad. Vin
remembered reading that when the Canal Company went into
receivership, the B&O Railroad had been its largest bondholder.
The B&O was determined that the canal and its rights of way not
be sold to its competitor, the Western Maryland Railway Company. So
the B&O created the Transportation Company, which paid the
Canal Company to maintain the canal for commercial use. In exchange
for the token profit guaranteed by these payments, the Canal
Company trustees agreed not to sell the canal.

The meeting minutes in the ledger for the
Canal Towage Company were more interesting, since they provided
data on the operations of the canal during its last two decades.
The purpose of the Canal Towage Company was to standardize and
streamline the process of shipping coal down the canal. Because it
was created in 1902 by agreement between the Consolidation Coal
Company and the canal trustees, the Canal Towage Company was also
under the aegis of the B&O Railroad. Consolidation Coal was a
B&O subsidiary that owned and operated coal mines in western
Maryland. Coal was transported from the mines to the head of the
canal in Cumberland via another B&O subsidiary, the Cumberland
and Pennsylvania Railroad. So from its resurrection after the 1899
flood until its demise in 1924, the C&O Canal served as little
more than a link in the distribution chain that delivered
B&O-owned coal to Washington, D.C.

Vin skimmed the issues discussed in the
minutes, looking for lists and tables. He found them in the
appendices. Financial statements for the years 1902 through 1922.
Statements documenting the coal tonnage carried and the tolls paid
each year. Annual statements of spending for the construction and
repair of canal boats, listed by boat number. And the pages he’d
been hoping to find – the annual fleet rosters from 1903 through
1922, listing the captains operating on the canal and the boats to
which they had been assigned.

The rosters were ordered by boat number, and
Vin skimmed quickly through the list of boats and captains for the
1903 season without finding the name he was looking for. He turned
to the roster for 1904 and found the following entry partway down
the page:

32 Emmert Reed Harpers Ferry Road, Sharpsburg,
Maryland

Flipping through the subsequent rosters
confirmed that Reed had captained boat 32 from 1904 through 1912.
Each entry listed the same address; Vin penciled it down along with
the boat number on the provided scrap paper. He paged through the
rest of the appendices, closed the ledger, and slipped it back into
its document box. After returning the boxes and signing out of the
room, he walked downstairs to the lobby, returned his badge, and
signed out of the building.

His visit to the National Archives had
required stepping through a gauntlet of checkpoints but taken less
than two hours from start to finish. And look what was offered! A
chance to sift at his own pace through original documents that were
well-preserved and a hundred years old. It was a benefit of moving
to the D.C. area that he’d never considered before.

Since it was the Friday before Labor Day,
traffic was lighter than usual and he made it home by four. He went
straight to his desk, where he dialed into the network at
Rottweiler’s Boston office. He browsed to a white-pages website,
entered “Reed” as the surname and “Sharpsburg, MD” as the city, and
clicked the Search button. Four listings appeared: Cameron, E J,
Elizabeth, and Martin. None of the addresses were on Harpers Ferry
Road. He printed the page and disconnected the call, then dialed
all four numbers.

Cameron sounded like a young guy, maybe in
his early twenties. Vin didn’t leave a message. The number for E J
was answered by a “no longer in service” recording, which left him
wondering how current the listings were as he crossed off E J’s
entry. His call to Elizabeth went unanswered. That doesn’t happen
very often anymore, he thought. Maybe an elderly person? Martin’s
phone was picked up by a teenage girl. Without much conviction, he
repeated the query he’d used previously, that he was a researcher
interested in a canal-era locktender named Emmert Reed. Would she
or anyone in her family know that name?

“I haven’t heard of him. You’ll have to ask
my Dad.” She went on to mention that her Dad was away on business
but would be back in ten days. Vin wrote “call 9/10” next to
Martin’s name.

That was a quick exercise in futility, he
thought. He skimmed the list again – it wasn’t useless yet. He
hadn’t trusted Cameron to return his call, but a few more attempts
to catch him might be worthwhile. And maybe Elizabeth was one of
those people who hate answering machines and he’d called while she
was out. Even Martin was worth another try, though it was hard to
imagine waiting ten days to do it.

He sensed a presence behind him and swiveled
in his chair. Randy was squatting nearby, watching him hopefully
while wagging his tail on the rug. It was time for a run on the
towpath.
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One Red Leaf

Saturday, August 31, 1996

Leaning forward in her patio chair, Kelsey
pressed the shedding blade against the base of Allie’s neck and
stroked back along her flank. When the blade reached the dog’s
hindquarters, she shook loose a clot of hair that fell into a paper
bag between her feet. Allie stood still with half-closed eyes and
the trace of a smile, panting lightly in the early-morning air.

“You’d be happy if we did this all day,
wouldn’t you?” The dog eyed Kelsey and closed its mouth to swallow,
then resumed panting as the blade traversed its left side and
chest. The early morning sun was already warming the air, so Kelsey
unbuttoned her lavender sweater and draped it over the back of her
chair. She looked down at the growing haystack in the paper
bag.

“Maybe next year we’ll just shave you on
Memorial Day and be done for the summer.” She tugged the dog’s
collar to turn her around and began stroking Allie’s right side.
When the yield of hair tapered off, she slapped the dog lightly on
the breast and laid the blade on the patio table. Allie slumped
down on shaded flagstones as Kelsey sipped her cooling coffee and
leaned back in her chair.

In the sweetgum tree past the edge of the
flagstones, a single bright red leaf near the center stood out
against the litter of green stars. It’s a harbinger, she thought,
of events that are now close at hand. Looking up she saw blue sky,
with traces of cirrus to the southwest. It’s funny that my sense of
anticipation is heightened now, when a generation ago I was
oblivious. Maybe now, all these years later, the truth will rise to
the surface and become clear. As it had become clear to her
subconscious already. A light breeze stirred the sweetgum’s leaves
and chilled her arms and shoulders. And the money? That might be
compensation for the long, long wait. She crossed the patio toward
the glass doors. It was time for her vigil to start.
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Reeds

Tuesday, September 3, 1996

Vin paged through the Washington Post in the
breakfast nook as he finished his coffee. Labor Day weekend was
over and Nicky had left for the Clinic early, anticipating a long
day. To his surprise, Rottweiler had thrown the ball back into his
court over the weekend by sending him the specifications he needed
for the suggestion-rating feature. He sighed, unenthused by the
prospect of getting back to work. This feeling – that what he
produced was trivial and dull – was what had made him want to quit
his job in the first place.

He reached for the front-page section, which
he usually saved for last, and read an article about two hurricanes
that the media had been covering for the last week.

A few days ago Hurricane Edouard seemed destined to
deliver a jarring punch to southern New England, but benevolent
forces prevailed and the hurricane swung back over open waters
during the weekend. Now 195 miles southwest of Halifax, Nova
Scotia, Edouard has been downgraded to a tropical storm. While
Edouard left buildings and infrastructure intact, its slashing rain
immobilized thousands of coastal residents and visitors in traffic
gridlock as they attempted to evacuate Cape Cod and the island
communities ahead of the storm.

With Edouard receding, Atlantic seaboard residents
are turning their attention to Hurricane Fran, whose
80-mile-per-hour winds were gaining strength as Fran passed 495
miles east of the Bahamas, en route toward a possible landfall
later this week in the Carolinas.

Vin wondered whether his friends in West
Falmouth were among those who had fled Edouard to idle in traffic
on the arteries that connected Cape Cod to mainland Massachusetts.
And for no reason, as it turned out – a waste of a long weekend at
the beach. The wind and rain dispersed the crowds and made sailing
small boats or windsurfers on Buzzards Bay a thrill.

He folded the paper – there was no
postponing work any longer – and went downstairs to his office,
where he examined the array of pages on his desk. Lying askew to
his binders and notes was an orphaned page near the phone… a
screen-print from the white-pages website he’d consulted after his
trip to the Archives. With the listings for Cameron, E J,
Elizabeth, and Martin Reed in Sharpsburg. He’d already crossed out
E J’s listing, and for Martin written “call 9/10.”

He tapped out Elizabeth’s number and hit the
dial button. The annoying buzz of a busy signal blared from the
speaker. No voice-mail and no roll-over, he thought. At least she’s
consistent. He dialed Cameron and got voice-mail again. While
listening to the greeting he composed a message, but hung up
instead at the beep.

What is wrong with me? he asked himself. Why
am I worried that a message about Emmert Reed will sound idiotic?
Or maybe quixotic is the word. Is it because I believe that myself?
Why can’t I stay focused on my work? It’s a legitimate project for
decent pay. Just like the job I walked away from in Boston. I could
get back on a career path here… maybe at one of the Beltway-bandit
firms. God knows there are enough of them around. Obviously that’s
what Nicky wants. He sighed and dialed Elizabeth’s number again.
This time he heard ringing, followed by a live voice at the end of
the line.

“Hello?” The word was extended into three
bright syllables. She responded to his inquiry by telling him her
name was Betsy. Her voice was warm and brittle and he guessed that
she was in her sixties, maybe seventies. He launched into his
script: he was researching an article for the Maryland Historical
Society about the C&O Canal and looking for information about
Emmert Reed, who had tended lock and captained a canal boat in the
1910s and 20s.

“That’s a name I haven’t heard for a long
time,” she said, and Vin thought he heard a note of
wistfulness.

“Emmert Reed?”

“He was my husband’s grandfather,” she said,
a warm tone returning to her voice.

“Do you suppose your husband might be able
to help me find…”

“My husband passed on three years ago,”
Betsy interrupted gently.

“I’m very sorry.”

“Yes.” She paused long enough that he
wondered how to break the silence. Betsy did it for him. “Dan
always loved to pass along the stories he heard from his
grandfather. To our children, when they were young. About the
boating life. He would always tell them that it was a hard life
back then, but a good and simple life. And everyone knew you only
got what you worked for. Dan used to worry sometimes that young
people don’t see things that way.”

Vin made small sounds of affirmation to let
her know he was listening.

“Of course, I think our children turned out
alright,” Betsy said, “but now I wonder if they’re raising their
children the same way!” She chuckled, and Vin could picture an
elderly woman smiling and shaking her gray curls in bemused
admonishment. He tried to steer the conversation back toward Emmert
Reed.

“Did your husband know his grandfather
well?”

“Oh yes,” Betsy said. “I mean, he did as a
boy. Old Grandpa Em – that’s what Dan called him when he talked to
our children – was still alive back then, living here in town. I
think Jake and Ida used to take Dan and Sarah over to see their
grandparents quite often. Of course, Emmert died many years ago.
Sometime around 1950, I think. And then Dan would drop by to check
on his grandma Helen as she got on.”

Vin cupped a hand over the receiver and
cleared his throat as he thought about how to phrase the next
question. “I’d love to hear some of your husband’s stories about
his grandfather. Did he… write any of them down?”

Betsy laughed. “Oh no. Dan wasn’t the type
to do that. He could write a letter now and then when he had to,
but that wasn’t something he enjoyed doing very much.”

“I see. Did your husband’s grandfather
ever…”

“He did like to take pictures, though.” Vin
didn’t mind the interruption, since the question he had been about
to pose, whether Emmert Reed had bequeathed a journal to his
grandson, seemed ludicrous even to him.

“…and collect them in photo albums,” she
said, finishing her thought. “And so did his father, though Jake
mostly just kept them loose in an old box.”

“Hmmm, that’s interesting,” Vin said softly,
encouraging her. Betsy sailed on.

“But Dan took all those old pictures and put
them into an album for his father. That was a few years before Jake
died. Jake died in 1971.”

A young girl’s voice pealed brightly from
the far side of the line, “Grammy we’re waiting.”

“I’m sorry,” Betsy said. “My daughter is
visiting with my grandchildren, and I guess I’m holding up the
show.” Vin heard fumbling at the other end of the line as her voice
grew distant for a second. Then she was back, and he sensed an
opportunity that would vanish in an instant.

“I’d very much like to stop by and meet you,
Betsy…if that’s OK with you. We could talk some more about your
husband and his grandfather. If we looked at your husband’s photos,
you might have a recollection or two that would help my
research.”

“Oh, I think I might enjoy that. But it
would be easier for me to do it after Alison and the girls go home.
They leave on Thursday morning.” Vin happily agreed to visit her
house Thursday afternoon and confirmed her address in
Sharpsburg.

“I never really find a reason to take those
albums off the shelf anymore,” Betsy said. “Who knows? There might
even be a picture of old Grandpa Em in there.”
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Sharpsburg

Thursday, September 5, 1996

Approaching the colonial-era city of
Frederick, Maryland, Vin checked the rear-view mirror again. He
half expected to see a charcoal-gray sedan with tinted glass. At
first it had looked familiar, but he hadn’t been able to place it.
Even in upscale Potomac, the gray Audi wasn’t the kind of car you
saw everyday. And now he’d seen it three times in the last three
days. Parked on Ridge Line Court when he and Nicky had returned
home from Cool Aid early Monday afternoon. On the opposite side of
the street on Tuesday at sunset, a bit further from the house. And
again on Wednesday during his late-afternoon run. The car had been
parked in the dirt lot at Pennyfield Lock, a stone’s throw from the
route he and Randy traveled to the towpath.

When he saw the exit sign for Route 70, he
suddenly remembered where he’d seen the car before. In his
driveway, last fall. It was Kelsey Ainge’s car. He glanced in the
rear-view mirror as he changed lanes and slowed for the exit. No
gray Audi. He shook his head, surprised he hadn’t made the
connection earlier. Before he fell on his hip in the woods and got
sick, he’d had the sense that she was shadowing him. Or maybe just
steering him around. From Carderock and the joke of the joined
sycamores to the toy crosses on top of the Bear Island stop-gate.
As if she were guiding and mocking his search for Lee Fisher’s
truth at the same time.

And now he remembered something he’d seen
over the weekend at Cool Aid. The farm where the party took place
was bordered to the south by a bend in the shallow Gunpowder River
and to the southeast by a railway line that had been converted to a
dirt-and-limestone trail. The trail was carried over the river by
an old railroad bridge. Bikers and runners often stopped on the
bridge to peer out over a strip of woods at the sprawling lawn
between the river and the rolling hills on the northern edge of the
farm. On Cool Aid weekend a necklace of two hundred tents dotted
the periphery of the lawn, surrounding a central music stage, a
white-canopied food tent, a refrigerated beer truck, and a pond
with a white-sand beach. Vin and Nicky had joined friends from New
Jersey and hundreds of other guests on Saturday and Sunday in a
low-impact pentathlon of lounging, wading, listening to music,
eating, and drinking.

The shin-high grass of the Cool-Aid parking
area was only a few hundred yards from the rail-trail, and when he
ambled back to the car for one reason or another, Vin liked to
scout the trail users watching from the bridge. Late Saturday
afternoon, he’d noticed a slim woman with honey-colored hair
standing on the bridge with her elbows propped on the iron railing.
From a distance it didn’t look like she was dressed for biking or
running; her lavender top had a button-down front and long sleeves
that she’d pushed up her forearms. She was watching Cool Aid
through pocket-sized binoculars. Sensing there was something
different about her, Vin had stopped to gaze up and out at the
bridge. And as soon as he did that, she lowered her binoculars and
turned away. He watched her deliberately cross the rest of the
bridge and disappear behind the trees. Later he’d used his camera’s
zoom lens to study the bridge from further away. She was back, with
her elbows on the railing and eyes behind binoculars, watching. He
couldn’t see her face clearly, but something about her looked
familiar.

Trying to visualize the woman on the bridge
again, he almost missed the exit for Route 40. A glance confirmed
that there was still no gray sedan behind him as he swung west on
the Old National Road. The woman watching from the bridge on Sunday
and then the parked car on Monday and Tuesday – by themselves those
sightings were hardly worth notice or reflection. But now he felt
compelled to reconsider them in the context of Wednesday
afternoon.

Yesterday afternoon he and Randy had run
down the wooded hillside and out into the meadow next to the old
Pennyfield House, then crossed over the lock and turned upstream,
as they usually did. A quarter-mile past Pennyfield, the towpath
bisected the Dierssen Waterfowl Sanctuary. To their right a
backwater eddy extended into the flat, swampy woods of the berm. On
the left a string of shallow ponds choked with marsh plants
stretched for half a mile, occupying most of the terrain between
the towpath and the river. Dierssen offered stilted boxes for wood
ducks and also attracted herons, songbirds, beavers, and foxes. On
its downstream side, a dirt trail used by birdwatchers branched off
toward the river and circled the ponds.

Randy was lagging as Vin approached the
branching trail. His sniffing completed, Randy sprinted to catch
up. Vin saw the dog’s ears flex as it passed him. Randy skidded to
a stop, stood alert for a moment, and then bolted along the trail
toward the river. Vin jogged in place and waited. Randy couldn’t
resist pursuing a deer or fox, or even a goose or heron, but Vin
knew the animals could escape by taking to the air or water, or by
outrunning or outwitting his dog. Randy’s chases were brief and
typically ended with his return to the towpath winded and
muddy.

Wednesday’s pursuit lasted only a few
minutes. Randy was panting when he trotted back, but he hardly
seemed tired and wasn’t muddy at all. Whatever creature he’d heard
or scented must have escaped before luring the dog far off the
trail. As he usually did after bolting without permission, Randy
stood directly in front of Vin, wagging his tail. Vin was never
sure whether the dog’s motive was to ingratiate himself or to tell
Vin about his encounter with the one that got away. While noting
the surprising lack of burrs or mud on Randy’s legs, he saw that a
piece of paper, rolled into a tube about the size of a cigar, had
been slipped under his collar and pinned against the back of his
neck.

He pulled the paper out – the collar seemed
tighter than usual. Twisting it, he saw the exposed black line on
the nylon band; someone had tightened it a notch, probably to keep
the paper tube in place. A current of anger shot through him as he
envisioned a stranger handling his dog in the woods. Whoever it
was, Randy must have judged the person approachable. He grudgingly
conceded that letting Randy run free put the dog, the stranger, and
himself at risk. After resetting the collar, he unrolled the paper
cylinder, wondering what message awaited. Maybe it was a miniature
menu for Chinese take-out or a pizza delivery service.

There was only one word on the paper,
written vertically inside the post of a cross. “SOON.” Or since the
Os flanked the cross arm, maybe it meant “SO ON.” The cross
mimicked one he had found planted in the mossy dirt atop the Bear
Island stop-lock last March.

“Fucking bullshit,” he mumbled in
irritation, blood-pressure rising. He stashed the paper in his
pocket and launched back into his run, too irritated to bother
leashing his dog. Randy instantly passed him. “Soon,” he muttered,
back into the rhythm of running. “Screw that.”

***

He continued west on Route 40 through fields
of tall corn and undulating meadows that rose to tree-covered
hilltops. The old road climbed the green slope of South Mountain to
Fox Gap, and then wound down the west side of the hill into
Washington County. In the town of Boonsboro, he waited at the Main
Street light to turn southwest toward Sharpsburg. He checked the
rear-view mirror once more – by now it was a reflex. No gray
sedan.

The rolled-up paper with the cross was a
link between his current suspicions and his mishaps at Carderock
and Bear Island earlier in the year. What reminded him today about
the events of the winter and spring was the rekindling of an
intuition that he was being guided or stalked. And the threads he
was able to connect all pointed to Kelsey Ainge.

The road ran through rolling fields and the
village of Keedysville before crossing Antietam Creek on a stone
bridge and then climbing a steady grade toward Sharpsburg,
following the trail traveled by thousands of Union Army soldiers on
the bloodiest day of the Civil War. A line of iron plaques along
the road, painted black, commemorated the movements of various
divisions on September 17, 1862. Beyond the plaques, green fields
rose and fell on both sides, stretching into the distance like
ocean swells. The interlaced rails of graying snake-fence segments
scarred the fields with zigzagging lines of stitches – maybe one
rail for each of 23,000 casualties here, he thought. The road
leveled off as it entered Sharpsburg.

Houses with painted clapboard siding and
double-hung windows pressed against the sidewalks of Main Street.
Between the first and second stories, narrow portico roofs reached
toward the street, supported by painted columns and shading shallow
front porches. Downtown Sharpsburg was only four blocks square and
Betsy Reed lived near its center, on Chapline Street.

Vin coasted down Main Street, reading the
intersection signs. He was early so he turned onto Snyder’s Landing
Road, which sliced through cornfields and wound down through woods
to the Potomac River. Just before the road's terminus at a boat
ramp, a wooden bridge spanned a broad ditch thick with undergrowth
and trees. A sign confirmed what he already knew – this drained and
abandoned artery was the C&O Canal, on the five-mile level of
Sharpsburg above Lock 39. He drove a dirt-and-gravel spur alongside
the canal until he noticed a cloud of dust in his wake, then
reversed course and headed back to town.

At 117 Chapline, Betsy was knitting on her
porch swing when he parked and crossed the street on foot, carrying
a folding notepad. The clapboard house was painted a warm tan color
that had been softened and dulled by the sun. He rapped his
knuckles against a column to get her attention and smiled when she
looked up from her knitting.

“Mrs. Reed?” She peered at him over her
glasses and smiled back. “I’m Vin Illick. We spoke on the phone
about…”

“Yes, of course,” she said, putting her
knitting aside. “Hello.” She stood up and brushed the wrinkles from
her slacks and patterned blouse, then pushed the octagonal frames
back against her face to see him better. Her hair was swept away
from her forehead and curled neatly behind her ears, its color
somewhere between sand and gray. She looks closer to seventy than
sixty, Vin thought, noticing the sagging skin on her cheeks and
neck. But still petite, with a firm grip to her weathered hand.
Aside from a hint of garnet on her lips, she didn’t seem to be
wearing makeup.

“Please call me Betsy,” she said in the
warm, fragile voice he’d heard on the phone. “Let’s go inside where
we can sit. I’m afraid there’s not much room out here.”

He held the screen door open and followed
her through. The entryway opened directly into the unlit living
room, where a couch with faded upholstery sat against the far wall,
framed by end tables and windows with blinds angled to let the
sunlight in. Two colorless stuffed armchairs with draped lace
doilies faced the couch across a central coffee table. The still
air smelled like rarely-used furniture.

Betsy switched on the end-table lamps and
offered Vin an armchair. As he eyed two stacks of leather-bound
albums at the center of the coffee table, she retreated to the
kitchen to pour lemonade, then returned with filled glasses and
took the chair beside him. “I told my daughter you were visiting
this afternoon,” she said. “And that you were writing an article
about the canal days, so you wanted to know about Grandpa Em.
Alison helped me get Dan’s albums out and we looked through them
with the girls before they left.

“Of course, most of the photos are of Dan
and me when we were younger, and of Alison, Tom, and Linda growing
up.” She sat back and turned toward Vin with a half-smile. “It’s
always funny to see children who can’t sit still for five seconds
spend an hour looking at old pictures of their parents.”

Vin smiled back. “I enjoyed doing that as a
kid.”

She pointed to the stack of three albums to
his right, which looked newer than the others. “Those are mostly
snapshots of our children. Alison was born in ’57, so that’s about
as far back as those books go.”

Vin shifted in his chair. “I think it’s
great that you and your husband found time to collect all your
photos in albums. No one in my family was ever organized enough to
do that. Most of ours are stuffed inside envelopes and buried in
drawers.”

“Well, that was something Dan liked to do.”
She pointed to the other albums, a black one on top of a brown one,
both discolored and scratched. “Those two are older. Most of those
photos came from Dan’s father, Jake. So there are pictures of Dan
and Sarah as children, back in the thirties, and then some that
came later. After Jake gave Dan and Sarah their first cameras, he
didn’t take many pictures anymore. I guess that was his way of
passing the torch.”

Vin listened with his eyes on Betsy while
trying to unobtrusively settle his notebook in his lap and open the
cover. She seemed to be relaxing into her chair and warming to the
conversation. There was something about her, a straightforwardness
that he first noticed when they spoke on the phone. He found it
refreshing and didn’t recognize it right away. Sincerity – and an
utter lack of pretense. Was that something that came with age, or
was it something she carried forward from a different era?

“I think you told me that Emmert Reed was
Jake’s father?”

“That’s right,” Betsy said. “Grandpa Em was
Jake’s father and Dan’s grandfather.” She gestured to the albums
again. “There’s a picture of Em and his family in that bottom
album, back in 1909. The girls and I were surprised to find that
there. It must have come from a box of Jake’s things that Ida gave
Dan. We could only find a few pictures of him.”

“Ida was Jake’s wife?”

“That’s right. Ida lived to be eighty-seven.
She died just three years before Dan.”

Vin sipped his lemonade and extracted his
pen from the notebook. He sketched a rough family tree, with
“Emmert + ” at the top and “Jake + Ida” on the next rung. On the
rung below their names he wrote “Dan + Betsy.”

“What was Emmert’s wife’s name?”

“Helen.” He wrote “Helen” to the right of
Emmert’s name.

“And you mentioned that your husband used to
visit his grandfather when he was young, and Emmert would tell him
stories about the canal days?”

Betsy nodded. “Mostly about how hard it was
to run a canal boat. But how it was rewarding, too, since you were
your own boss. You could run all night if you had the motivation.
And there was always something to see or do along the canal.” She
paused to look at Vin, who nodded reassuringly. “Dan used to pass
that sermon along to our children. He wanted them to see the value
of hard work. Of course, I suspect old Emmert maybe wasn’t quite
the role model Dan made him out to be.”

“Do you mean after he gave up boating?”

“Probably both before and after,” she said.
“Dan’s father used to say that Grandpa Em knew how to entertain
himself in Georgetown. So some people called him M-Street. And then
when he started tending lock down near Leesburg – was that at
Edwards Ferry? I’m not sure – he had a good business selling
barbecue. And maybe he sold a little whiskey as well. But that was
Prohibition times, so lots of people were shaving the edges off the
law.”

Vin thought about how to phrase his next
question. “I know – from my research – that Emmert was quite
familiar with Georgetown, and really with the whole canal, from
captaining a boat. And then after 1913, he lived at Lock 25 at
Edwards Ferry for about ten years during boating seasons. Is there
any other location along the canal that you associate with him?
Some other place he liked to spend time?”

Betsy stared at her folded hands before
shaking her head. “No,” she said tentatively, looking up at Vin. “I
don’t think so. Grandpa Em lived here in Sharpsburg when he retired
from the canal. He had a house a couple miles from here on Harpers
Ferry Road where they raised their children. Jake used to take Dan
and Sarah over there for barbecue back in the thirties, though
times were hard and sometimes they couldn’t afford meat. Emmert and
Helen lived there until Emmert died. A few years later Jake and
Howard helped her fix it up and sell it, and then Helen moved in
with Alice until she died.”

“Alice?”

“Alice was Dan’s aunt. Jake’s younger
sister. And Jake had an older brother Howard.”

Vin wrote the names down on his tree to the
left of Jake’s. “And Emmert’s old house on Harper’s Ferry
Road…that’s not near the river, is it?”

Betsy shook her head. “Well, the river bends
around a lot here. I suppose the house was two or three miles away.
The man who bought it knocked it down and built two new
houses.”

She fell silent again, her gaze fixed on a
point beyond the window. Maybe she was visualizing Grandpa Em’s old
house. Vin glanced at the crow’s feet around her eye and tapped his
pen on the paper but wrote nothing. He felt as if there was
something he should be able to learn about Emmert Reed from Betsy,
but the insight danced out of reach. She was Emmert’s grandson’s
widow, and she couldn’t help him solve the puzzle by identifying
the place that was well known by Emmert’s albino mule. Her memories
could only offer a basic sketch of Grandpa Em. He glanced back at
the albums on the table. Maybe seeing the photos again would
trigger something more. “Would it be alright for me to see the
pictures of Emmert?”

“That would be fine,” Betsy said, pulling
out of her reverie. She centered the brown album between them on
the table, then turned the cover and flipped to the first page of
photos. Vin saw black-and-white shots of a young woman with a boy
and a girl sitting at a picnic table eating a meal. In the
background were the thick trunks of tall trees. Betsy pointed to
the boy.

“That’s Dan, with his Mom and Sarah. On a
trip they took to Yosemite, around 1940.” She flipped the page and
then leafed through several more. “This was Jake’s album, so these
are all his pictures. Dan left them in the order Jake had them.
Then at the end of the book he added some of the other photos that
Jake kept loose in a box.”

She flipped to the end of the book and
turned pages backward, stopping on a left-hand page with a single
photo. She laid the album flat and pulled back her hands so Vin
could see it. The image showed a man sitting on a straight-backed
wooden chair in front of a whitewashed stone wall. He wore a
grayish Stetson and an unbuttoned vest over a white shirt and held
a pipe in one hand while resting his ankle on his knee. The corners
of his closed mouth were turned up and his dark eyes sparkled. His
thick gray mustache and trim beard reminded Vin of a popular photo
of Ernest Hemingway. Written in black ink in a loose hand below the
photo was the caption, “Grandpa Em, 1921.”

“That’s Emmert. I think that was taken down
at his lockhouse.”

Vin stared at the image. There was something
mesmerizing about Emmert’s playful eyes and elusive smile. What
secret are you holding from me, he wondered. What does your mule
know that I don’t? He became aware that Betsy was looking at him,
waiting for a signal to turn the page. He raised his eyes from the
image.

“There are a few earlier pictures,” she
said. Vin nodded and she flipped the page backward, then pointed to
the left-hand photos. “Those are from Jake’s fiftieth birthday
party. After that, he left the picture-taking to Dan and
Sarah.”

She swung her finger to the opposite page.
“These are the other pictures of Emmert. Well, except the one on
the bottom, which Emmert took of the boys.” The uppermost photo
showed a man wearing a flat cap and a light-colored shirt
unbuttoned at the neck. His mustache was dark and luxuriant as he
leaned against the transom of a broad boat with his hand on the
long wooden tiller. Vin recognized the impish eyes of a younger
Emmert Reed. The caption below the photo read, “Cpt Emmert Reed,
Boat 32, 1905.”

“That’s Emmert on his boat. And that next
photo is a family portrait.”

Vin turned to the second picture. Emmert and
a young woman in a jacket, skirt, and wide-brimmed straw hat were
seated at opposite ends of a short bench out on a lawn. Between
them were two boys about seven or eight years old, dressed neatly
in white shirts and dark shorts, and a younger girl in a simple
dress leaning against her mother. The caption read, “Emmert,
Howard, Jake, Alice, Helen” and “July 4, 1909.”

“That’s the whole family,” Betsy said.
“Howard ended up going off to war and moved to Baltimore when he
came back.”

Vin studied the image. No one was smiling,
because you didn’t smile when you had your portrait made in that
era. But Emmert still seemed to be radiating a rakish
self-confidence. Maybe it was the mustache.

He proceeded to the third photo and his
heart leapt into his throat. Emmert Reed wasn’t in it, just two
boys, each perched bareback atop a horse. But the large ears were a
giveaway that the boys were riding mules, not horses, and the mule
on the left was entirely white. Emmert Reed’s albino mule! He
devoured the caption: “Howard and Gladys, Jake and Annie,
1913.”

“That’s Jake on the right. Howard was a year
older, so he usually got to ride Gladys. I think she was a bit of a
celebrity, being albino. Jake said she was kind of spoiled.”

Vin tried to sound dispassionate. “Did he
say anything else about Gladys?”

She regarded him quizzically. “Not that I
recall. I know she was part of Grandpa Em’s team for a few years,
but I don’t remember hearing anything else that was special about
her. Apart from her color.”

He sighed and looked back down at the album,
reviewing the photos from the bottom up. Howard and Jake astride
their father’s mules. Emmert in his prime, posing with Helen and
the kids for a family portrait. And Emmert as a young man, during
one of his first seasons captaining a canal boat. It was
frustrating to come this close – but no closer – to the man who
could explain part of Lee Fisher’s message to Charlie Pennyfield.
He had been able to construct the framework of an answer but was
missing a plank that he needed to tie it all together.

After turning back for another look at
Emmert as an older man, he tried not to let his disappointment show
as he tied up the obvious loose ends with Betsy. Jake’s siblings
Howard and Alice had been dead for years. Dan’s older sister Sarah
was still alive but suffering from Alzheimer’s at a nursing home.
Betsy knew of other families – the Moses, Colberts, Snyders – that
had lived in Sharpsburg for three or more generations, but she
couldn’t say for sure which of them had been involved with the
canal in the twenties.

He took a few notes as a gesture of good
faith and closed his notebook, telling Betsy he had to leave for an
appointment back in Washington. He said he appreciated her
willingness to help his research by sharing her recollections and
family photographs.

“You’re quite welcome,” she said. She led
him to the door and they said their goodbyes. As he turned to
leave, she added a wish. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”
He thanked her again, then turned to wave from the far side of
Chapline Street, but she was already closing the door.

Feeling thwarted and hollow, he approached
his car, noticing that the back tailgate and windshield were
covered with dust. He remembered the cloud he had stirred up on his
brief spin alongside the C&O at Snyder’s Landing. It was time
to wash it anyway. As he passed the rear windshield, he saw that
someone had drawn a symbol in the dust and he felt as if his core
sinews had been plucked like guitar strings. It was Kelsey Ainge’s
mason’s mark. He swiveled to pan his surroundings but saw no person
or gray sedan. The street was so quiet he could almost hear his own
heart thumping. He stood still while a grassfire burned at his
hairline and pinpricks of sweat formed on his forehead. He swept
his hair back with his hand and opened the car door.

On the drive home he took the longer, faster
route. When he swung east onto Route 70 near Hagerstown, he turned
on the radio and hit the scan button, tapping it to hold the
channel when he heard a weather report.

Fran remains a category 3 hurricane with winds of
115 to 125 miles per hour. The storm is tracking northward at 15
miles per hour and is now centered about 75 miles south of Cape
Fear, North Carolina. The National Hurricane Center is predicting
that Fran will come ashore sometime this evening, and has issued a
hurricane warning for the coastlines of South and North
Carolina.

Sounds like most of the storm will miss us
to the west, he thought. I wonder whether we’ll even get any rain.
The worst of it will hit the Appalachians and then start washing
down toward us. He tapped the scan button again and the plaintive
whine of a bluegrass fiddle filled the air. The feeling of having
been here before flooded his senses, and for a few disorienting
seconds the green hills of Washington County felt like home.
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Late Friday afternoon Vin pulled his hands
from the keyboard and lifted tired eyes toward the ceiling. The
first incarnation of his user interface for the ratings feature was
finished. There was still the server-side code to write, but he
felt as if today’s work had almost compensated for the time lost on
yesterday’s fruitless trip to Sharpsburg.

Behind him on a portable TV perched on a
filing cabinet, a CNN commentator was saying something inaudible
about financial markets. Vin tapped the buttons for the Weather
Channel and eased the volume up. They’re probably still showing
full-time hurricane coverage, he thought. I wonder how Fran is
doing.

The station showed a reporter in Roanoke
wearing crimson rain gear and standing in an empty, rainswept
street. After coming ashore at Cape Fear last night, Fran had
tracked north by northwest, through North Carolina and into central
Virginia as it was downgraded first to a tropical storm and then to
a depression. Fran’s unraveling remains were now centered just
south of the West Virginia panhandle, on course for Morgantown and
Pittsburgh. The only menace Fran had left to offer was rain, but
rain was enough. Flash floods were already responsible for almost
two dozen missing or dead.

When the storm’s projected path was
superimposed over a map of the mid-Atlantic states, Vin swiveled
toward the screen. From central Virginia through southern
Pennsylvania, Fran would be scouring the broad western reaches of
the Potomac watershed, dropping torrential rains on the Appalachian
and Blue Ridge mountains. He glanced out the glass doors at the
backyard. The storm’s relentless wind and slashing rain had receded
during the last few hours, leaving in their wake an intermittent
drizzle and the gray light of an overcast afternoon.

Those floodwaters will all be heading our
way, he thought. From the Shenandoah and both upper branches of the
Potomac. They’ve already started. We might even get something like
last January’s flood, which was triggered by an extended thaw on
the heels of what was already known as “the Blizzard of ’96.”
Apparently Great Falls had been completely buried in the raging
waters. The Park Service had closed viewpoints on both sides of the
river, so Vin hadn’t been able to see the Falls at full flood. But
the local news had shown helicopter footage and it had looked
breathtaking, with brown whale-sized waves, exploding haystacks
where the Falls had been, and wings of spray kicking twenty feet
into the air. Did the river rise that much because it narrowed so
dramatically at the Falls?

He shuffled upstairs to pull the
topographical atlas of Maryland from the living-room bookcase. On
the coffee table it opened readily to the page that showed their
street, a quarter-inch east of the C&O Canal at Pennyfield
Lock. The same page showed the Potomac River flanking the canal and
running in a clockwise arc, northwest to southeast. At the top of
the page was Seneca, three miles upstream from Pennyfield. At the
bottom was Great Falls, five-and-a-half miles downriver. Vin had
referred to this page many times last fall, when he and Nicky had
just arrived and were getting their bearings.

Studying the topography at the bottom of the
page, he remembered what he had seen before. Two thousand feet
upstream from Great Falls, Conn Island split the river into
five-hundred-foot-wide channels. Just after the channels reunited,
the Virginia shoreline reversed its curvature where Olmsted Island
thrust into the river from the Maryland side, compressing the
entire flow into a rock-studded channel less than three hundred
feet across.

Following the river back upstream from the
Falls, Vin ticked off the island names in the staggered string:
Olmsted, Conn, Bealls, Minnehaha, Gladys, Claggett, Sycamore,
Watkins – by far the largest and longest – and then Grapevine and
Elm, across from Blockhouse Point, just below Seneca Falls. He
looked back at Gladys Island near the center of the chain and
remembered the photo Betsy Reed had shown him yesterday of Jake and
Howard Reed aboard Annie and Gladys – Emmert Reed’s albino mule.
Gladys Island was equidistant between Maryland and Virginia. It’s
an ironic name, he thought, since Gladys Island is one place I’m
sure the itinerant white mule never knew.

He recited to himself the line he knew by
heart: “The place is well knowed by Emmert Reed’s albino mule.” The
sudden recognition of his long-standing error made him catch his
breath. That’s not right. That’s not exactly what the message says.
He crossed the room and hurried down the stairs. From between two
textbooks, he extracted the note Lee Fisher had written to Charlie
Pennyfield and raced through the text, eyes focused on the line
he’d instinctively shortened and misinterpreted as a result.

The name of the place is well knowed by Emmert
Reed’s albino mule.

It was obvious now and he should have seen
it earlier. It didn’t matter whether Gladys knew the island…or any
other place along the canal. What mattered was that Gladys knew her
name! Carrying the note and the picture, he dashed back up to the
atlas in the living room and couldn’t suppress a smile as he
studied the map again. He picked up a pen and drew a line from
Swains Lock across the towpath and the apron to the river, then
straight out toward the Virginia shore. The line bisected Gladys
Island. He sketched a rapid oval around the island and looked at
Lee’s note again.

…I fear I have been killed because of what happened
today at Swains Lock. I may be buried along with the others at the
base of three joined sycamores at the edge of a clearing.

Lee Fisher’s joined sycamores were on Gladys
Island! It was close to Swains, but like the other islands in this
stretch of the river, uninhabited and ignored. He studied the map
again. The almond-shaped island might be four hundred yards long
and one-fourth as wide at its mid-point, with its northeast side a
few hundred yards from the Maryland shore. And the Maryland shore
was only fifty paces from the towpath, so it would be an easy
portage and crossing from Swains by canoe. At least when the river
was running at a normal summer level. But the river will start
rising soon, he reminded himself. Tonight. The local rain didn’t
concern him, since the watershed was narrow here. It was the much
larger western expanse that mattered, where the Potomac’s western
tributaries were already funneling Fran’s rainfall to the watershed
floor.

He exhaled heavily. Did he have to do this
right now? Staring at the atlas, he tried to think through it. It
was a few minutes before six. Tomorrow was Saturday, and Nicky had
the day off for once. She’d been hoping they could go for a bike
ride together. And he knew her patience with his search was
eroding. Tonight she was having a drink with Abby after work and
probably wouldn’t be home for at least another hour. And tomorrow
the river would be much higher, rising toward flood. It rose fast
and fell slowly, so after tonight paddling to Gladys Island would
be impossible for days. And maybe this would be the flood that
finally destroyed Lee Fisher’s joined sycamores, if they weren’t
gone already. Or maybe Kelsey Ainge would find them first. That was
crazy; she hadn’t been inside Betsy Reed’s living room and never
heard the albino mule’s name. He turned reflexively to the glass
doors, half expecting to see someone watching him from the
deck.

Swains was a short drive away and he could
get there in minutes, but the canoe-rental counter would certainly
be closed, given the weather earlier today. That didn’t mean Swains
would be deserted, since visitors thwarted earlier by rain would be
attracted by the clearing skies. Sunset was around seven-thirty,
but it didn’t get dark until eight. If he moved quickly, that
should be long enough. But he would still need his camping
headlamp. And a shovel. His canoe paddle. And wire cutters, if he
was lucky enough to find a minute or two when Swains was clear of
pedestrians. Since if he couldn’t rent a canoe, he would have to
borrow one. He leapt from the couch and walked into the kitchen,
where he wrote a brief note:

N –

I know where it is! Out for a quick investigation.
Should be back by 8:30 or 9 and ready for vino!

xoxo, V

He left it on top of the answering machine,
then retrieved a strap-on headlamp from the odds-and-ends drawer.
In the unfinished storage area downstairs, he found his canoe
paddle leaning against the wall next to Nicky’s, alongside their
ski gear and snowshoes. While extracting his paddle he saw the
lock-key he’d brought home from Emmert Reed’s lockhouse propped
against the wall behind it. A symbol of his quest. He’d moved it
down here quickly for fear that Nicky would throw it out. The stack
of boxes next to the ski bags had finally been unpacked, and the
rope ladder lay in a heap on the floor where the boxes had been. A
nearby plastic crate yielded a pair of wire cutters and a folding
hunting knife, which he pocketed. Past the crates he found his
shovel. He carried the shovel and paddle into the garage and tossed
them into the back of his PathFinder. By the time the garage door
was fully open he was already in the driveway, shifting gears.

Getting a canoe at Swains would require
patience and good timing, he thought as he pulled onto Ridge Line
Court. The canoe rack was near the parking lot and the canal, and
he was pretty sure the canoes were only locked to the rack by thin
cables or cords. So freeing a canoe with the wire cutters or the
knife should be easy, once he’d confirmed the rental counter was
closed. The hard part would be doing that without being seen,
amidst the trickle of joggers, dog-walkers, and muddied
mountain-bikers that traversed the parking lot at this time of day.
In his experience, only unusual gestures caused alarm, so once he’d
cut the canoe free, he was confident he could carry it down to the
river without arousing the suspicion of passersby.

As he waited at the intersection to turn
right onto River Road, he peeked at the rear view mirror. There it
was! He watched a charcoal-gray Audi behind him slow, edge over to
the curb, and stop. The tinted glass that formed its windshield
made it impossible to identify the driver. The car must have been
parked on his street, and he’d been too preoccupied to notice it as
he passed. Was it the same car he’d been watching for all week? He
was convinced the Audi belonged to Kelsey Ainge. Was it really
following him?

He turned his eyes back to River Road, where
the fast-paced traffic had already dried the asphalt, found an
opening, and turned right. Checking the mirror again, he saw the
Audo turn behind an intervening car to follow him. He slowed to the
speed limit to give himself time to think. The right turn for
Swains Lock was three miles away. About a mile ahead there was a
farmstand on the left. It was just past six now, so it should still
be open.

He nudged his turn-signal and slowed as he
approached the farmstand. The cars behind him stopped to wait. He
pulled in and walked across the wet grass past boxes of ripe
tomatoes. Strolling toward the corn, he turned his head to locate
the Audi. And there it was across the road, pulled onto the
shoulder, still headed east. The tinted glass looked opaque in the
late-afternoon light.

OK, he thought. You’re keeping a safe
distance. Let’s play cat and mouse. He paraded past the berries and
peaches, then turned on his heel and walked unhurriedly back to his
car. He backed out of his spot and waited to turn east again on
River Road. The Audi betrayed no sign of life. As he turned, he
checked the mirror. The Audi let two cars pass then pulled out
behind them, heading east. He accelerated to gain some distance on
his pursuer.

Approaching Swains Lock Road, he slowed
abruptly and swung into a right turn without warning. It was easy
to imagine the expletives issuing from the driver of the Mercedes
on his tail. The wet, unlined asphalt was barely wider than a
driveway and it snaked down the hillside under a dark canopy of
foliage. He doubled the speed limit while descending the
quarter-mile lane, then braked to a stop just short of the parking
lot, jumped out, circled to open the tailgate, and snatched the
shovel and his canoe paddle. He stepped into the woods beside the
passenger door and propped them behind the trunk of a large oak
tree. Then he continued to the open door, hopped in, and shifted
back into gear.

There were a handful of cars in the puddled
dirt-and-gravel parking lot at Swains, and he pulled straight into
a space alongside the nearest one, then stared at the rear-view
mirror. When he saw the gray Audi glide toward the lot, he shifted
into reverse and completed the second leg of a three-point turn.
Shifting forward, he pulled out of the lot as the Audi eased in. He
was within a few feet of its tinted windows as it slid past, but
all he could see was a shadowy presence at the wheel. He tried to
match the outline behind the glass with the figure of the woman on
the bridge at Cool Aid. It had to be her.

He accelerated up Swains Lock Road, then
slowed to creep past an oncoming car. The familiar shape emerged
behind him. He sped up again on the last stretch and quickly found
the opening he needed to turn west on River Road, back toward
home.

The Audi temporarily receded from view, but
it crested a hill behind him as he neared the turn for his
neighborhood. That’s OK, he thought. She already knows where I
live. He navigated leisurely through residential streets back to
Ridge Line Court, then opened his garage door and waited. When the
Audi nosed into view behind him and edged to the curb, he pulled
into the garage and closed the door. “Sayonara, sweetie,” he
muttered getting out of the car. “Hope you enjoy the scenery.”

He pulled his bicycle from its slot in the
corner and carried it into the house. Randy rose up from his bed to
stretch and greet him. “Sorry, buddy, I’m just passing through.
Nicky should be home soon.” His words reminded him to check his
watch. Just past six-thirty. He tapped his pockets to make sure he
still had the head-lamp, knife, and wire cutters, then carried his
bike out the sliding door to the backyard and wheeled it across the
lawn. At the edge of the woods, he shouldered it and picked his way
down to Pennyfield Lock. Two minutes later he was on the towpath,
where he set his feet on the pedals and took off downstream for
Swains.

***

Vin’s car was in the garage, so Nicky half
expected to find him at his desk as she entered the house. Only
Randy was there to greet her. She climbed the stairs to the living
room. Vin wasn’t lounging on the couch either. She walked down the
hall to the bedroom and didn’t find him there. After changing into
shorts and a v-necked shirt, she visited the kitchen and saw the
note on top of the answering machine.

She read it to herself a second time, this
time aloud and in disbelief: “I know where it is! Out for a quick
investigation.” At first the message sounded like a joke, but her
anger rose when she realized it was serious. What the hell was
wrong with him? The “it” could only be the thing he’d been obsessed
with for almost a year now. A chill raked her temples and she felt
faint. She leaned against the kitchen counter and pressed down with
both palms, taking shallow breaths to overcome an unfamiliar
vertigo. Her arms suddenly felt numb and her hands against the
counter looked like they belonged to someone else. And what is
wrong with me?

An investigation. Vin thought he was
tracking buried money and the bones of ghosts, so what did that
mean? Was he planning to dig something up? And where, given that
his car was still in the garage. Did he set out into the oncoming
evening on foot? Whatever he was doing had to be centered around
the canal, so he could have walked down there easily enough. Did he
expect to exhume something from the mud and carry it home? Or maybe
there was someone else involved. She shuddered recalling Vin’s
suspicious comments about Kelsey Ainge. When had that started? He’d
said something about it after they visited her studio in February.
And then things had been normal for a while after he recovered from
his infection.

Until recently. About a week ago, when he’d
brought home that ridiculous lock-key. And Nicky knew he’d been
pondering his imaginary enigma about an albino mule since then.
He’d sardonically mentioned his impression that Kelsey Ainge was
following him at Cool Aid. And now he always seemed to be looking
over his shoulder.

The thought returned, reincarnated as a
suspicion. What if Kelsey was luring him into something? Maybe this
whole strange quest was something she had devised. Some way of
using him toward her own inscrutable ends. Maybe he was with her
now and that was why he didn’t need his car. They could have met at
Pennyfield Lock to set out somewhere. She might have even met him
here at the house.

To break this line of thought, Nicky
mechanically took a glass from the cupboard and filled it with
water. There was no way to know how Kelsey Ainge was woven into
Vin’s obsession with Lee Fisher’s 1924 note, but it was clear that
Vin thought she was involved somehow. She picked up the handset and
dialed. Doug Tuckerman answered and hailed Abby, who had just
walked in the door.

“What’s the matter, did you leave your
umbrella on the chair?” Abby said. They had been joined for drinks
at the bistro by two friends of Abby’s, and Nicky had left
first.

“No,” Nicky said. “I got the umbrella. Now I
just need to find the fiancée.”

“Is Vin AWOL?”

“Sort of. Though he did leave a note that
says he’ll be home soon.”

“So you need to get in touch with him right
away?”

“Not exactly. I’m actually trying to get a
read on one of our acquaintances.”

“Someone I know?”

“Kelsey Ainge.” Nicky heard a soft whistle.
“We met with her once when we were looking for a wedding
photographer,” she said, “but I remember Doug said something about
her before that. When we had dinner at your house, last fall.”

“What did Doug say?”

“Something about her being pulled out of the
river after she drove off a boat. And a flood, a long time ago? I
remember Doug saying that one of her friends was never found, and
the other drowned, with a seatbelt tied around his ankle.”

“Yes,” Abby said. “That was just before the
flood of 1972.”

“But Kelsey was rescued, and wasn’t
hurt?”

“That’s right.”

“So,” Nicky said, “did anyone ever explain
exactly what happened?”

“I remember,” Abby said, “that there was an
investigation after the flood. After they gave up searching for the
other girl. But no one else saw the car go off the ferry, and
Kelsey told the police it was an accident.”

“Including the seatbelt?”

“I think she claimed to have no idea how
that happened. The story was in the newspapers for a few days. The
dead guy’s family was pointing fingers, but she was never
charged.”

“And then Doug said something about her
husband dying in a car crash?”

“Right. With a high dose of valium in his
blood. Some thought he’d been drugged. She got the house and the
money and was involved with another guy a few months later.”

“She seems to have a way of landing on her
feet.”

“Yes and no,” Abby said. “She’s set
financially. She’s respected as a photographer. But no one has
forgotten those strange accidents, and most people keep her at
arm’s length. I think she’ll always be a pariah. My advice would be
to steer clear. Both you and Vin.”

Nicky thanked her and hung up, then stared
at the receiver in her hand. A thread of logic grew hot and began
to glow inside her, beneath the level of conscious thought. She
pulled out the Potomac phone book and found the entry she wanted.
Ainge, K, at 11427 Vera Lane. She tapped out the number, then
hesitated before pressing the call button. Vera Lane – that’s only
a few miles from here, halfway toward town. Maybe Vin was there
now. She put the receiver back in its cradle and wrote the number
on a piece of paper, then stashed it in her pocket.

Circling back toward the stairs and foyer,
she noticed the topographical atlas lying open on the living-room
coffee table. It hadn’t seemed worth scrutiny on her way to the
kitchen, but that was before she’d read Vin’s note. Now she
detoured to the table and spun the open atlas to face her. She
studied the left-hand page, which covered the terrain from the
Capital Beltway west to the river, including the town of Potomac
and their neighborhood. Vin shouldn’t need a map at this point. So
maybe the atlas had something to do with his quest. Then she saw
the oval sketched around an island in the middle of the river,
about halfway down the page. A straight line that split the oval in
half had one endpoint at Riverbend Park on the Virginia shore and
the other at Swains Lock on the Maryland side.

Jesus. Was that island really where he
planned on going for his “quick investigation”? If so, how did he
plan on getting there? Swimming? He and Nicky didn’t have access to
a boat. But maybe, she realized, he could rent a canoe. Like they’d
done last fall at Swains. He was an experienced canoeist, and she
knew it wouldn’t be difficult for him to ferry across to the island
if the river wasn’t running too high. Still, if that was his
destination, why wouldn’t he have driven to Swains? She shuddered
for an instant. Maybe Kelsey drove him there. Or maybe, she forced
herself to acknowledge, the circled island had nothing to do with
his absence. Maybe it was part of some innocent tangent he’d
pursued earlier.

She collected her keys and continued
downstairs, realizing as she descended that there was a simple way
to assuage her concern. If Vin was planning to canoe to the island,
he would certainly take his own paddle. He and Nicky both hated the
cheap plastic paddles that rental operations dispensed. At the
bottom of the stairs, she crossed the carpet and opened the door to
the laundry and storage area. Her gaze settled on the nylon ski
bags leaning against the far wall and the snowshoes beside them on
the cement floor. Their canoe paddles were usually part of the same
cluster. She crossed to the far wall and found her paddle propped
upside-down next to the ski bags. Behind it she saw only the iron
lock-key that looked like a useless fireplace tool leaning against
the wall. The glowing thread in her subconscious burned a shade
brighter, and her sense of time and place collapsed as her irises
darkened to indigo. Vin’s paddle was gone.
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When Vin glided to a stop on the towpath,
slanting sunlight was piercing the pebbled clouds and painting the
lockhouse walls at Swains Lock. Past the scattered cars in the lot,
two canoe racks stood against the ascending green of the berm. They
held inverted aluminum canoes that looked old, with dented hulls
and boat numbers stenciled in fading black paint. He locked his
bike to a post and straightened his mud-spattered shorts, pushing
the contents of his pockets down to secure them. A quick
reconnaissance showed a middle-aged couple approaching along the
towpath from downstream and a man loading a mountain bike onto his
car rack.

Vin walked casually up Swains Lock Road,
then stepped into the woods and found his canoe paddle and shovel
where he’d left them, leaning against a thick swamp oak. He carried
them back to the lot, where the middle-aged couple had reached
their car.

He crossed the footbridge and walked down
onto the apron between the towpath and the river. Its flat dirt
floor was punctuated with old trees and a few campsites that were
used regularly in the summer but had been closed by the Park
Service yesterday as part of the protocol for a regional hurricane.
Now the apron was deserted. He followed a shallow draw that dropped
onto a flat mud landing where it met the river. Hopping down to the
landing, he laid his shovel and paddle against the wet bank. On his
return to the lot he scouted for potential witnesses.

A woman walking her tiny dog was a hundred
yards away upstream, headed toward Swains. Even if she’s parked in
the lot, he thought, I can cut a canoe loose before she sees me. He
jogged across the footbridge, then fell into a frustrated stroll as
a Volvo rolled into view. With the dog-walker getting closer, now
he’d have to wait another five minutes. At least the gray Audi
hadn’t reappeared.

He sat down at a wet picnic table. No point
in trying to stay dry, he thought, if I’m going to be hacking my
way through the woods. Tapping his foot impatiently, he thought
about the best way to search the island. His atlas showed that it
was shaped like an almond. If he landed at the tail end, he could
approach the island’s head along a path halfway between the center
and the Maryland side, then return on a line between the center and
the Virginia side. It was narrow enough that Lee Fisher’s clearing
should be visible from one of those two routes. And if the clearing
were overgrown, he should still be able to spot the joined
sycamores.

The man driving the Volvo let two large
poodles out of the back, then led them across the footbridge and
down the towpath The woman with the Pekingese took forever to towel
off her dog and start her car. Vin tapped his foot as his
frustration mounted. It was a bit after seven now – how long much
longer could he wait? The Audi might creep into the lot at any
minute. What if Kelsey Ainge saw him paddle out to Gladys Island?
She might follow him, or lie in wait when he returned. The
Pekingese-owner crept out of her parking spot and eased away.

He loped back to the towpath. The man with
the poodles was receding and no one was approaching from either
direction. Adrenaline sent him sprinting to the canoe rack. No cars
were visible on Swains Lock Road. He chose the waist-level canoe
closest to the berm, then crouched to assess it.

A thin wire cable was looped under the stern
seat and around the nearest cross-arm, its ends connected by a
padlock. He pulled out his wire-cutters and cut the cable in a
single snip. A sound startled him and he froze; it sounded like a
woman’s voice, calling cheerfully to someone nearby. He laid the
wire-cutters down and stood up, turning slowly in place to survey
the gravel lot and the area around the lock, but heard and saw
nothing. He crouched to pull the cable free, then stood up and
looked again – nothing.

Now it was time to appear deliberate and
unconcerned. He reached an arm over the canoe at its mid-point and
stepped back to lift it. Once clear of the rack, he elevated the
bow, ducked inside, adjusted his grip, and started across the lot.
I could just drag it down to the river, he thought; that’s probably
how a lot of people treat these canoes. But this way I look like I
know what I’m doing. Let’s hope I know what I’m doing. He portaged
across the apron to the dirt pitch and slid the canoe down the bank
to the landing.

If the river was already rising, the landing
would be underwater, he thought. He looked out past the eddy line
and the current toward Gladys Island. Most of the channel was only
chest-deep and the sunlit shoulders of scattered rocks still broke
the surface, as they had for most of the summer. Not for much
longer. He scrambled down the bank, slid his paddle and shovel into
the canoe, stepped in with one foot and pushed off.

It felt strange sitting in the bow seat and
paddling the canoe stern first, which was how you piloted a two-man
canoe by yourself. All of his recent outings had been with Nicky.
He stroked on alternate sides to gain momentum, then aimed upstream
as he crossed the eddy line. He set a narrow ferry angle and
paddled hard on his left to keep the current from swinging the bow
downstream. If that happened he’d be swept down past the island.
Away from shore, an army of evanescent wave crests bobbed toward
him, stretching into the distance upriver. When an occasional slap
of chop swung the canoe straight into the current, he reset the
angle with a sweep to starboard. The light breeze and the sound of
waves sliding under the hull made it seem like the boat was moving
faster than it really was. From the perspective of someone watching
from the shore, he was moving steadily across the river and
slipping slowly downstream.

The current diminished as he approached the
rocky tail of Gladys Island. When he closed within a few boat
lengths, he back-paddled on port to spin the canoe. The bank was a
steep mud pitch that rose six feet from the water before flattening
out on the island’s wooded terrain. He paddled down along it until
he found a spot where three rocks protruded from a small inlet.
Probably a miniature drainage for the island. He maneuvered the
canoe until it was lightly grounded between the rocks and nudging
the cut dirt bank. There was no way to climb out without submerging
his feet in deep silt at the water’s edge, but he’d worn his old
running shoes for that reason. He pulled the canoe further up the
cut, then grabbed the shovel and studied his landing area. A light
sweat dotted his torso and his t-shirt clung to his back. He caught
his breath, squinting into the darkening thicket.

The nearest trees were box elders and oaks
interspersed with thigh-high vines and ferns. He beat his way in
from the bank, avoiding clusters of poison ivy, ducking under wet
branches, using the shovel as a machete to bat pricker bushes
aside. Scattered large flat rocks and fallen trees created open
spaces. He took a dozen steps inland and turned toward the head of
the island, occasionally scouting the branches overhead for open
sky that would signify a clearing. The first sycamore emerged on
his left. Its scaling bark fell away to pale wood halfway up the
trunk and its highest branches fanned out sixty feet above him. But
it wasn’t part of Lee Fisher’s trinity.

He left it behind, proceeding past the broad
waist of the island. A young sycamore, and then a massive one,
extending a thick arm out over the river, appeared on each side as
the island’s curving profile pushed him leftward. The upstream end
was shaped like a fish-head and defined by a narrow channel
separating it from the broken tail of Watkins Island. He knew he
was near it when the sky closed in from both sides. It was past
sunset now; orange waves in the western sky were fading to crimson,
purple, and gray.

When he concluded there was no triad of
sycamores near the head of the island, he thrashed the shovel
through vines and picked his way toward the Virginia side before
turning to head back downstream. On this route he found evidence of
prior travelers scattered through the brush: rusted beer cans, a
tangle of fishing line, the remnants of a wooden stepladder. He
crossed a fern-infested gully and stumbled into an old campsite
with a fire ring of blackened stones under a canopy of branches.
This must have been a fisherman’s camp, he guessed; the
Virginia-facing bank had shelves of broken rocks reaching out into
the river – better than the Maryland-facing bank for launching
small boats. There were no sycamores around the campsite, though it
was getting harder to identify trees in the failing light.

He pushed on through the brush, detouring
around a fallen trunk. The face of his watch was unreadable, so he
pushed the backlight button – seven forty-five. He twisted his
headlamp on and stretched the straps over his head. Twilight was
yielding to ambient light from the open sky over the river. He
swung the shovel in frustration against shadowy foliage as his
silt-stained legs stung from their encounters with vines and his
shirt clung to his chest and back.

Why am I looking, he asked himself, for Lee
Fisher’s “truth?” Why search for something that nobody else –
except possibly Kelsey Ainge – knows or cares about… if it even
exists? It’s Friday night, he thought, and Nicky is coming home at
the end of a long work-week. Right now we should be slicing up a
baguette and cheese, eating olives, pouring red wine. What missing
thing from that sure-footed surface-world has led me here, to hack
through dark, dripping woods in the middle of an untamed and rising
river? He resisted framing the answer in words because he knew it
was an inexorcisable aspect of himself – the part that wanted to
believe there was something mysterious and valuable hidden close at
hand, something others couldn't see. The trait that in childhood
had him imagining rough gemstones imprisoned in the rocks on a
hillside, or gold dust stirred into the sand beneath his feet.

He ducked under the branches of a box elder
and stepped onto a furrowed rock that only extended an inch or two
from the ground. It was part of a cluster of low rocks that thinned
the woods. Before him was a tree with scaling bark, maybe a river
birch. He bypassed it on the stepping-stone rocks, using the shovel
as a walking stick, then saw two forgettable trees in his path… and
beyond them the silhouette of an enormous trunk. He stopped in
place and his heart beat faster as he lifted his eyes to the
treetops. Soaring above the clutter of neighboring branches, the
arching, bone-white arms of a tall sycamore stretched into the
darkness in all directions. He took a deep breath and exhaled, then
pulled off his headlamp and swept back his hair. He put the lamp
back on and aimed its beam at the base of the tree. It was the
largest sycamore he had ever seen.

There was open space behind it – a clearing.
As he drew near, his headlamp found a dark seam that rose from the
ground to a few feet overhead. Above it the trunk split into arms
of an elongated V. He smiled and slid his hand to the balance point
of the shovel, then clocked around the sycamore and into the
clearing. Moss and thin grass over flat rocks, and the third
conjoined trunk emerged. A soft breeze stirred the clearing as
drying sweat chilled his arms. He looked up and saw a dark carpet
of shifting leaves against the sky, held aloft by swaying branches
that conjured a forest of fallen antlers. He lowered the shovel
blade to the moss-covered rock and rested against it, hands on the
shaft, smiling involuntarily and wagging his head in admiration.
After almost a year of futility and false starts, he had found Lee
Fisher’s joined sycamores. For reasons he couldn’t explain, his
eyes momentarily teared with gratitude. He recited the last half of
Lee’s note to himself as thoughtlessly as a familiar prayer.

One tree leads to the money, the second leads to the
killers and the third leads to the dead. In your search for me you
may find the truth. Be careful you don’t share my fate.

Was he about to learn Lee Fisher’s fate? He
hefted the shovel and approached the tree. Along the clearing’s
perimeter, the moss-covered rocks gave way to thin topsoil and
wispy meadow grass. He stood at the roots and touched flaking
patches of tan and gray bark with his fingertips. This was the
sycamore’s third trunk. Or maybe the first, he thought, since it
was closest to the clearing. Did it lead to the money, the killers
or the dead? He squinted at the roots fanning out beside his feet,
then assessed the trunk up to eye level and beyond. It seemed
completely normal, bearing nothing that could be interpreted as a
sign.

I may be buried along with the others, at the base
of three joined sycamores at the edge of a clearing.

He drove the shovel blade straight into the
earth, feeling the grind of small roots and stones transmitted to
his hands. The digging would be slow work here. He freed the blade
and circled counter-clockwise around the tree.

Of the three trunks, the next was closest to
the Maryland shore. He aimed the headlamp’s glow at its base.
Raising the light steadily up the trunk, he scanned for a mark or
sign. Just above the level of his eyes he found one, and his
fingers reached to trace it. Two parallel diagonal slashes. The
surrounding bark had scaled away and the slashes were blistered
scars on the smooth skin of the trunk. What did they mean? The
second tree leads to the killers? If so, this was the trunk he
cared least about.

He continued to the trunk nearest the
Virginia shore, then aimed his headlamp at the roots and guided the
glow upward. At eye-level he saw a smooth patch where the bark had
skinned off, and he felt a surge of vindication as a symbol slid
into view. The mason’s mark! This was its fifth appearance. First
on the plank of siding in the Pennyfield shed. Then on the photo in
Kelsey Ainge’s studio, where he had learned its name. Then carved
in stone on Bear Island – the mark Kelsey had photographed. And
again just yesterday, traced in the dust of his rear window at
Sharpsburg.

Like the slashes, the mark in front of him
was scabbed and coarse, discolored with decades of aging. He ran a
finger along its C-curve, then along the three rays. Was this Lee
Fisher’s symbol? Did he chisel it on the Bear Island stop-gate? If
not, what did it mean?

He steered the lamplight further up the
trunk, where he’d sensed the presence of another mark, then stepped
back and took a deep breath. Not one, but a string of them, rising
from the mason’s mark along the axis of the trunk. Initials. The
lowest read KE. Next LF. K. Elgin? Lee Fisher? His throat
tightened. The third tree leads to the dead. The top-most initials
seemed to be carved in a different hand. MG. They were aged and
gray but less blistered than the prior pair. As if they had seen
fewer rings of growth.

He took a deep breath and set the shovel
blade an arm’s length from the base of the trunk. This was Lee
Fisher’s unfulfilled wish, he reminded himself. “In your search for
me you may find the truth.” He slammed his heel down, driving the
blade into the earth. What did he need to find? Whether Lee’s fear
of being killed and buried along with the others had been realized.
He could never identify a decomposed corpse, so he would settle for
any sign of human remains… a femur or an ulna, a finger or a skull.
He turned the first shovelful and studied it under his headlamp but
found only pebbles and mud.

Expanding the hole from the center, he
examined more shovelfuls, working around a snake-sized root. Then a
strike caught something solid. Not another root, because he was
able to work the blade beneath it and scoop it out. A small rock?
He dumped the shovel’s contents onto the growing dirt pile to his
right and directed the light onto it.

A rectangular shape caught his eye. He
picked it up, scraping away the caked mud that covered it. A knob
emerged on one end, with a dark cord wrapped around it. Near the
neck, the dull glitter of dirty glass. The shape was a flask,
encased by a black, rotting holster that may have once been
leather. He scraped more mud away, then stopped for fear of
destroying the holster. Did this discovery mean anything? Maybe the
killers had been drinking during the burial and tossed the flask on
top of the bodies as they filled in the grave.

There was something inserted between the
holster and the flask, and he tried to work it loose with his
fingers, unwrapping the cord from the bottleneck to pull it free.
Under the glow of his headlamp, it looked like a leaf-shaped
pendant of some kind, made of stone. One face was dirt-stained but
unmarked, as far as he could tell. As he cleaned the other face,
dirt held inside an etching and the emblem emerged again – a sixth
sighting of the now-familiar mark. He gently dislodged the dirt
with his fingernails. There was no mistaking the C-curve and
converging rays; they had become shorthand for his search and the
symbol of things beyond his grasp. He laid the pendant down on the
dirt pile and raised the shovel again.

More barren shovelfuls before the blade
stabbed something solid. He stopped to illuminate and probe the
hole, scraping away loose dirt to reveal a root wider than his
thigh. He sighed and wiped his dripping forehead against his
sleeve. This was no place to dig a grave. Flat rocks covered most
of the clearing and the tree’s perimeter was laced with
impenetrable roots. It would have been a chore to bury a dog here,
so it was hard for Vin to imagine skeletons lying beneath his feet.
Maybe he’d misinterpreted the words in Lee’s note. Was there
another way the trunks of the joined sycamores could lead to the
money, the killers and the dead? Maybe the flask and the pendant
provided the path. But the note had specifically said, “I may be
buried…”

He rested against the shovel. There were two
more trunks – one with the parallel slashes, the other unmarked. If
not bodies, maybe there was more evidence like the flask and the
necklace buried there. Or maybe, he reminded himself, the money is
buried there. He retreated to the trunk on the Maryland side,
angled the shovel blade to the slashes, and drove it into the dirt.
Five minutes of digging was unimpeded by large rocks or roots.
Maybe they were cleared away by the killers, he thought. He spread
each new shovelful carefully onto the pile, alert for small objects
he might uncover, but found only earthworms and stones. He widened
the hole from the center, then dug deeper.

A thrust was met by a hard surface that
stopped the blade with an audible thump. It didn’t seem to bite
into a root or clang off a rock. He straightened to study the hole,
then struck again. Another thump. There’s something there!

He scraped dirt away until he could see the
object. It looked flat, slick and black, like decaying canvas or
rubber laid on top of a board. The skin on his forearms tightened.
Could it be a coffin? That wouldn’t make sense. What killers would
go to the trouble of using a coffin at a remote site like this? He
dug and scraped to find the borders of the object. It wasn’t large
at all – maybe eighteen inches long, half as wide, and less than a
foot tall. It seemed like a box covered with a canvas mat or tarp
of some kind.

He dug to expose its sides, then worked the
blade beneath it to pry it loose. He strained over the hole to find
purchase on the box. The canvas mat was filthy, and his arms were
smeared with mud as he freed it from its resting place. He heard a
metallic rattle when he set the object down beside the hole.

He fixed his headlamp on the covered box.
Too small for a coffin… and too opaque to just be a pointer to the
killers? Unless it was full of guns and knives, he guessed this
might be Lee Fisher’s buried fortune. The mat encasing the box
didn’t seem to be fastened or tied, just scrolled and tucked on
each side. He worked the ends loose and unfurled the scroll. It
didn’t fall apart, and he realized the mat had been coated with wax
or rubber for waterproofing. Flattening it out, he heard the sound
of a snapping branch.

He froze in place and held his breath but
heard only his thudding heart. The sound had seemed to come from
the downstream side of the clearing, an area he hadn’t explored
yet. He pivoted toward it but the mass of the sycamore blocked his
view. He turned his headlamp off and let his eyes adjust to the
darkness. Ten seconds passed, then twenty more, in silence. He
exhaled, drew a breath, still listening. Nothing. The sound must
have been innocent or imagined. He turned his headlamp on and
unfolded the mat, revealing the object beneath.

It was a metal toolbox, and something else
that slipped with a clatter from the top of the box. Handcuffs. And
in the light of his headlamp, two small keys beside them on the
mat. But the chain connecting the cuffs was too long. They must be
shackles instead. Both cuffs were open, and he picked them up. They
weren’t rusted or muddy, and as he worked the C-arms, the hinges
responded stiffly, then more readily. The cuffs were the first
evidence of coercion he had found. Though his digging had unearthed
no bones, maybe something sinister had happened here after all.

He laid the shackles on the mat and turned
the face of the toolbox toward him. What improbable riches lay
within? He lifted the creaking latches and flipped the handle
upright to open the box. The lid stayed closed and he noticed the
lock plate with its keyhole between the latches. So one of the two
keys lying on the mat must be…

His thoughts were punctured by a
high-pitched scream that came from beyond the clearing, near the
Virginia bank. He turned toward the sound and heard it echoed by
two more shrill cries. It sounded like a woman’s voice desperately
calling his name! He immediately envisioned Nicky in danger, or
trying to warn him about Kelsey Ainge. He snatched the two keys
from the mat, leapt to his feet, and ran around the sycamore into
the clearing, panning the headlamp side to side. Trees and shadows
at the edge of the woods took shape and dissolved again as the
circular glow passed over them.

He felt as if his senses had been sanded
raw. Stuffing the keys in his pocket, he pulled out his knife and
flipped the blade open. No one was visible in or around the
clearing, but he noticed a gap in the foliage. He approached it and
illumined a seam through the woods. Was it a trail? Maybe it was
just a deer path, but it led in the direction of the screams. He
ducked beneath a branch and darted into the woods.

The path crossed a vine-filled gully before
swinging left and right, and he kept the lamp focused on the ground
in front of him to avoid losing the trail. Within thirty yards it
spilled out from under head-high branches onto a finger of ridged
rock on the Virginia-facing bank. Crouching with knife in hand, he
looked around and saw no one. He stood to catch his breath, his
headlamp casting a glow on the finger of rock extending into the
calm eddy. The waterline on the rock pulsed lightly, but it looked
as if the river hadn’t risen yet. Beyond the eddy, dark water still
rolled at the steady, gurgling pace of summer.

He swept the beam in a deliberate arc from
the flat rocks upstream to the water in front of him. As the light
swung down toward the island’s tail, he saw a dim flash when it
struck a metal shape that nosed above the waterline, beside the
last rock in a chain extending from the island. He brought the beam
back toward the object and saw it reflect again. Though he knew
instantly what it was, he stared for a moment, looking for signs of
motion but seeing none. He pocketed his knife and scrambled along
the shoreline toward the shape.

The chain of rocks that led to the
overturned canoe began twenty paces downstream and he had to weave
around overhanging trees to reach it. He stepped and hopped across
narrow channels to traverse the first rocks in the chain, then
lowered himself into waist-deep water and waded a few feet, his
feet and legs colliding with the creviced jumble of rocks beneath
the surface. He pulled himself up and out, but the final rock in
the chain was beyond the eddy, and the river flowed around it on
both sides. As he dropped back into the current, he was surprised
to find it much deeper here; he needed to swim to keep his head
dry. The water felt almost as warm as the air. That would change
when the floodwaters arrived.

His pulled himself onto the rock, drenched
up to his neck, water pouring from his running shoes. When he fixed
his headlamp on the capsized canoe, he saw it resembled the one
he’d commandeered an hour ago at Swains. The flipped aluminum hull
was covered with scratches and dents. Pinned and balanced against
the rock’s leading edge, it swayed gently while deflecting the
current. He couldn’t tell the bow from the stern, but it was
obvious what had caused the boat to flip.

Just past the hull’s midpoint was a jagged
hole bigger than his fist. Given tonight’s moderate current, how
could a collision with any rock in the river have been violent
enough to cause that hole? Maybe there was a tooth-shaped rock near
the surface of the water, somewhere just upstream. He scanned the
moving water in search of a threatening rock. Or a body, or bodies.
What had happened to the canoe’s pilot? Between Gladys Island and
the Virginia shore, the river was alternately deep and shallow.
Anyone who fell overboard should have been able to find a rock to
cling to or a place to stand. And if not, it was a short swim to
the island’s eddy, and not far to the Virginia mainland.

A grim image arose as he considered another
possible location for the canoe’s occupants. He knelt at the
midpoint of the canoe, set his hands on the aluminum hull where it
nudged the rock, and pushed his arms in up to his elbows. The
opposite gunwale rose from the water, and when he pulled it toward
him, the canoe rotated on its axis.

The flooded cockpit came into view, and to
his relief he didn’t see a corpse. The paddle must have vanished
with the paddler. Only a small octopus floating under the bow seat
remained, and he leaned over to pull it out. It was a woman’s
cardigan sweater – lavender when lit directly by the lamp. He knew
he’d seen it before, and the recollection took shape. Worn by a
woman he’d seen standing on a railroad bridge… the woman with the
binoculars observing Cool Aid. Had his shadow in the gray Audi
followed him here? If so, where was she now? Whoever paddled the
canoe had been washed away or swum to shore. Or waded to shore, he
corrected himself. Or, he thought as the next option crystallized…
or landed ashore, and scuttled the canoe. Shit!

He sprang to his feet and slipped back into
the water, then stroked and kicked to the next rock, climbed out,
and retraced his path to the riverbank. Was Kelsey Ainge floating
unconscious somewhere downriver? Or was she harvesting what Vin had
struggled for almost a year to find? And why couldn’t he dismiss or
outreason a dread that Nicky was in danger? He worked his way up
the shoreline, then paced to find the opening to the deer path.
Jogging through the woods in his soaked shirt and shorts with the
light from his headlamp swaying maniacally before him, he reached
the clearing and stopped to train a steady light on the towering
sycamore at the opposite side.

If anyone was there, he or she was hidden
behind the conjoined trunks. Or had heard him coming and vanished.
He approached the tree warily, withdrawing the knife and opening
the blade. No hidden creature emerged or stirred. The ground before
the nearest trunk looked as it had before, with a single shovelful
of earth upturned. He cautiously circled toward the trunk on the
Maryland side. The hole he had dug was still there and his shovel
was lying beside the dirt pile where he had left it. The dirty
canvas mat was in its place as well, unrolled and lying flat next
to the hole. But nothing was on it. The toolbox was gone! Spears of
anger stabbed him. Kelsey Ainge or someone else had manipulated him
like a wind-up toy and walked away with Lee Fisher’s buried
money.

Wait, he reminded himself. The box was
locked and you don’t know what was inside it. You never had a
chance to try the keys. He reached into his pocket and pressed the
keys against his thigh. Whoever took it can’t open it easily. Maybe
I can catch up to the thief.

And what about the other artifacts he’d
uncovered, at the base of the trunk with the initials of the dead?
He circled to the trunk on the Virginia side. The hole with the
forked root at its bottom looked untouched. He found the flask with
the rotting holster lying on top of the dirt pile. Where was the
necklace? Zigzagging the beam around the pile, he concluded it was
gone. But something else caught his eye – flakes of bark and wood
shavings sprinkled between the hole and the base of the trunk. He
knelt down to roll a few between his fingers, then lifted them to
his nose. They smelled freshly-cut. Fallen from the trunk above
him?

His throat tightened as he stood and tilted
his head back, drawing the beam up along the axis of the trunk.
There was the scabbed and swollen mason’s mark. And above it the
initials. KE and LF, for K. Elgin and Lee Fisher. Then MG, carved
in a hand that looked more recent but still decades old. And higher
still, a final set of initials that hadn’t been there earlier –
that must have been carved in the last few minutes! Incised with
straight and ruthless strokes, exposing the living wood below. NH.
His heart pounded and he whirled to make sure no one had crept up
behind him. Feeling dizzy, he braced himself against the tree. His
instincts had been trying to tell him this for hours, and now her
initials had been added to the tree of the dead. Nicole Hayes!

He took deep breaths and tried to think
clearly. He had to get off the island to find Nicky. She might have
come looking for him and found his locked bike at Swains. And
Kelsey Ainge may have followed her, since she would have seen Nicky
leave the house. He snatched the shovel and jogged to the edge of
the clearing, then thrashed through underbrush until he saw night
sky over the river ahead. The Maryland-facing bank was pitched
steep to the water, so he picked his way along it, sidestepping the
trees on its crest. He had beached the canoe at a narrow cut
fronted by three rocks, and he swung the headlamp beam along the
bank until they emerged from the darkness downstream. He hopped
down and followed the drainage to the river’s edge. A sickening
suspicion proved true and he berated himself for falling into the
trap. His canoe and paddle were gone. He stabbed the shovel into
the bank in disgust.

He stepped out on the center rock, which
seemed smaller than it had when he disembarked from the canoe. The
soft pulsing of eddy water against it reminded him that the first
fingers of floodwater always stole downstream unnoticed. He looked
across to the Maryland shore, which he knew was only a few hundred
yards away. There were no lights at Swains Lock, but he knew it was
near the center of a broad span of darkness between two well-lit
estates on the hillside above the river. And he knew that he had
drifted downstream while paddling across to the island. He decided
his best option was to swim for the lights upstream from Swains.
Aiming straight across the river wouldn’t get him there any faster
and would wash him far downstream. The water might have risen to
shoulder-deep or neck-deep, but there were still large rocks to
cling to, and he might still be able to find places to stand and
rest while resetting his course.

He stripped off his sodden shirt and dropped
it onto the shrinking rock, then looked wistfully at his running
shoes. They would protect his feet and make life easier on the
towpath if he landed a half-mile below Swains. But it was hard to
imagine swimming with them, so he yanked them off along with his
socks and left them on the rock. His headlamp wasn’t waterproof so
he left it behind. The other items in his possession – his knife,
nylon wallet, and the two small keys he’d found with the toolbox –
should survive the crossing if they didn’t fall from his pockets.
And they shouldn’t, as long as he kept swimming.

He stepped into the water and sunk to his
knees in silt. Extending his arms and collapsing forward pulled his
legs free. He swam a few strokes with his head above water to align
himself with the hilltop lights. The river seemed colder than it
had on his retreat from the swamped canoe. Fran’s chilled brown
fingers were stretching downstream. He lowered his head into the
water and swam as straight and fast as he could.



 Chapter 37

Full Circle

Friday, September 6, 1996

The river concealed underwater objects, but
Vin kept his eyes open out of habit as he swam. The questions
washed over him like the flood. Who had carved Nicky’s initials on
the sycamore? Was it a prophecy, or had she already met the same
fate as Lee Fisher and K. Elgin? He refused to believe that. But
could NH refer to anyone else? The other cryptic messages had all
seemed meant for him: the “be careful you don’t share my fate”
annotation in the margin of the library book; the “why are you
here?” etched on the snow-covered rail at Carderock; the crosses
labeled “then” and “soon” on the Bear Island stop-gate; the drawing
of the “soon” cross on the note slipped under Randy’s collar. Why
shouldn’t the initials carved tonight in the sycamore be meant for
him as well?

He stopped stroking to raise his head and
discovered he’d already been swung downstream. He changed course
while treading water and set off again. Maybe I’m off track with
the initials as well, he thought. I didn’t find any bones at the
base of that trunk. Maybe Lee’s fear was unrealized, and he wasn’t
killed after all. The initials could mean something else. KE, LF,
MG, NH – of course! – they’re a sequence! So NH was just the next
logical pair. It didn’t mean the trunk was a grave marker for K.
Elgin and Lee Fisher.

And the initials MG, apparently carved
later…they didn’t have to stand for… a finger of cold water coursed
over him as a chilling image resurfaced. The second small cross
he’d found on the crown of the stop lock, inscribed with a name
he’d read aloud but forgotten until now: Miles Robin Garrett, 1972.
Vin had hurled the cross into the river from the Bear Island
cliffs. So even if the initials were a sequence, that sequence
still memorialized the dead. He pulled harder in frustration. What
was happening, or had already happened, to Nicky?

Something invisible passed just below his
eyes and his chest slammed into a submerged rock. Breathless and
jolted, he stopped and groped for handholds, then lifted his
buzzing head above the surface. Had this rock been underwater
earlier? The water all around him seemed faster and sounded
different than it had on his first crossing, the gurgling, lapping
noises replaced by a rushing sound that was steadier and
deeper-pitched. Head above water, he grasped the rock’s upstream
face and let the current pull his legs downstream. He took full
breaths, aimed for the upstream lights, and thrust himself back
into the flow.

His arms grew tired and almost numb as the
river cooled them, and he considered shedding his shorts to swim in
his underwear. It would be much easier, he thought; I’d be almost
naked. But I don’t want to give up my knife yet… or my wallet and
all my cards. Or the two small keys. If I drop them I’ll have
nothing to show for my trip to Gladys Island.

But I’ll have nothing anyway if I lose
Nicky, or if she’s already gone. Nothing left but an aging dog and
a tenuous connection to the surface life. Maybe I’ve lost it all
already, and I’m swimming out of my old life into something else.
He stopped to glide with his face in the water. I could let go and
drift downstream. Then I wouldn’t need my ID cards. It’s two miles
to the Falls.

No. He rolled his head sideways for a breath
and resumed swimming. I need to find Nicky. For better or worse.
We’re getting married next month. He raised his head to get his
bearings and the hilltop lights swam in a hazy aura. Both upstream
now, but seemingly closer. He blinked and squinted while treading
water, then reset toward the upper lights and swam on.

I will find Nicky, he told himself, and
leave this ill-starred odyssey behind. This riddle has toyed with
me for almost a year and has pulled us apart. We’ll get married and
I’ll finish my consulting work. Then I can restart my career. Can,
he wondered, or will? A wave lapped his open mouth and he inhaled a
mixture of air and water. He stopped to lift his head, coughing and
gasping. Maybe I can stand here, he thought. He stretched his legs
but didn’t find the bottom, and his head slipped back underwater.
Shit! He kicked and thrust to the surface, and the burst of
activity inflamed his muscles. His lungs felt raw. He caught his
breath, lowered his head into the water, and swam on.

He was close enough to the Maryland shore
now that the hilltop lights were far apart and hard to see. His
hand brushed a large rock, then another. He held it and looked up
to see the dark shape of the mainland looming ahead. There were too
many rocks now, some visible and some submerged, to swim blindly.
He took shallow strokes with his head up, pulling himself forward
when he found an underwater handhold. Soon his hands felt silt. He
pulled himself to the water’s edge and scrambled up to the
vegetation.

The water streamed off his legs and back and
his skin tightened with chill as he assessed the terrain. Where was
he? Somewhere below his launching spot at Swains. The flat apron
with its scattered trees and campsites was nowhere in sight; the
ground in front of him was a clutter of twisted saplings and
rotting washed-up trunks. He plunged into the brush, stepping
lightly with bare soles but moving as fast as he could. Across a
ditch he confronted another channel of water – he had landed on a
seamed and nameless claw downstream from Swains. Long enough, but
too emaciated to be called an island. The backwater channel was
barely moving, filled by seeping veins from the main current
upstream. A steep, rocky bank across the channel climbed to the
canal and the towpath, only eighty feet away.

Groaning, he staggered down and pushed out
into the channel. Every muscle wanted to float and rest, but thirst
for air made him breathe and his breathing made him swim. He
crossed the backwater mindlessly and crawled out, then scrambled up
the bank and saw the pale ribbon through a screen of trees. A cry
of gratitude and relief in the back of his throat was throttled
before it found release. He still had to find Nicky.

He stepped through the trees and stared at
the crouching water of the canal. The towpath glowed softly and he
peered into the gloom along its course. Was that a faint white
shape in the distance upstream? When he strained to see it, it
receded into the darkness. His feet were already sore, and he
rubbed his soles on his shins to brush them free of pebbles. Thin
slices of the towpath had been smoothed by the tires of countless
bicycles; he stepped into one of these tracks of softer dirt, then
leaned into a few long steps and started running.

Water dripped from his shorts onto his legs
and feet, which were soon caked with mud. The night air felt humid
against his bare chest and his lungs began to burn. I’ve been
running on the towpath for a year, he thought, but this is the
first time I’ve run it at night. Or barefoot. A breeze arose and
died and the trees swept arching branches through the sky over the
canal. He settled into a rhythm of striding, breathing, and
pain.

This all started on my birthday, he thought.
When Nicky gave me the driftwood collage and I had to assemble it.
That was the only reason I went out to that old shed in the woods –
to look for a work surface. And I found the mark on the plank and
the note and the drill hidden in the wall behind it. Was I drifting
before I found the mark, as Nicky implied, or have I been drifting
since? The white shape appeared in the distance again. It should be
closer by now, he thought. Is it moving upstream along with me?
Maybe I’m still chasing Emmert Reed’s albino mule.

No, I found her. I found Gladys and visited
her island. And I dug up pieces to Lee Fisher’s puzzle, but lost
the one that might be worth something. My search is over now, and
the money – if that’s what was in the toolbox – is gone. I’m sorry,
Lee, but I don’t know what happened to you. I never learned the
truth.

The white shape hovered before him and
became part of the rhythm of his running. It was the whitewashed
stone lockhouse at Swains, gaining tangibility as he approached. If
I can just get back to my bike, he thought, I can finish this
misbegotten triathlon and be home in half an hour. And find out
that Nicky is alright. And confirm that my fears are unfounded,
like Lee’s fears may have been unfounded.

He visualized his bicycle locked to the post
where he’d left it and recited one number from its combination lock
with every fourth footbeat. 3…19…36…3...19…36. He was still
intoning the sequence when he reached the white shape and the gates
of Swains Lock.

A looming form ahead surprised and alarmed
him: a long dark arm barred most of the towpath. After a confused
moment he realized that it was a swing-beam. The downstream lock
gates were closed! Normally the beam rested parallel to the
towpath, held in place by a taut wire cable that connected the
swing-beams together across the lock, preventing either beam from
moving. But now the cut wire hung limply from an eye-hook in front
of him, falling tensionless onto the towpath. As he stepped around
the distal end of the beam, he heard the bubbling sound of churning
water and a pleading stream of words he couldn’t understand in a
woman’s voice. His apprehension congealed into fear and he darted
to the lock wall.

Peering down into the darkness, he saw the
water was higher than he expected, and moving. It was welling up
behind the upstream gates and flowing toward him as the lock slowly
filled. Who had opened the wickets? From the wall’s midpoint, he
squinted at the upstream gates beyond the footbridge. The three
nearest stems were naked, but the stem closest to the far wall was
crowned by a slim perpendicular shadow the length of his arm. A
lock-key! He looked at the area around both gates but saw no
one.

He started across the lock to investigate.
As his foot struck the bridge, a plaintive voice rose from the
gloom below.

“Help me, I’m chained!”

The hair on his arms stiffened. It sounded
like Nicky, somewhere beneath him! He backtracked to the wall and
dropped to his knees. Standing under the bridge in shoulder-deep
water was a woman with short, straight hair. Her head hung forward
and her upraised hands were braced on the stones of the far
wall.

“Nicky!”

“Help me… Vin! I’m chained!” Her voice
sounded alien and remote and she answered him without turning away
from the wall or lowering her hands.

“Hang on, baby! I’ll get you out!” He sprung
to his feet and raced across the footbridge, then skidded to a stop
and strode up the lock wall to the upstream gate. Grasping the end
of the lock-key with both hands, he felt a sticky substance against
his palm. He swung the key and heard the rush of water grow louder,
then immediately pushed it hard in the opposite direction. The
bubbling sound subsided. The wicket had only been opened part way.
He exhaled in relief as the bubbles below him dissolved into
swirls. Glancing at his palm, he saw that it was stained with a
viscous fluid that looked like blood.

“Nicky!” he cried, walking back along the
wall to a vantage point where he could look under the bridge, “are
you hurt?”

“I can’t get out! I’m chained!” She answered
without looking at him and his anxiety mounted again. She sounded
drugged… maybe she was cut! She could bleed to death in the water!
What had happened? How was she chained?

“Hang on, Nicky! I’ll get you out!” He sat
down with his legs dangling over the edge, then set his hands
against the wall and dropped into the lock. As he collapsed into
the water, his feet struck silt at the bottom and penetrated to the
buried stone floor. He stood and let the water stream from his head
and shoulders, then turned toward the gloom under the
footbridge.

When he was able to focus, he saw Nicky
standing nearby, head still hanging forward and hands pressed
against the stone wall. He waded over and put his hands on her
shoulders. “Nicky,” he said softly, “are you bleeding? What
happened?”

“My leg,” she whispered, still without
raising her head or lowering her arms. “It’s chained… a metal box…”
She sounded distant and her breathing was shallow, but she didn’t
seem to be in pain. Vin couldn’t see any obvious injury. Beneath
her wet v-neck shirt, her shoulders trembled at his touch.
“Shackles…I can’t lift it. The water… getting deeper…”

The shackles! Preoccupied with the
disappearance of the toolbox from Gladys Island, he hadn’t noticed
that the leg-irons he’d unearthed along with it had vanished as
well. If one of the cuffs was clamped to Nicky’s leg, did that mean
the other was locked to the missing toolbox? The keys! He dug into
his pocket, hoping they were still there. One for the toolbox, one
for the shackles.

“Nicky!” he said quietly, leaning toward her
ear. “I turned off the water. It’s not rising anymore.” Her
breathing seemed to slow and deepen but her eyes remained closed.
“I’m going to duck underwater to try to find the box. I think I
have the key to the shackles.” He saw a trace of a nod, then looked
down to guess the location of the box. “OK, Nicky. Just stay where
you are.”

He dropped into the water and thrust his
arms to push himself down. When one hand felt the mud at the bottom
of the lock, he swung the other outward and touched Nicky’s calf.
Which ankle were the leg-irons clamped to? He swept his hand down
along her leg in search of the cuff but found the chain instead. It
was taut, and his hand traced its path outward from her ankle. The
other cuff was clamped to the toolbox just over a foot away. He
groped to find the handle and curl his fingers around it. It felt
exactly like the handle he’d gripped on Gladys Island. What kind of
insidious treasure was this? The pressure in his lungs was
building, so he tightened his grip and pulled his feet beneath
him.

As he stood, he heard a splash and felt the
turbulence of a fallen body. Nicky must have collapsed into the
lock! He needed air before trying to help her, so he rose for a
breath and scanned the surface. There were swirls beside him and he
felt a forearm brush his leg. Still holding the toolbox, he reached
his free arm into the water and leaned over. Just as he touched a
receding leg, he felt a metallic jab against his right ankle. He
winced and withdrew as the handle was yanked out of his hand and
the box fell back to the bottom of the lock.

“What the hell is…” He dropped into the
water and swung his arms for Nicky but felt only her swirling wake.
When he kicked his feet out, he felt a sickening tug against his
ankle. This can’t be… He lifted his right foot and felt the closed
cuff as the shackle bit into his skin. Pulling his ankle toward him
with both hands, he felt the weight of an attached anchor. In
disbelief, he tried to pull the cuff open with his fingers. It was
firmly locked.

He released his shackled ankle and stood.
Where was Nicky? Was someone holding her underwater? “Nicky!” he
yelled against the echoing walls. The disturbed water was slopping
back and forth in the lock, chop reflecting from the sides.
“Nicky!” No one answered, but he saw a presence rising slowly from
the surface along the far wall, a few feet from the upstream gates.
It was her. “Nicky! What’s happening?”

Hands parallel, she was gripping something
on the lock wall. Her back hunched and her head and shoulders
ascended a foot. She was climbing a rope ladder that lay flush
against the wall near the upstream gate. That’s the ladder from our
basement, Vin thought. I didn’t notice it when I ran across the
footbridge… the key was on the opposite gate, so I wasn’t looking
at that part of the lock. His pulse raced as a wave of nausea and
despair engulfed him. “Nicky!”

As she climbed without turning toward him,
his queasiness distilled to anger. He plunged underwater and
brought his knees to his chest, traced the chain to the box,
gripped its handle, and stood up, balancing tensely on his free
left leg. Nicky was climbing from the ladder onto the top of the
lock wall. He hopped on his free leg until he was under the middle
of the footbridge and had a better view. She unhooked the ladder
and methodically pulled it out of the lock.

“Nicky! We can find someone to help you! But
you need to get me out of the lock!” Nicky rolled the ladder as she
retracted it, then dropped it balled-up onto the grass. “Nicky, if
you drain the lock, I can open the shackles and climb out!” He felt
himself leaning so he hopped to regain his balance. “You can use
the lock-key, Nicky! You just need to move it to the lower gates!
The key is on that stem,” he said, gesturing toward it as he began
to shiver. “If you cross the bridge, you can lift it off.”

With her wet clothes clinging to her body
and her dripping hair screening her face, she walked onto the
footbridge. He pivoted under the bridge and looked hopefully up at
the berm-side wall, waiting for her to reappear. He was starting to
cramp from balancing on one leg, so he lowered his shackled foot to
the lock floor. To keep his grip on the toolbox, he bent over until
his mouth was near the water. Nicky emerged and walked unhurriedly
along the lock wall to the swing beam, where she leaned over to
grasp the lock-key with both hands.

“That’s right, honey,” Vin said, as she
rocked it lightly back and forth. “Now just lift it straight up off
the stem.”

With a fluid motion that belied the
resistance of water against wicket at the base of the stem, she
swung the lock-key ninety degrees. Upwelling water immediately
formed haystacks against the back of the upstream gate.

“Nicky! Turn it the other way!” The swelling
and bubbling water rolled down toward his face, so he stood again
but lost his balance and had to drop the toolbox. The rising water
broke over his sternum and slopped against his collarbones.

“Nicky!” he screamed. She released the
lock-key, walked deliberately out around the end of the swing-beam,
and returned to step onto the crossing plank. “Nicky,” he pleaded.
“Help me! Turn the key the other way!” She proceeded along the
walkway to the center of the lock, where the swing-beams and
crossing planks met in a shallow V.

Then she stopped and turned toward Vin. The
water surged and lapped at his neck and his brain filled with
questions and fears. As she faced him, he could see her gleaming
legs were unhurt. Her wet khaki shorts hugged her slender, boyish
hips, and her drenched shirt clung to her strong shoulders and
small, well-formed breasts. Her lowered chin and downturned eyes
were framed by dark and dripping hair. That’s Nicky, he thought,
trying to reason through a tide of adrenaline and fear. That’s my
fiancée. She must be in some kind of trance. I can break it! I have
to get through to her!

“Nicky,” he cried again, raising his chin
and thrusting his hands down to rise as high as he could. “It’s me!
It’s Vin! I love you!” By paddling and kicking his free and
shackled feet he was able to keep his whole head above the surface.
He sought out her eyes with the hope that he could shatter her
somnambulism and make her recognize him.

Instead he saw what he’d overlooked until
now, and a dagger of horror impaled his heart. Above her breasts
hung a pendant necklace in the shape of a leaf. It was Nicky who
had followed him out to the island! In shock, he realized that the
woman facing him wasn’t Nicky anymore. As she lifted her eyes to
meet his, he could see the gleam of her teeth between parted lips.
A dream image flashed before him, of a girl with incandescent blue
eyes staring across the dark canal. Nicky turned away, continued
across the walkway, and stepped down onto the lock wall. He pumped
his arms to lift his head and watch her go. She disappeared without
looking back.

He screamed in fear and anguish, then tried
to think clearly. The downstream gates offered no handholds or
footholds, but two cross-beams on the backside of the upstream
gates were still visible above the churning water. He knew there
was a triangular sill at the base of the gate and another submerged
cross-beam. If I can drag the box to the upstream gates, he
thought, I should be able to climb onto the sill. Then I can step
up onto a cross-beam. I’ll have to contend with the torrent, but
it’s only coming through one wicket.

He dropped underwater to collect the
toolbox, then began hopping through chin-deep water toward the
upstream gates. As he emerged from under the bridge, his foot found
a downward slope in the floor of the lock and his leg slipped out
from under him. His head plunged underwater as his leg skidded into
a hole. Shit! He quickly dropped the toolbox onto the lock floor
behind him, transferred his weight to his shackled foot, and pulled
his free leg out of the hole. His chest throbbed from the exertion
and he thrust his head up for a breath. The hole could be lethal,
he realized. I don’t know how deep it is. If I had dragged the box
into it, I might not be able to pull it out. The upstream gates are
out of reach. Think!

The keys. One of them must unlock the
shackles. If I unlock either cuff, I can swim to the upstream
gates. He dug into his pocket for the keys, then held his fist
above the surface and carefully opened it to reveal them. The
rising water lapped against his lips and nose. He plucked the
smaller key and held it tight, stuffed the larger key back in his
pocket, jumped for a full breath, and dropped back toward the
bottom.

For an instant he remembered being buried in
a snowdrift after falling through the bridge on the Billy Goat
Trail while snowshoeing with Nicky. He had found her lying with
limbs askew, and she had seemed distant, almost entranced. Vin had
helped her up and then fallen headfirst into the drift-filled
gully, because the orange warning sign had been thrown into the
snow under the dismembered bridge. His scalp tightened underwater
as he realized now that Nicky had removed the sign. Then she had
dug for him in the wrong place while he struggled to forge an
airway through the snow before suffocating. He had been living with
someone who, unconsciously or not, had tried twice to kill him in
the last eight months.

When his hip reached the floor of the lock,
he brought his feet beneath him and swept his free hand until he
touched the shackle. Where was its keyhole? He ran his fingers over
the converged C-arms, then rubbed the base with his thumb. The
chain must have been twisted when Nicky closed the cuff, because
the keyhole was facing his foot. As he reached the key around to
find it, he snagged a link of chain and the key jerked out of his
fingers. In disbelief, he snatched at the chain with an open palm,
then swung his hand through the water below it, hoping to catch the
key before it settled into the silt. He touched only water. His
head throbbed and he almost gagged. He saw himself on an icy
mountain ridge, taking a single, false step and beginning to slide,
confronting the reality as he accelerated that he had passed the
point of no return. His lungs were burning and he needed air.
Fuck!

He sprung skyward, kicking hard and
thrusting his arms. This time his mouth barely reached the surface
and he took a breath of watery air. Eyes directed up, he couldn’t
see the lock walls, but the sound and turbulence of flowing water
had diminished. The lock might not fill much further. He dropped
back to the bottom and gathered himself.

There was a second key. If it opened the
toolbox, he could dump out the contents and try to tread water
despite its weight. Or maybe he could drag the box to the gate and
find a way to climb it. He dug the remaining key out of his pocket,
then traced the chain to the handle of the toolbox. His entire body
burned with lactic acid and fatigue as he stroked the box in search
of the lock plate. Where was it? Here. He brought his fingers
together and attempted to insert the key, pressing it against the
box as he adjusted its position. It slipped into the lock! He
pushed it in fully, then tried to twist it left and right. The key
refused to turn.

No! He twisted harder but couldn’t turn it.
Was the lock rusted? Broken? Fuck! He let go, set his feet against
the lock floor, and sprung toward the surface again, keeping his
arms at his side and exhaling as he rose. The chain stopped him as
the crown of his head broke the surface. He kicked violently with
his free leg, thrust hard with his arms and hands, and felt the
toolbox rise from the lock floor. As his mouth neared the surface,
he thrashed harder. Close, closer, a breath. How many more times
could he surface before his strength gave out? When he reached the
bottom again, he ignored the box and rested, tethered underwater.
Thoughtless seconds later he fought his way up for another breath
and screamed.

***

Kelsey opened her eyes toward the roots of
the trees and saw stars. They spun and receded as the dark trunks
of the swamp oaks took shape. She rolled onto her back and raised
her right hand tentatively to her warm, sticky scalp. The bleeding
had stopped and the blood was drying now, but it had run freely
down her temple, dripped onto her neck, and pooled in the hollow of
her ear. She traced the stained skin lightly with her fingers.
Someone had screamed in the distance a minute ago. She looked up at
the canoe rack and saw a single looming hull on its uppermost arms.
The two lowest slots were empty.

Shards of memory fell back into place. There
had still been daylight when she walked over to examine the rack
with the missing canoe. She had seen the wire cutters lying on the
ground. And then as she was kneeling to pick them up, she’d heard a
footstep and turned to see the iron rod diving toward her head.
She’d flinched and ducked, and the bar had grazed her scalp and
slammed into her shoulder.

Lying on the beaten grass between the canoe
rack and the trees, she gingerly raised her right arm. A bolt of
pain shot through her shoulder and neck. She closed her eyes and
lowered her arm to the ground. Her throat felt dry and she tried to
swallow. Another scream rose and echoed from a nearby well. She
opened her eyes, propped her left hand against the ground and sat
up. The humid air seemed chilly but the sweater she had tied around
her waist was gone. Remembering what she had come for, she
staggered to her feet. The canoe rack reeled before her and she
leaned against it to regain her balance. Then she walked unsteadily
across the lot toward the gates of Swains Lock. To confirm the
truth of Whites Ferry. And so it wouldn’t happen again.

***

Suspended underwater, Vin felt himself
slipping into a world between the living and the dead. The lock was
quiet now, the water over nine feet deep. He realized that if the
canal were still in use, the water in the lock and the level
upstream would have been two feet higher and he wouldn’t be able to
reach the surface. He could barely reach it now. He had refined his
technique, but his exhausted body was burning its last reserves of
energy after hours of exertion and fear. The skin around his ankle
was flayed and abraded from the cuff. And he was cold. All he
wanted was to breathe, and it almost didn’t matter anymore whether
the breath was air or water. Just to inhale, exhale, and forget
about the fight.

He dropped into a crouch on the lock floor
and shot toward the surface like a hungry fish, flutter-kicking and
driving with his arms as his mouth stretched for a breath from the
ocean of air overhead. But now his shackled ankle flinched from the
pain of kicking and its reticence left him short; his nose was
still underwater when he stalled and began falling back. His lungs
caught fire and he was compelled to exhale as he descended.

He felt as if his brain was being squeezed
like a grapefruit for denying his body an underwater breath. I
can’t! I’ll drown! Try for the surface again! A roaring arose in
his ears and it seemed as if the water was beginning to move. This
is it, he thought. The flood is here. It’s washing downriver,
covering everything in its path. It’s here to bury me in Swains
Lock. He sensed now that he’d come full circle, to the foot of a
great turning wheel that would grind him into the past, uniting him
with his forebears while rolling in place, raining down generations
of the living, claiming and recycling the dead.

He fell back into a crouch at the bottom,
head and lungs throbbing, every strand afire. Fuck it. My body and
mind are lost and I have nothing left to lose. He shot again toward
the surface, kicking and thrashing through the pain, and his mouth
broke the skin of the water for a breath. He inhaled and fell to
the bottom where he hunched like an ancient amphibian. Water flowed
across his back and shoulders and uncounted seconds passed before
he sprung skyward again. This time his whole head emerged and he
managed two breaths.

Falling again, he became aware the lock was
draining. He pushed for the surface and was able to tread water and
breathe without lifting the box. A woman with disheveled
honey-colored hair and blood stains on her face and neck was
standing on the lock wall, looking down at him with a ragged smile.
He tried to smile back but tears filled his eyes instead. He
blinked to see more clearly and drew a grateful breath. It was
Kelsey Ainge.



 Chapter 38

Revisiting

Sunday, September 7, 1997

When his feet touched ground at the base of
the rock face at Carderock, Vin pulled slack into the belay rope
and opened his hand to reveal a gleaming gold coin in the center of
his palm.

“You have learned well, grasshopper,” Kelsey
said.

“You did a lousy job of hiding it.”

“I wasn’t trying to hide it. I just wanted
to put it in a challenging spot. To make sure you didn’t wimp out
and take the novice route.”

“What if I had?” Vin said, untying the rope
from his climbing harness. “That’s a five-hundred-dollar coin. You
would have had to climb back up yourself and get it.”

“I had faith in you.”

He swept his hair back from his sweating
forehead and smiled. “Be careful when you do that. I’ve learned
that people aren’t always what they seem.”

Kelsey laughed and pulled the belay rope
down. “So I’ve heard. You didn’t seem like a budding research
historian when you moved here.” Her smile dissolved when she saw
the distant look in Vin’s eyes. “Are you thinking about Nicky?”

“I was, for a second. It’s been a year now,
but I keep expecting to see her somewhere. Maybe passing on the
sidewalk with someone else. Or across a crowded theater.” He looked
up at the line of trees above the rock face and saw a squirrel leap
from branch to branch. “Or walking through the woods.”

“I don’t think you’ll see her again,” Kelsey
said as she began coiling the rope. “You or anyone else.”

“You’ve said that before, and I’ve never
asked you why. So now I will. Just because no one we know has heard
from Nicky, what makes you think she’s dead?”

“I never said I thought she was dead. I
think she doesn’t exist anymore. Not as Nicky, anyway.”

Vin gave her a puzzled look. “So you think
she’s alive, but has a new identity?”

“It’s strange, I know. But they never found
Des Gowan’s body at Whites Ferry either. And I still believe she
survived.”

“I’m sticking with Melissa Gowan, not her
hippie-chick name, since MG was carved on the trunk of the killers.
The one I thought memorialized the dead.”

“Mel changed her name to Destiny,” Kelsey
said, winding the rope in loops around her bent arm, “during our
junior year in college. Just before she met Miles Garrett. After
that, there were times I felt I didn’t know her at all. She
sometimes had this expression that made you think her mind was a
hundred miles away. Like she was inhabited by someone else.” She
looked up from the rope to catch his eye. “That’s how she looked
when she shifted into reverse at Whites Ferry.”

“What?” Vin felt the back of his neck begin
to throb.

“I’ve never mentioned it to anyone before,”
she said, turning back to her coiling. “Whites Ferry wasn’t an
accident. Consciously or not, Des knew what she was doing. And I
still think she’s out there somewhere.”

Kelsey reached the end of the rope and began
to wrap it like a python around the gathered loops. “I think Nicky
survived the flood, too,” she said. “And she may eventually come
looking for Vincent Emory Illick again...” She tied off the rope
and looked at him and he noticed the faint scar on her temple,
“…but it will be as someone else.” Her gray-green irises flitted in
tiny oscillations as they had when Vin first met her on the towpath
at Swains. When they steadied, he saw reflected in them a glimmer
of Lee Fisher’s truth.



************

Thanks for reading SWAINS LOCK. While the
characters are imaginary, all of the places in the novel (with the
exception of a few renamed residential streets) are real, and the
devastating floods the book describes occurred on the dates
depicted in the story. If you enjoyed the novel, I’d greatly
appreciate a brief positive review on Amazon or Smashwords.

The River Trilogy continues with BURYING
ZIMMERMAN, which stars the heroin dealer from SWAINS LOCK. You can
read the first few chapters of this sequel on my website, at
http://rivertrilogy.com.

If you're interested in learning more about
the history of the C&O Canal, I encourage you to track down the
books that Vin consulted in the story, all but one of which exist
and are informative resources. Here's the list:

The Great National Project: A History of the
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal by Walter S. Sanderlin, The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1946, 2005

Home on the Canal by Elizabeth Kytle, The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983

The C&O Canal Companion by Mike High, The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000

The Chesapeake and Ohio Canal: Pathway to the
Nation's Capital by Thomas F. Hahn, The Scarecrow Press, Inc.,
1984

Images of America: The Chesapeake and Ohio Canal by
Mary H. Rubin, Arcadia Publishing, 2003

Most of all, I encourage you to visit the
C&O Canal National Historical Park. Walk the towpath and stop
to examine the broken locks, waste weirs, and boarded-up
lockhouses. Read the informative display signs that the Park
Service continues to add and you'll get a sense for the people and
pace of the canal era. Visit Great Falls (on the Maryland or the
Virginia side) and imagine a young George Washington standing where
you stand, squinting upriver as he pondered how to bring Ohio
Valley barges past those thundering falls. And if you feel an
ephemeral chill or sense an unseen presence as you walk back toward
the park entrance, remember that Grace's spirit still roams those
woods.

Edward A. Stabler
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