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Preface

The Writing of

The Lotto

 


The Lotto debuted as a short story that was
concocted and told around a campfire to friends and co-workers on a
company outing late one evening many years ago. Over the years each
time the story was told it took on a few more twists and turns and
additional detail. As the story evolved, the characters seemed to
come to life with each having their own personalities. It was as if
these people were brought to life and we watched their lives
progress as fate played out. As Michael Poole wrote he could not
help becoming a part of them, as if he too, were actually
participating in the story. Some places, events, and situations
used were based on some of his own personal experiences he had
through life and were used as backdrops in an attempt to make the
story much more realistic and believable to the readers. Coming to
the end, was hard, but the story was over, and it was time to quit,
close the book and move on. The end is intended to leave you with a
question, did this really happen, or maybe it didn’t but ‘could
have’. We’ll never really know.


 


Acknowledgements

I want to thank my daughter Ryanne Poole for
insisting I put my story on paper, without her persistence the
story would never have made it into book form. Also, I wish to
thank Rose Hall for her help in the lengthy and laborious task of
proofing my original draft.

 


Dedication to

Nealy W. Poole

I have dedicated this book to my father,
Nealy Poole. Through his example, I acquired the ability to look
and see things from all different aspects. He has always been able
to analyze and quantify problems and solutions.

In Memorandum of

Mark A. Wilson M.D.

In memory of Dr. Mark A Wilson, who was a man
I came to greatly admire for his humanity and wisdom among people,
he did great things for many people in his small part of the world.
He will always be a true hero in my eyes, and will forever be
remembered by all those he touched during his lifetime.


Introduction

 


The Lotto is a story about a change of
destiny; many of us have secretly had fantasies at one time or
another about winning the lottery. What starts out as a simple
‘what-if’ and ‘if-only’, develops into real life altering
changes.

Life is funny sometimes. You never know where
fate will take you.

A small insignificant event could come back
later to influence a major decision on an important issue. A broken
arm at summer camp or maybe even a bee sting may make you tend to
shy away from a particular risk one day. The reverse is also true.
Being lucky one day may make you take a greater risk the next.
These incidents from our make-up as a person are much like DNA to
our personalities and ultimately our destiny. It is a part of the
nature versus nurture influence that makes us all different.

The electronic age has opened doors for new
crimes, crimes that no longer require in person encounters. The
perpetrators of these crimes remain anonymous and impersonal.
Tracking the evidence can be as difficult as plotting the path of a
butterfly’s flight. With new technology comes new safeguards and
security, all of which will erode over time with the persistence of
an unwelcome intruder.

This story is about two brothers, who were
raised in a wholesome environment, then prodded into something they
should not have and were tempted by the results. The results
irreversibly changed the entire way of life and thinking of the two
young men. The experiences of their life could not have been,
without the single decision they made one day when temptation
knocked at their door. It was all very contrary to their upbringing
and the morals they had been taught by their parents. However, in
today’s world sometimes criminals get away with a crime because
others, too, have made irrevocable decisions in their lives that
intersect and cause justice to become skewed. Some people call
those ‘loopholes’, others say ‘dumb luck’, but the universe is
filled with random opportunities and consequences where many lives
meet and intersect, each having a profound effect on the other. The
story is much like real life in its unpredictability of what lies
ahead.

In the words of Howard Hughes, “Every man has
his price. Some are simply higher than others.” All are subject to
temptation if the right opportunity avails itself. It is a slippery
slope, indeed.


 


One

Where it All Started

 


Whew! Where to begin? For the past several
years, to say my life has been a roller coaster ride would be an
understatement. For more or less all of my years I had an
“ordinary” life, the middle income with a simple, average
lifestyle. I had been raised in a small town north of Beaumont,
Texas in a rural area called Fletcher.

In later years Fletcher merged with the
little communities of Chance and Loeb, and was called Lumberton.
While the collective area was made larger, it remained a small
community, by populace. Beaumont was a much larger city, the main
hub for the region, and located to the south by about twelve miles.
Back in those days the twelve miles seemed as though they were a
hundred. When we would go to Beaumont, we had to travel down
winding, washboard dirt roads at a snail’s pace and turn onto a
two-lane highway that was not much better than the dirt roads
themselves. We would travel to Beaumont when we needed items like
appliances, or services such as doctors, that were not yet
available in Lumberton.

When I was young, I thought the whole world
consisted of Lumberton, Beaumont and the Piney Woods of southeast
Texas. As I would find out much later, I had lived a sheltered
life. There was a great deal more out there!

The summers were hot and humid and the
winters rainy, yet mild. No one that I knew had air conditioning
back then, so to keep cool during the summer heat everyone would
congregate on the front porch, or under the canopies of the large
live oak trees. Most houses had attic fans to draw in the humid air
from the windows. The fans that squeaked were my favorite, because
the sound of the squeak, squeak, squeak, at night, would put you to
sleep quickly. The gentle breeze had a therapeutic effect, pulling
in all the fresh outside smells of the countryside.

Color television was unheard of back then.
If you were lucky enough to have a black and white set you only had
a choice of three channels, that is, when you could get them. We
mostly listened to the radio in those days. It was a slower pace
and everyone knew everyone else’s business.

My father, Robert T. McSwain was born in
East Texas in 1922. Folks who knew him called him Bob. He had come
from a long line of farming and cattle raising ancestors and had a
personality that made making new friends effortless. He loved to
talk to people and when he started a conversation with a stranger,
within fifteen minutes they would be best friends. He was a tall,
lanky fellow, usually dressed in wrinkled overalls. You could tell
he was from the farm by his rough, leathery skin and he would never
shy away from a hard day's work.

Dad met my mother, Shannon Lee Bartell, at a
train station outside of Kilgore, Texas one summer. She was 20
years old when they first met, and he was 24. He had recently
returned from military service at the end of the Korean War. She
was petite with long flowing brown hair and eyes of green. She too,
was from a family who raised cattle in East Texas, and had lived on
a small ranch outside of Groveton.

Now that the war was over, all the troops
were returning to the states. With the flood of men exiting the
military, the demands on the economy increased and with it many new
opportunities emerged. Life was good and the chance for changes in
lifestyle abounded.

It was love at first sight and after a
whirlwind courtship they were married. They chose not to go into
farming or cattle ranching in East Texas, as their ancestors had
done before them. Dad wanted fresh surroundings and other young
members of the family were starting to move away in search of a
different way of life and new scenery too. The McSwain family was
also shrinking in numbers. The rural families across America were
no longer comprised of ten or more children to help run the farms.
Farms were getting larger with more automation and machinery and
were beginning to be run by corporations and conglomerates. The
resulting competition was quickly driving the smaller family farms
out of business.

Mother and Dad found their way to Southeast
Texas and what had come to be Lumberton. Dad found a variety of
occupations here and there that paid an honest day’s wages and he
and my mother saved their pennies not being sure what they wanted
to do for the rest of their lives except, they were ingenious and
knew they would know it when they found it.

Colin McSwain, my older brother, was born in
1948, just three months after the opportunity knocked for my dad
that would cement the McSwain’s to Lumberton. The owner of a small
general store near Village Creek had died and now the store was up
for sale. My mother and dad had been looking for an opportunity
like this. It was a huge gamble, and they would have to risk every
cent they had, plus, a lot of hard work to run it themselves. With
a new baby, they would have to struggle to make it work, but it
would surely be a labor of love and truly one they wanted to make.
Two years later in 1950 I was born, by that time the McSwain store
was well established and had even been expanded. Colin got the
nickname ‘Collie’ when he was a baby, and it stuck with him
throughout his life. He and I were close enough in age that we did
everything together and got along well. That is, as far as brothers
go anyway.

We were a close family and my mother and dad
did their best to instill in us the same values, they both held. We
all shared in the chores at the store, Collie and I stocked and
cleaned up the store and that kept us with a little spending money,
that is, when we were not in school or swimming in the creek.
Collie and I were the average ‘good kids’ meaning, we made good
grades stayed out of trouble at least, for the most part, we went
to church on Sunday and were upright and dependable kids. Sure, we
got into mischief now and again but it was by no means anything
significant or anything that would harm anyone. Dad knew when and
how to lay down the law and when to look the other way and let boys
be boys.

My parent’s little country store provided
staples, hardware items as well as feed products for livestock in
the area, and also served as a local post office. The store was
simply named “McSwain’s.” Back then, McSwain’s was a small town
forerunner to the giant super-stores of today, it had everything in
one place. Therefore, the little general store thrived and did very
well. People knew everyone else’s business and the store became the
central headquarters for meeting and swapping local gossip. Many
stories started off with, "I was at McSwain’s just the other day,
and I heard…"

The store itself was a large white wood
frame building with a tin roof and huge windows that took up much
of the front of the building. In the center were two screen doors
with the words “Rainbow Bread” stenciled across the front of them.
They could be heard all during the day when they slammed closed
behind people as they came and went. A large awning in the front
covered three rusty red gasoline pumps with white globes on top
sporting a Flying Red Horse, the Mobil Oil logo. The dusty, crushed
clamshell driveway was a semicircle that ran under the awning and
across the front of the store and also functioned as a parking area
while shopping.

To the right of the store were several
enormously grand live oak trees that shaded the majority of the
store during the day as well as provided a place for a few picnic
tables. A rope swing with an old tire tied to it hung from one of
the long, low branches welcoming kids to swing in it.

In the interior of the store were well-worn
wooden floors that told of many years of heavy foot traffic. The
counter to the left was long and incorporated a glass display case
that held candy bars, tobacco, and a variety of other items for
sale. The right side of the store was used as the local Post
Office. An actual Post Office building was later built on Main
Street and the small room was eventually converted into a little
office for the store. Rows of shelves holding grocery items filled
the middle of the store with benches beneath the front windows.

In close proximity sat a black pot-bellied
stove in the center of an open area, where the old timers spent
many long hours discussing philosophy and solving world problems.
You could judge by the depth of the peanut hulls and wood shavings
left from whittling, how many problems had been discussed that day.
During the summer months, the piles of shavings and peanut hulls
migrated to the porch where rocking chairs were lined up across the
front.

In the rear of the store, connected by an
archway, was a wide-open section that warehoused feed and hay. On
the side was a loading dock for loading feed and supplies into
trucks that extended the length of the building. One of my fondest
memories was the smell of the fresh cut alfalfa, hay bales filling
the room in the late spring and summertime. I spent many hours
lying back on a pile of hay bales stacked on the dock, chewing on a
dried stalk of hay gazing off into the distance thinking of places
and things beyond my reach, just to be drawn back as a nearby
rooster would crow loudly and break the silence of my daydream.
They are fond recollections I still think back on today.

Down the road from the store was Curly’s
barbershop. It was a place my mother took Collie and me every other
Saturday to get our hair cut. It was a plain red brick building
with three old style barber chairs placed in front of a long mirror
above a shelf that spanned the back of the room lined with rows of
different colored bottles of hair tonics, aftershaves, neatly
stacked towels, scissors and various types of shiny electric hair
clippers behind each chair. The black and white checkered tile
floor was always littered with fresh cut hair. If the barbers were
busy one of them would reach into their cash box and ask, “Who
wants to earn a shiny half dollar?” All the kids would raise their
hands and say, “Me, me, pick me.” The barber would flip a new
walking liberty half dollar coin into the air to one of the boys
and tell him to sweep up for him and the boy would dash off, to
fetch the broom from the back and begin sweeping, stuffing the coin
in his pocket.

While you sat in the barber chairs Main
Street could be seen through the floor length windows across the
front of the shop, and you could watch the people passing by as you
had your haircut. Saturday was always a busy day, everyone wanted
to look nice and have a fresh trim for church the following
morning. Rows of straight back oak chairs lined the perimeter and
fans hung from the high ceilings that blended the cool breeze with
the sweet fragrance of cologne and toilet water. Curtis, Slim, and
Mrs. Perkins were the barbers, but Mrs. Perkins owned and ran the
place. Curly had been her husband, but he died several years
before, and she had taken his place cutting hair. She never changed
the name.

They did not offer many styles, an adult
haircut, a burr, or a flat-top being the most common in those days.
Kids that were fashionable had flat tops, it was a burr with the
top cut flat across and pink Butch hair grease smeared on the front
to make it stand up like a red bird’s crest.

When the men would get a shave with a
straight razor, Slim made a production of it, and I loved to watch.
First he would lean the chair back, wrap your face with hot towels,
take his shaving mug and brush and whip up a heavy lather as he
sung a line or two of a song playing on the radio in his deep
baritone voice. Before he removed the towels, he would take the
razor strop and with great precision and deliberation strap the
razor back and forth several times guaranteeing a smooth, polished
edge that wouldn’t pull or nick your face as he shaved. Next he
removed the hot towels, brushed on the heavy shaving cream all over
and let it stand a minute or two then would use a finger or thumb
to stretch the skin slightly and gently stroke the razor down in a
sweeping motion cleanly cutting your beard, as if he were making
the brush strokes of a Rembrandt painting. He would finish off with
a splash of Old Spice or Bay Rum after-shave, giving you a fresh
clean feeling that lasted all day. It was years later before I was
to know how good that felt.

As a kid I hated having my hair cut because
the tiny clippings would go down my shirt and itch like crazy, but
I still liked the barbershop because kids always got free bubble
gum, and it smelled so good. Whenever I smell Bay Rum or Old Spice
today, it takes me back to the Saturdays at Curly’s Barbershop.

About a half mile to the north, Village
creek meandered along and there had been a great deal of Indian
history associated with it. As boys, we often found arrow-heads and
other artifacts and to me, the creek was a place to go and relax on
the white sand bars or maybe lay under one of many willow trees
after a cool refreshing swim. Thick woods enveloped the creek, and
it was a boy’s fantasy where you could explore for what seemed to
be forever and have secret hideouts hidden in the woods.

The swimming hole was an extra wide sandbar
of sun bleached sugar white sand in a bend of the creek where the
water was deep with a long rope swing for that perfect plunge into
the cold water at the bottom. There was a large artesian spring at
the bottom causing the water to always be much colder there than
any other place on the creek. When you said, “Let’s go swimming,”
it was presumed that this was the place you meant. On one side of
the sandbar, birch and willow trees shaded the sand and a shallow
part of the creek where you could get out of the hot sun and lay in
the ankle deep water as it flowed past.

From the rear of the store, a trail had been
worn over the years through the woods and across the back of old
man Robichaux’s property that led to the swimming hole where we
swam. Old man Robichaux was a good, kind old man. His kids were all
grown and had moved out years before, and it was only he and his
wife now on their small farm. He would give you anything he had if
you asked, and if you wanted just one he would end up giving you
two. He was that way. For kids, he put on an old gruff and crusty
persona and most kids thought he was mean and therefore they were
afraid of him. There had been many rumors circulated about him
between the boys. None of them were ever true, but it kept the kids
in line when he was around, and he took great sport in that.

When we would cut across his property, we
often stole a watermelon and put it in the shallow creek water to
cool for us to eat after swimming.

One day on the way to the creek we were
looking for a nice, big ripe watermelon, to steal when we heard
John Deere bray and snort. John Deere was the name Old Man
Robichaux gave his mule after some of the other men had told him he
needed a John Deere to work in his garden. Meaning of course, a
tractor, but Robichaux said his mule could do anything one of those
fancy tractors could do and sometimes better. After that, he began
calling the mule, John Deere.

John Deere was hitched up to the wagon on
the other end of the garden and Robichaux was picking peas not far
away. We completely missed seeing him behind the high rows of peas.
We hit the ground to hide, and unfortunately hiding in a watermelon
patch offers little to hide behind, unless you are a mouse. He
finished a few minutes later, got up on the wagon, and as he and
John Deere rode off he never even looked our way. He would have had
to be blind and deaf not to have caught us yet he never looked in
our direction. I always thought that was strange and lucky for
us.

Years later in my adulthood I would visit
old man Robichaux and have a beer with him. He loved an ice-cold
beer in the afternoon after working in the garden. One day when we
were talking about days gone by. He told me that he knew we were
there all along, but he remembered how much sweeter a ‘stolen
watermelon’ was than a ‘gift watermelon’ and didn’t want to spoil
it.

Near the highway was an old railroad trestle
that rose about fifty feet from where it crossed the creek. It was
a maze of creosote pilings rising above the water and spanning
several hundred yards. I still remember the smell of hot sticky
creosote in the summer as it burned your bare feet when you walked
across it.

One of the rights of passage of young boys
in that area was that you had to dive off the top, to prove your
manhood and bravery. It did not look high until you were on the top
looking down. It was an endless distance to the water. Some of the
boys who were too indecisive whether to jump or not would come to a
quick decision, as soon as they heard the train whistle approaching
around the curve and felt it thundering down the track. It can come
upon you faster than you would anticipate. If you chickened out it
was a long scary sprint back to safety. However, if you wanted to
beat the train you had to start quick and not miss a single cross
tie. Some of the boys had climbed down on the structure below
amidst the black tar covered cross timbers until the train had
roared past overhead shaking and pounding the trestle as it passed
while they nervously clung to safety. To me the alternative was as
scary as the jump.

My first and last plunge came in the early
fall before my fourteenth birthday. My brother and I had been boat
riding on the creek when we came to the trestle, we beached the
boat below to walk around and explore. Collie, now sixteen years
old and far gutsier than me, climbed to the top to look around.
After a few minutes, he decided to plunge in doing a cannonball for
maximum splash effect. He had done it many times and had long since
overcome his fear of the dive. I sat on the edge of one of the
cross ties watching as he bailed off. An enormous deep splash
echoed off the banks a moment later he popped up and swam to the
boat. Collie knew I had never jumped from the top and this was a
good time to egg me on. Hey Robert, “Are you gonna’ jump or wimp
out today?” he shouted and laughed as he pulled on the rope to
start the motor. He never expected me to jump as I had wimped out
all too often. He sat with the boat positioned in the middle of the
creek with the motor idling looking up at me sitting there, after
what seemed to be forever, I decided today was the day. I had
collected all my nerve to do it now there was no turning back. The
expanse to the water didn’t look to be that far today. I took a
deep breath and stepped off the edge before I thought about it any
further and possibly changed my mind. I dropped as though I were a
rock, the water was a long way down after all, and it was as hard
as concrete when I hit.

The cold water took my breath as I plummeted
to the bottom. Outside sounds stopped instantly and the sounds of
bubbles and darkness surrounded me as I plunged nearly to the
bottom. I felt the pressure from the water make my ears pop because
I had gone deep, much deeper than I normally go when swimming.

The water was black and cold, but I felt
good knowing I had done it. Coming up I was numb from the cold
water and nearly to the surface when I felt something pierce my
calf and stop me. “A Snake!” I thought as I fought to try to get to
the surface as panic was setting in quickly.

There had been arguments that snakes can’t
bite underwater, except, I knew better. How could a snake eat a
fish if he couldn’t bite underwater?

What I felt was a snake’s bite sure as the
world! No question it was a snake. It felt as if the snake was even
holding me down somehow. I fought hard to break free and swim to
the surface. I popped up inches from the boat, and grabbing the bow
I came out of the water like a porpoise, and slid right into the
boat in one motion.

As I lay face down in the bottom of the boat
gasping for air, wet and bleeding, the blood spread and covered
everything on the bottom of the boat. It looked far worse than it
was because the water helped the blood spread. All I could do was
to gasp, “Snake, Snake, Collie a snake got me.” Collie was as white
as a sheet looking at all the blood. Jumping up front to help me,
he asked, “Where’d he get ya?” I rolled over and bent my leg to
show him the back of my calf. He cupped water in his hand and
splashed it on my leg to look, and said, “There’s just one fang
mark. If it was a snake, there would be two.”

Looking across the creek, I saw that someone
had set a trotline across the opening beneath the trestle, and I
had been caught by a fishhook on the way up. As I fought, I had
ripped the hook out of my leg. Realizing what had happened helped
to calm me down. After all, I was not going to die now! To stop the
bleeding, I wrapped the wound with some grey duct tape from the
tackle box, and off we went, joy-riding along the creek at full
speed again.

It turned out not to be as bad as it first
seemed and only required first aid. It was an experience and I had
crossed a milestone in my life, which was the key thing here, after
all. I never jumped off the trestle again, but in doing so I had
learned courage and how to control my fear in the face of danger
and that would stick with me throughout my life.









Two

Reverse Engineering






As long as I can recall, I was forever
taking things apart, curious to find out how they worked. Many
years later after becoming a computer programmer, I learned that
dismantling an existing program is called ‘reverse engineering.’
For all those years I had been accused of tearing up toys to see
how they worked. I had actually just been ‘reverse engineering’
them all along!

Fascinated by electronics and radio from an
early age I would spend hours dismantling the inner workings of an
old radio someone had given me. Sometimes I made them work, other
times I would strip them of parts for my next project. A short wave
radio fell into my lap one day when I spotted an old Hallicrafter
radio in a junk pile on one of our trips to Beaumont. To me, this
was a rare find and something to be treasured. I worked on it for
months before I heard the first squelch come out of the speaker. It
was the voice of someone in a distant place, I was awe struck and
from that point on, I was forever hooked. From one of the
storerooms, I made a radio room. I would spend hours there talking
to someone around the world or reading about electronics and
building my projects. Electronics was opening the door of the world
to a small town kid in a feed store.

This all gave way to computers when the
first Radio Shack computer rolled out. A friend of mine got one for
Christmas. Boy, was it a beauty! It would follow commands and carry
out what seemed to be miles of programming. The greatest part is
that it was entirely programmable. You could tailor this thing to
fit your needs. I worked anxiously to save up the money to buy one.
However, I saw an advertisement for a Timex-Sinclair for the low
price of $49. The ad stated, “Buy ours for $49, if you like it, buy
a real computer, if not, you haven’t wasted a king’s ransom.” Now
this got me thinking. I had the $49 too!

It wasn’t long until I owned my first
Timex-Sinclair computer and I was on my way to computing! It needed
your television for a monitor and a cassette tape recorder for
long-term memory. The computer was a black plastic box that was
about eight inches square, with blister caps for the keys. A real
typist had no prayer of using this thing, it was truly a two-finger
typist model yet it somehow worked perfectly. It was everything the
Timex-Sinclair people said it was. I soon had written programs in
basic language to do everything under the sun, even a crude little
game. I was in heaven.

I graduated from the Timex-Sinclair to a
Vic-20 and next to a 286, 386, and so on. With each step the
computers got faster and more powerful. The graphics went from
cryptic little block-like icons to high-resolution images. I was
hooked on this new technology. You were able to program, customize,
and re-engineer right from the keyboard by using computer
language.

Computer linking via telephone lines was
becoming commonplace. Computer bulletin boards, remote computer
terminal access to businesses, and the internet were all becoming
accessible. Computer linking was captivating to me and it was hard
to grasp at first, because I was only able to see one side of the
link, my end. The other end being remote, I had to use a second
line and have someone on the other end telling me what things were
going on. I learned how to link up and gain access by logons. By
logging on to a remote computer, the program sets the limits of a
remote computer. Those rights of use level grant access to only
what the owner of the host computer will allow. In other words, you
may access what the person on the other end wants you to be able to
gain access to.

This is done by scripting that is set to run
as the auto-executable batch file runs when the computer is first
turned on. This file is a batch file that is executed during the
boot up process and gives the computer initial instructions as to
where things are to be found, and how things are to be run. It
defines any command that will be used during the process. It is
possible to by-pass the autoexec.bat file and the configuration
files in the boot up process, once it has run, things are loaded
and in place. These scripts intrigued me and my ‘reverse
engineering’ bug began to bite again.

I had a telephone number to a local
library’s computer. It was made available to the public to be able
to research their card files and informational bulletin boards. I
used it mainly for experimentation. Sending new commands, I would
see what responses the host computer would make if any at all. If
the host computer did not understand the command or if you were
trying to gain access to a level where you were unauthorized, the
result was the host computer would lock up and you would have to
start all over. In which case, your remote computer often would
have to be powered down, turned off, and rebooted. Once it was back
up the host was reassessed. During the time the remote would
disconnect, the host would clear its connection and reboot. Once it
was rebooted, it would stand ready to host another connection. I
would gain access to the computer and trigger it to reboot them. As
it was rebooting, I would send commands to bypass the boot process
and go into the script files and edit out the access levels. I went
anywhere in the system remotely, unless of course, it was a level
that called for a password. In that case I had a password breaker
program that would run millions of passwords per minute. I could
crack any password in less than eleven minutes.

The library proved to be a kindergarten
level security system for me, after all, there was little on the
system that would prove to be a threat to national security! So
what was the point of an elaborate security system? As I poked
around, I found I had succeeded in gaining access into a system
where the general public was not allowed. I found the listings of
employees, library cardholders, delinquent book holders, records of
funds from fines levied for books and other things. The
significance of the data was not clear to me, but the fact that I
had actually ‘cracked’ into the secure system, that was my reward.
I would crack into it many times in the future, each time trying a
new script or command. Every time I finished I would replace the
original scripting and leave the system intact exactly the way I
had found it. This eliminated any reason for someone to go looking
into the system to see if it had been violated. It always appeared
to be secure when I left. Over the months that I would crack into
the system, the original scripting was never changed by the owners,
which would indicate to me that they had not suspected anyone had
been anyplace they were not supposed to be. I took great pride in
knowing that I could get in and out undetected.

Never was there any intent to steal or
damage anything, it was a matter of learning how things worked and
polishing one’s own skills, thus making programming better, more
efficient, and even more secure. Much the same as a locksmith takes
pride in how well and fast he is able to pick a lock, it is his
trade.

I would find scripts and sub routines in
programs that I would use in experimentations with other programs
to alter the results. As time went on, I became very good at
cracking programming and reverse engineering. This later became an
asset in repairing corrupted data, or beta programming, and
repairing bugs.

My grades in school were good, but I was
never very athletic like Collie. I was more into learning what made
things tick. I graduated in the upper part of my class and later
received my programming degree in Computer Science from Lamar
University in 1975.

Learning to program always seemed easy to
me. Programming is a list of instructions or an algorithm for a
computer. An example: making a pot of coffee. You would not tell
the computer to “Make a pot of coffee” and be done with it. The
computer does not recognize our “language”, nor does it understand
nouns and verbs. First, all things must be defined, both nouns and
verbs. A simplistic set of instructions must be given for a
computer to understand. Get pot from cupboard, fill with water to a
defined level, stop water flow, move pot to stove, place on
designated burner, and turn on burner to defined setting. Even
these instructions are far too complicated for a computer, but you
get the idea. Every single movement must be defined and placed in
exact order.

It is a "Fool Proof & Idiot Proof” set
of instructions that have predefined outcomes. The task of
programming is tedious and time consuming. You either liked it or
you didn’t. It’s not something most people would find interesting.
Programs are written by teams of people, and will be added to, or
revised later. One person writes instructions on how to “fill the
pot”, while others write instructions on “how to put the pot on the
stove”. The segments are coupled and tested for desired results.
Each set of instructions are written as a single line. There may be
a few lines, or several hundred thousand lines, depending on the
possibilities and complexity of the program.

Once programs are written, they are similar
to a book. The authors have copyrights. To protect themselves from
theft, the programs are encrypted and made into long strings of
binary numbers. It is a non-readable form to a human. The codes
become characters that are not within the display library.
Programmers all tend to hack a few programs. Often an inventor
wants to dismantle things to see how they work. Hackers like to get
ideas, parts of programs, or ‘customize’ copyrighted programs. It
is not always bad, what they do, many times they improve upon an
idea or method used in programming that makes it run more
efficiently. Other times, it is used to commit white-collar crimes
and theft by accessing passwords, access levels, or control of
other machines. Many times it’s done over phone lines, the internet
or business networks.

Soon after graduation, I landed a job with
IBM in the Houston office. During my sixth year with them, I was
sent to NASA in Clearlake, Texas just south of Houston, near
Galveston, to work on advanced control in computer communication
systems that IBM had designed. The facility was actually in
Clearlake but was always referred to as Houston when in the
news.

The Houston facility controlled all manned
space flight once the craft was clear of the gantry, or launch pad.
It was exciting to be working at NASA; it made others think you
were somewhat gifted and smart. I did not mind the stigma that went
along with it.

My job was making sure that all the computer
systems on the ground communicated with the systems in orbit and
that the linking would make a correct ‘roll over’ from one station
to the next, preventing a period of communications ‘blackout.’ The
systems had become complex and everything needed to be redundant
for safety and reliability. This was one of the grandest networks
that you could have imagined. I became knowledgeable of all the
various computer languages and interfaces that were required for
this system to function and this knowledge would later come in
handy for other systems and tasks. One of which, though I did not
know it at the time, was going to be linking into the Texas Lottery
system, another was in getting familiar with global travel in and
out of the country and customs. I liked to travel but with the
system we had we were able to do much of our remote work via
teleconferencing, which limited much of my traveling. Whenever the
need arose, I was always ready to go! The systems became resilient
and needed little maintenance.

The job with NASA was getting monotonous and
boring after sixteen years and I was starting to feel like a
repairman. Never getting to work on groundbreaking projects or do
any original work any longer. It was stifling to say the least and
I wanted out, but I did not know where I wanted to go other than
out. New systems were emerging and consulting on cutting edge
technology looked appealing, plus I had the credentials. The more I
thought about it, the more I wanted a fresh start. I would need
some time off to think and regroup before I was to make any major
changes.

During my career I had made many contacts in
the U.S. as well as abroad. This opened the door for a number of
possibilities, but none seemed as exciting as when I had first
begun at NASA. Being a consultant on computer systems would offer a
range of jobs that would be new with some cutting-edge projects,
plus, when the project was over, I would not be subject to the
mundane part of maintaining a system and the boredom. It was
something I would often think about.









Three

Collie Takes over the Store






Collie was the 'boy next door', a nice
looking, and well-mannered young man. He was tall and slim with
nice athletic muscle tone, light brown wavy hair and an innocent,
boyish expression. He was well liked in school, made passing grades
and played several sports. Although he was never the prominent
player, he was very outstanding in his accomplishments of
occasionally saving the day when the score was down. The girls
loved him with his dumb grin and country boy manners. He, like my
dad, had the gift of gab and could hit it off with anyone at
anytime and that had made him especially popular with classmates.
We used to joke that he and my dad could sell ice to the
Eskimos.

Collie had been working full time at the
store since he graduated from high school and had been unable or
unwilling to find what he considered to be "appealing" work, so he
continued to work at the store. He had long been accustomed to a
relaxed work environment where there were no time clocks and you
just did what you knew needed to be done. Working at a family
business is different and much more personal.

He ended up married to Mary Ann, his long
time sweetheart from grade school, shortly over a year after
graduation. Collie and Mary Ann had been an item ever since they
were little and would break up only to get back together soon
thereafter. It seemed obvious that they would one day be married
and when it happened no one was the least bit surprised. She and
Collie had gone steady off and on through school for as long as I
can remember. The surprising part was that after they had seemed to
be compatible for so long a time before marriage, they drifted
apart after marriage, as time went on. Mary Ann was a sweet little
blonde bombshell, and she, too, was very popular in school and had
even been voted Homecoming Queen. A main point of contention with
Collie was that after they married, Mary Ann continued to be
flirtatious and wear clothing that was a bit scant and far too sexy
for a married woman in Lumberton, but she liked the attention from
the men. She would always justify it by saying that Collie should
be proud of her looks, and she should not have to hide them, just
to please him. Hide them was the last thing Mary Ann did and the
boys around town loved it.

Mary Ann had been a simple, wholesome
country girl when she was young and was fast becoming restless in
such a small town, especially after graduation when most of her
friends and classmates had gone away to college or married and
moved on. When Collie took over the store completely for Dad, she
felt like it was the anchor that would forever hold her in
Lumberton and stifle her future. She was probably right about
that.

After 6 years of marriage, she had an affair
that lasted several months before Collie found out. It launched
world war III and seemed to get bloodier every day. As divorces go,
each party believes they are the ones entitled to everything and a
split is never fair in the other one's eyes. The up side was that
they did not have any children and for that reason custody was
removed from the mix making the divorce much less complicated.

She remained in Lumberton and every time
Collie saw her around town it would spark off another damn
firestorm and then Collie would be in a foul mood for a day or more
afterward. Later, she got remarried to a man from Dallas and moved
to the west coast someplace. At long last, it would be over and
Collie could move on. His resentment made him destined to be an old
bachelor the rest of his life but he was comfortable with that
option. The store kept him busy, and it fit Collie perfectly. He
preferred a slow, laid-back environment and dealing with the public
and his friends. Moreover, at this time his help had really been
needed during Dad’s failing health. Dad was reduced to running the
counter and visiting with the customers. He was too weak for many
of the regular chores and handling the heavy cases of groceries or
bags of feed and bales of hay. He had Collie and Paul for that;
after all they were both young and strong.
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