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Chapter 1

Bobby Ackerman was anxious to finish the task
ahead so he could get back to town where he belonged. He was a city
boy who preferred concrete beneath his feet and not the mushy pine
straw and shoeshine ruining clay of the wooded trail he now
followed. He hated any assignments that took him away from the neon
signs and dazzle of the city limits but loved his job
otherwise.

Adding misery to the mix, his boss had
insisted he do the job at night. That meant carrying a flashlight
in one hand and a shovel in the other. One used to see where he was
going in the dark and the other to do the work once he got there.
There were also millions of insects buzzing around, some chasing
the light beam coming from his hand. The mosquitoes seemed to be
laying further back, waiting for him to pause in the trek so they
could move in and feast. "Why didn't the boss send Scooter do this
rather than me?" he mumbled aloud.

Ackerman was not lazy but he considered
digging inside an abandoned cemetery at night a little below his
pay scale. Something about it stabbed at his inner sense of self
worth. He did not like the feeling but would never openly complain
around the boss or his coworkers. The walls had ears because the
few, who were foolish enough to complain, seldom lasted to the next
payday. The boss was like the beast that drove him, ruthless and
efficient.

It was Bobby's third trip to the cemetery so
at least the previous experience was paying off. He had remembered
to bring a can of insect repellant, a pair of work gloves, and a
small box of tissue he would need to wipe the sweat from his
forehead. The gloves were to protect his hands but he did not like
using them because, "A kitten in mittens catches no mice." In his
case, that meant using a handgun while wearing gloves was awkward
and dangerous, and riding beneath his sports jacket in a shoulder
holster was a .380 automatic. In his line of work, one did not
leave home without it, not even to dig in a cemetery.

The flashlight in Bobby's hand started to
blink off and on, which left him night blind and afraid to move
when it did so. He rapped the hard plastic case against the shovel
handle in his left hand and prayed the light would start working
again and it did so, for another ten or so foot then winked off
again. That time it took more intense whacks than before and he
started getting worried. It was a half mile back to his car and a
shallow creek crossed the trail between him and there. Backtracking
by moonlight would be tricky at best and dangerous otherwise.

The light started working again so he sighed,
then moved forward. He was more worried about losing the beam than
all the noise he was creating. The snapping twigs beneath his shoes
and the loud banging and rattling of the dysfunctional flashlight
against the shovel handle sounded like an army marching through the
woods. So what? He was not trying to sneak up on anyone because
there was not anyone around for miles, or so he thought.

He spotted his next physical marker ahead, a
rusted field fence that, in better days, had been about waist high.
Years of deer crossing coupled with age and disintegration, left a
twenty-foot span sagging between two posts. It was the easiest
place for man or beast to cross but not a silent one if the rusty
wires were touched. On the last trip, Bobby's foot had slipped on
the loose pine straw just as he was straddled the wires. His body
ungracefully slid downward and rammed the wire deeply into all the
wrong places a man has in such an area. The ensuing squawks that
erupted from the fence were nothing compared to the screams of
agony coming from Bobby.

The memory of that event, still etched
clearly in his mind, gave him extra pause when he arrived at the
crossing spot. This time though, he used one foot to brush an area
on the ground clear of loose straw before raising a leg in the air
to hop over. When he was all set to jump, he saw something ahead,
something glowing and about fifty down path. The artificial light
glowed yellowish and flickered often, probably from the refractions
caused by the windblown undergrowth between him and the source.

He watched a moment, leg in the air, waiting
to see if the light was in motion or stationary. In other words,
was the person holding that light walking toward him or away? The
more he watched the creepier he felt. He did not believe in ghost,
which left him with two choices for the cause of the light. One was
a wildfire, the other was human and since he had not smelled any
smoke, the human choice became firm. Somebody was up ahead, they
were not moving, and from what he could see and tell through the
trees, they were inside the cemetery.

Bobby only believed in two things. He
believed in the man he worked for and he believed in the gun
holstered beneath his sports jacket. Either could be trusted in a
jam. Slowly he lowered the still frozen in the air right leg back
to the ground. He turned off the flashlight and tucked it into his
pocket. Then his now free right hand went under the coat and
grasped the handle of the gun. He waited in the dark, ears trying
to filter out the night sounds to see if there were any other
warnings beside the dim, flickering light.

It took a few seconds but his ears finally
caught something barely detectable above the night sounds coming
from the woods, but what was it? It sounded like crunching metal
against stone, scooping sounds like a shovel digging in the Georgia
dirt. That thought brought anger to Bobby's surface. Who and better
yet, why, would anyone be stealing his boss' shipment? Who would
dare?

He looked down at his feet now anxious to use
the offered moonlight to get across the fence but all he could see
was the top of his knees and below that, total blackness. In his
present location, the moonlight did not shine brightly enough to
see that well. He considered turning the flashlight back on but
something in the sounds ahead grew louder, or faster maybe.

Ackerman’s mind searched for a simple and
easy explanation. His first choice was that maybe his boss had sent
Scooter to do the heavy digging and carrying the crate back to the
car. But Scooter or not, he needed to get closer. “If that’s
Scooter I’m going to shoot him in the foot.”

Taking a better grasp on the handle of the
gun under his coat, he drew it out into the open and pointed it
upward. His mind suddenly calmed and his body relaxed more than one
might expect under the given circumstances. He raised his leg again
over the fence and took a rough guess on how far he would need to
jump to avoid touching the rusty wires. Then he jumped, landing a
few feet on the other side of the wire without causing a squeak
from the barrier. Then, eyeing the dark path ahead, he wet his lips
and started forward.

Within a dozen yards, he was close enough to
see the dark outline of a man inside the cemetery and waist deep in
the ground busily digging. The man didn’t seem to be paying any
attention to his surroundings but the light and distance still kept
Bobby from recognizing him. The outline did appear to be his
partner, Scooter, but he had to be certain because guessing could
be deadly. “I’m going to shoot Scooter in the left knee after I
scare his britches off.”

Ackerman started forward again, being
conscious of foot placement before letting his weight fall on it.
It was slow going but needed. When he reached the edge of the
digger’s light range, the man in rose to full height and seemed to
look straight at him, which put the man's face in full view.
Ackerman immediately recognized Matt Veal, a man his boss referred
to as, “the Boy Scout of West Creek County.”

Ackerman’s thumb reached for the firing
hammer on the gun. He was about to cock it until he remembered the
loud clicking sounds it emitted. He did not want to alert Veal of
his presence just yet. Let the man do the dirty work his boss had
sent him out to do.

Veal, not seeing the figure watching him from
the distance, tapped his shovel on the ground sharply to clear the
moist clay stuck on the tip of the blade, then he leaned back into
the hole and continued digging. When Ackerman was sure Veal had not
seen him, he started inching forward again. He wanted to be well in
“can’t miss” shooting range before announcing his presence
and taking the man prisoner. He needed another ten feet closer to
reach an area where if there were to be any gunplay then he would
be the one doing it and at point blank range. “The boss will
promote me when I deliver the head of Matt Veal on a silver platter
to his office,” he thought proudly.

The shovel suddenly struck something solid
and metallic. Ackerman flinched and almost lost his nerve. When
Veal bent over and all but disappeared down into the fresh dug
hole, he did so and accordingly, he pulled the firing hammer back
into lock position ready for action. The loud ensuing “click”
sounded more like an explosion in a mineshaft than a tiny
mechanical movement from a gun. As expected, Matt Veal heard it too
even while his head was below ground level.

Down on one knee in the hole, Matt used his
free hand to push the dirt off the box until the outline was clear
enough. The buried container was an air sealed military shipping
crate like the hundreds he used while in the service. When the
sound of the gun cocking reached Matt's ears, other military
memories also started flashing through his mind. The hairs on the
back of his neck stood straight up and the world suddenly focused
on nothing but staying alive.

Calmly as his nerves allowed, he rose upward
and into easy view. “I wasn’t expecting any company out here. Care
to help me dig?”

A voice behind the gun said, “You’ve saved me
a lot of hard work, Mr. Veal. Why don’t you put your hands behind
your head and turn around slowly.”

Matt raised his hands and clamped the fingers
together behind his head, then slowly turned his back to the man
with the gun. A second later, he twisted his face around to one
side trying to get a better look at his assailant. The light caught
the face just right and he recognized Ackerman easily enough. He
also noticed the gun pointed at him. The safety switch on the left
side of the weapon was still on. One could not fire the weapon
until pushed forward. That oversight by Ackerman might buy Matt the
few precious seconds he needed to get out of the jam.

Slowly he moved his left hand toward the
pickaxe and said, “Son, why don’t you put that gun away and go on
home, I don’t want to have to kill you.”

The barrel of the handgun trembled slightly
at the words but Ackerman’s eyes showed no fear. He had never
killed another man before and found the possibility exciting, even
enthralling. Had he known that Matt Veal, while in Iraq and other
unmentionable places, had killed more men than his recurring
nightmares could remember, then Bobby would have acted more wary of
the prisoner before him.

When Matt’s hand touched the handle of the
axe, it closed around it firmly but Ackerman did not seem to notice
or care. His mind, already set on killing the man, was considering
the look on his boss' face when he brought in the trophy, the body
of Matt Veal. “Good-bye Mr. Veal” he almost laughed and then pulled
the trigger. When nothing happened, he realized the mistake and his
eyes flew open in surprise. He twisted the gun sideways to check
the switch and that is when Matt made his move.

He lifted the heavy axe upward and started
his body in a sideways spin, pivoting to gain momentum off the tip
of his left boot. Grasping the handle with both hands, he brought
the tool around harshly and fast, in a blinding and deadly
swing.

Before Ackerman could release the safety and
aim the gun again, the axe struck him in the side, chest high. The
inertia and dead weight of the tool rammed the steel point deep
into his body, up to the hilt of the handle. The realization that
he had lost was yet to sink in even though the impact staggered him
sideways and cost him his last chance to shoot Veal.

He rose up on tiptoes and the grip on the gun
went limp; the barrel dropped downward, spinning around on the
trigger finger and then dropped to the dirt between them. With his
body frozen and his eyes bulging outward in shock, he cried, “I
have to kill you, Mr. Veal. I have to…”

Blood spurted out his side and poured to the
ground around his feet. Matt said, “Who sent you out here to do
this and why? What’s inside this cargo crate that’s worth killing
over?”

When there was no response, Matt yanked the
axe outward and back then dropped it. In the same motion, he
reached out and picked up the gun, shoved the safety off, and
brought it level with Ackerman’s stomach. It did not take a genius
to realize there would be no need for the weapon. Ackerman was
about dead on his feet.

He folded at the knees and then crumpled
downward into a heap on the ground in front of Matt. With a free
hand, Matt swung out of the hole and kneeled beside the dying man.
“Why Ackerman, why were you going to kill me? What’s in that
box?”

Ackerman started talking, at first pretty
strong for a man with a hole in his side the size of a baseball,
but as he talked, the voice faded lower and lower until in one last
spurt of words he whispered the final answer Matt sought, and then
died, face down in the cemetery dirt.

Matt stood and looked around, trying to hear
more than see through the darkness and determine if Ackerman was
alone. He had not paid much attention to the night sounds before
that moment but did so now while standing over the man he had
killed. Nothing sounded out of tune with the night. The crickets
were happy and a lone whippoorwill called off in the distance. The
order of nature seemed undisturbed by anyone else human among it,
so Matt let his nerves start to relax.

He clicked the gun’s safety back on and then
stuck the weapon down in his belt. He glanced around the area once
more then looked down at the body and said, “I hope it was worth
it, son.”

Now he had to report this to the Sheriff and
then prove he had killed in self-defense. It would also mean
explaining why he and Ackerman had been there at the Veal Cemetery
in the middle of the night. Ackerman's excuse was inside the box at
the bottom of the hole but Matt's was deeper. He was there to dig
up his grandfather. “That will take some explaining,” he said with
finality.

There was already enough negative blood
flowing between him and the local Sheriff but explaining all this?
How could he without drawing the ire of the puppeteer who pulled
the Sheriff's strings in West Creek County? “I’ll call Frank and
get his help,” he decided.

Jumping back into the hole, Matt finished
clearing the dirt from around the cargo box and then opened it.
What he saw confirmed everything Ackerman told him. Shaking his
head in disgust, he closed and resealed it, then crawled back out
and stood looking down at the body. Using the tip of his boot, he
rolled the body of Bobby Ackerman over until it dropped into the
hole. “I’ll come back and get you later so don’t run off
anywhere.”

****

It was just after one am as Matt stepped
behind a tree and squatted down. He was several miles away from the
cemetery and holding Ackerman’s gun in one hand. Fifty yards ahead,
he could see a half dozen men sitting around a small fire. All were
awake but none seemed to be on guard. That duty had fallen to
another man who stood much further back from the group and held a
rifle propped across one arm.

The woods around him looked fashionable,
orderly, and dark but this was no wild forest cast haphazardly
about by the whims of Mother Nature. It was a modern day cultivated
Georgia forest, a tree farm. The stand of trees was the same age,
height and diameter. It reminded Matt of sitting in the rows of a
cornfield as a boy. Each stalk aligned perfectly with the next and
each row spaced consistently across the width of the field. These
woods, much like others in the area, were not a place where one
could not see the forest for the trees because this was not a
forest. It was a farm whose crops did not mature until reaching
over one hundred feet tall.

Matt’s livelihood depended on such farms and
crops. He owned a lumber mill and the tall perfectly straight crops
were his livelihood. Sadly enough, he was not there to prospect or
cruise as they call it in the business. He was there to observe.
For the past half hour since leaving the cemetery, he had crept
about, gun in hand, not worried about any snakes or wild animals he
might run into. His only fear was at that moment was fifty yards
ahead and packed more danger than any animal in the forest.
Ackerman had told him the truth. The drug runners were here just as
he had whispered with his dying breath back at the cemetery.

Stepping from behind the tree into a more
exposed position, not that a tree with a ten-inch diameter base
offered much stealth for a man his size in the first place, Matt
took several easy steps forward toward the light. On about the
fifth step, his boot landed atop a dead fallen limb but the
thickness of his boot sole gave no warning and the ensuing snap
echoed across the woods. “Damn...” his mind screamed.

The rude announcement of his presence had
occurred because he saw at least two faces staring in his direction
intensely. His instincts took over because there was always a time
to run and a time to fight. He would back away for now and then
circle the camp seeking a better position.

He spun and aimed for the direction from
which he came. A few yards later the darkness before him became
total. A huge, black outlined figure blocked not only the dim
starlight but his escape as well. With no words spoken, no warnings
like on television of “Drop your gun,” Matt simply felt a
body-jarring stab at his face followed by a blinding bolt of
whitish light and pain. Had the gun in his hand fired? Something
had cracked Matt’s jaw with an angry thud and he went down hard.
His thoughts faded to blankness while his mind screamed at how
stupid he had been for not thinking of the guards.

***

Seven rough looking men stood about in a
tight circle around the small campfire. Each man’s eyes stared into
the flames, their thoughts lost in their own private world. On
first glance a visitor might believe that the group was somber,
relaxed, with little care for things that went on about them, but
first looks can be deceptive. These men were fully alert and on
guard.

Dawn was coming and with it came risks,
dangers, and backbreaking work. Oh yes, and the most important item
of all was now how to deal with Matt Veal. Each man knew from
experience the hard part of a job such as this was the waiting,
listening, and watching for trouble. That happened when Matt Veal
showed up so they called the boss and told him they had caught Veal
sneaking around the camp. Their orders were simple and plain. “Deal
with him and be sure he doesn’t show his face around West Creek
County again.”

Matt’s arrival had failed to stop the work
ahead but his obvious discovery of their deeds, proof enough in the
now missing person of Bobby Ackerman, would add to the risks
involved if caught. These men did not care whether they went to
prison for crime or for murder. Jail was jail and most of them were
already familiar with society’s housing for the lawfully
challenged. In other words, they simply didn’t give a damn.

Murder was a death sentence in Georgia but so
was life in prison to individuals such as these hardened criminals.
Most would be hard to catch, harder to arrest, and almost
impossible to jail for life. In irony, these men trusted those who
had hired them but their employer was more of a savvy and seasoned
criminal than most.

A middle-aged man sat nearest the fire, the
boss of the crew. He leaned toward the trickle of heat with hands
outreached as though to warm them. Considering it was early summer
in middle Georgia, the predawn air was warm, humid but felt cool.
The tricks one’s body could play under stress and iciness from the
soul would chill a body even on a ninety-five degree August
afternoon but for that to occur, there had to be a human conscience
and among the seven, there was none.

One of the others in the circle noticed the
boss’s apparent discomfort and rose to his knees, grabbed a small
broken limb for the occasion and tossed it atop the fire. The
action sent hundreds of reddish sparks lifting into the night air.
Each man about the fire allowed their eyes to follow the light show
upward until the last red ember had faded away into the light smoke
and then darkness.

The boss shook his head. “No. It will be
light soon and the plane will be here. Let the fire die out.”

The boss stood, aware that all eyes were now
on him. “I’m gonna check the perimeter to be sure no critter has
wandered out there on the strip.” Turning to his second in command,
a younger version of his own reckless looking self, he added, “Keep
your eyes on our guest. We’ll load him in the truck and deal with
him later.”

As the boss stepped into the opening, with
the field before him, he noted that the eastern sky was already
breaking into light shades of white and soft pink.

“Red sky in the morn, sailors be warned”

He was standing at the upper end of a
makeshift runway, an opening cut from the trees and lined on all
four sides. His eyes, now more accustomed to the darkness, scanned
the half-mile open area before him trying to spot any large animals
that may have wandered into the landing area. A 100-pound deer
would be no match for a C-130 but a herd would cause serious damage
to the landing gears. The ship would need to get in and out quickly
soon after daylight so time was critical.

The boss stood watching, waiting, and
listening. The eastern sky turned lighter and the landing field
before him grew clearer and more distinct in dawn’s first shadows.
Checking his watch, the boss turned back toward the group of men
and called “Let’s get the runway lights fired up. Ed? You and Lenny
load that guy in the back of the pickup. The rest of you get out
there on the field and fire up the pots.”

With a scuffle of footsteps in dry straw,
four men came out of the woods and headed off in assigned
directions along the landing strip. A few moments later, the oil
burning pots were blazing in an outline of the field and the acrid
smell of diesel fuel corroded the fresh morning smells. Moments
later the men returned to the boss’s side and waited with him, each
one’s eyes looking at the horizon, each one’s ears listening for
what was to come.

The boss heard the first low, grumbling turbo
prop engine sounds. All eyes were now on the sky searching through
the resounding echoes of aircraft engines and trying to determine
from which direction they came. One man finally pointed eastward
and said, “There she is, coming right out of the rising sun."

The C-130’s belly, painted black for night
stealth, was easy to spot against the backdrop of the early dawn
light. This was a plane painted for night runs into tight jungles
and short landing strips. Each man watched it perform a little
ballet as it circled the area. The boss removed a hand held radio
from his belt and pressed the send switch. “We’re here. You are
clear to land.”

On cue, the aircraft flew further out then
banked and lined up its nose toward the runway. Moments later with
wheels almost touching the grassy surface, the ship nosed up
slightly, flared its wings like a landing duck and then touched
down in an explosion of grass, red dust and rocks. You could hear
the huge props reverse into the wind with a whistle, and the ship
slowed to a full stop in less than 2,000 feet, which was more than
enough considering the clearing, was 3,200 in a pinch.

The pilot spun the nose gear steering control
with his left hand and the plane started a slow one-eighty turn and
then faced into the rising sun from which it had come. With outside
vision at zero from the dust cloud, the pilot watched the ship’s
console compass spin and he settled the needle on 134 degrees.
Satisfied with his position, he cut power to the inboard engines
and the thunder weakened to a deaf roar. He would leave the two
outboards running at 20 percent because there was no fuel crisis or
any other reason to risk a restart of all four engines. With
finality, he locked the brakes, checked the overhead gauges, and
then let his eyes scan the tree line outside looking for the
signal. It was not long in coming.

From the shadows of the tree line on the
right side of the runway, a small light beam flashed once, then
twice and then once more. The pilot reached to an overhead panel,
flipped a switch off and on, three times. The plane’s running
lights flashed in accordance.

Boss watched the plane return his signal,
tucked the flashlight away in a pocket and turned to the others
with a tone of authority, "Okay. Let's get going and everyone keep
your eyes open. I don’t want any more trouble tonight."

Eyes alert and wary, the pilot watched a pair
of vehicle headlights glare on from the woods and then start toward
him. A third and smaller vehicle followed the parade. He cut power
back further on the left side engine, leaving the main right idling
then reached for the intercom mike and said, “It’s clear. Open the
rear cargo doors.”

A voice over the electronic box replied “Got
it; doors open.”

When the rear door, which also served as
loading ramp, was fully open and down, two heavy pickup trucks
backed to the bottom of the ramp and a yellowish green warehouse
forklift puffed to a stop at the base. A dark figure of a man from
the left truck stepped out and then up the ramp of the C-130. “Any
problems?” he asked the load handler.

“Nothing serious, we had to dive down to the
water a couple of times when they hit us with radar but we lost
them easy enough. What about you?”

Boss looked at the covered crates stacked and
strapped in the center of the cargo bays. An idea gleamed in his
mind. “We have a small problem. I got a passenger for you to take
back.”

The man shook his head. “No deal there. We
did not bargain on taking any passengers. It’s your problem. You
deal with it.”

Boss turned to the waiting trucks outside and
motioned. Three men got out, walked up the ramp, and stood quietly
waiting. Pointing to the wooden pallets, he barked, “Bring the fork
up and let’s get started.”

As the men started working with the cargo, he
turned back to the load handler and said, “Just take our passenger
and drop him off someplace out of the way. He’s out cold and hog
tied so there will not be any trouble.”

The load handler took a deep breath of the
morning air, sighed, and then nodded agreement. Boss signaled two
more men on the other truck. It wasn’t long before they appeared at
the bottom of the plane's ramp dragging a body clumsily up the
ramp. The loadmaster watched then shook his head in disgust and
pointed. “Put him over there and strap him down good to an empty
pallet. I don’t want any troubles.”

He turned back to Boss and asked, “Where do I
drop him off?”

Boss smiled and said, “Drop him off over the
water someplace from about 5,000 feet. Don’t bother offering him a
parachute because this one we don’t want coming back to bother us
again.”

Okay, now let’s get this ship unloaded but
remember, there will be an extra charge for helping you solve this
problem.”

The man nodded. “Can’t expect anything less
so just do it and you’ll get your fair share for the trouble. We
got the rest of it covered from this end.”

***

Six hours later and 35 miles out over the
Gulf of Mexico, the black-bellied C-130 was clipping waves at 50
feet, once again avoiding detection by the New Orleans Radar
stations. The loadmaster, now in the co-pilot seat, nodded at the
pilot "It’s as good a place as any."

The pilot turned and raised an eyebrow. “Here
at this altitude? We’re too low.”

The loadmaster unlocked his seat harness and
stood. “Just fly the ship and let me take care of the rest. That
sucker doesn’t stand a chance. He's tied up and at this speed he’ll
pop open like a watermelon when he hits the water."

The pilot nodded. “Yea, and even if he don’t,
he’s fish food, any way you look at it.”

The rear cargo door opened slowly when the
handler pressed a release button on the side panel then another and
the heavy wooden pallet with the man strapped securely on top,
rolled rearward slightly. With one foot, the handler shoved at the
crate and it skittered out the rear door, disappearing over the
side of the lowered ramp. The handler punched another button and
the door started closing.

“Fish food,” he mumbled as the green “Door
Secure” indicator light on the operation panel flashed. “He’s
nothing but fish food.”

***

The 28-foot charter fishing boat, “Barber
Ann” was sailing north at 20 knots when the skipper first heard the
sounds of an approaching aircraft. The sounds were odd, low and
deep, which could only mean the bird, was skimming the wave tops.
In moments, it appeared as a looming black bird on the horizon and
grew quickly into a huge aircraft. The pilot had the bird moving at
a dangerously high speed for such lack of altitude.

The thunder of the four turboprop engines
shook his small boat when the plane swished past forward of their
position. The second mate cried aloud, “God all mighty. I could
have reached out and touched the wings of that thing. Why are they
flying like that?”

The skipper picked up the marine radio mike,
turned to his second in command and said, “Drug runners. No other
reason for all that dangerous flying.”

The mate nodded and watched the aircraft grow
smaller as it moved away into the western sky. At the last possible
moment, he saw something drop away from the rear of the plane and
then fall to the water below. “Did you see that, Skipper?”

“I saw it.” Into the radio mike he said, “New
Orleans Coast Guard Radio? This is 9-4-4-6. Do you copy over?”

A scratchy voice spilled back over the boat’s
speaker and replied, “Roger 9446. We copy you solid S5. What can we
do for you?”


Chapter 2

Gail Synerson hated the Bruce Willis movie
“The Sixth Sense.” Yet, she had watched it at least a dozen times
in the theaters and then a dozen more after it became available at
Video Rental. One night, she found two copies at Wally World on DVD
for “9.99 each and bought them. She did not have to explain her
actions to anyone because she was not married, she lived alone, and
her parents had died many years before.

One could call her condition whatever they
wanted, but only Gail knew, or at least found out later, her
addiction to this one movie was not a condition. It was a preview
to future events.

“I can see dead people.”

Gail came close to spilling the beans about
her psychic ability to a co-worker. One morning her staple gun was
not working so she borrowed one from the cubicle next door. When
she used it, a vision of the co-worker and her co-worker's
boyfriend flashed through her mind. She could see them seated in a
posh restaurant and sipping wine. They had gone overboard by
sipping more than eating and had to call a cab for the ride home.
She also saw them later that evening but she was not going to
mention any of that. Instead, she returned the stapler and asked,
“Did you and Mark have fun last night?”

“Oh, gosh yea, we went to… hey, wait a
second, I have not told anyone this morning about that. Were you at
the Green Jacket last night?”

“Yes, and then I was peeking in your bedroom
window at midnight thanks to your staple gun just now.”

Such slipups didn’t happen often, because as
a child, she had learned to keep things under her hat. She assumed
the daydreams and pretty pictures playing in her mind were
perfectly normal. She thought everyone could touch an object and
see visions of where that person had been. Gail once touched her
mother’s dress and saw the sales clerk wrapping it in white paper
and putting it in a shopping bag. What took Gail longer in life to
understand was how the bad visions and mixed emotions she saw were
not always true in some cases. For example, her mother once found
her playing with a kitchen knife and scolded, “If you ever do that
again, I’m going to chop your fingers off.” The lie was in the
visions but it took Gail many years before she understood how her
mom was afraid of her getting cut with the sharp blade and thus,
she had lied to instill fear, a protective lie, the proverbial
white lie, used in behavioral training.

As a young teen, Gail could see visions of a
person having fun at the beach the week before, or she could see
another person, at the same beach, watching their best friend
attacked by a shark. Unlike the boy in the movie, Gail did not see
dead people outright. She saw events and felt emotions from objects
belonging to people who had already died. There were no direct
messages from the dead but the movie filled her with questions, so
she watched it repeatedly, searching for the answers.

Gail’s first glimpse of Whispering Pines
Estate happened the night she was digging through her purse for
change to tip the pizza delivery boy. Her finger tapped an old
nickel in the change compartment and suddenly there it was in her
mind. A huge beautiful house, “No wait, it’s too large to be a
house. It’s a mansion” she realized. A southern plantation styled
mansion but she could sense this mansion was a replica and not the
real McCoy.

The face of the massive home was white with
yellow shutters and huge bay windows draped from the inside. The
time was recent because a gray Corvette Convertible sat in the
driveway out front. She did not know much about cars but she knew a
Corvette when she saw one, but most disturbing of all was “Where
have I seen this place before?”

“My name is Gump, Forrest Gump, and I live in
Green bow, Alabama.”

“That’s it” she realized happily. “That’s got
to be where I saw this place before, only the one in this vision is
larger, a bit more majestic, but it’s still similar.”

After the pizza deliveryman left, she dumped
all her coins, going through them one at a time, until she found
the nickel again. It was an old buffalo nickel like one from a coin
collection at the museum. She squinted at the date and read 1915.
“Wow, I bet this thing could be worth five dollars, maybe
more.”

She put the nickel in the open palm of her
right hand and closed her fingers around it. “Okay nickel. What do
you have to show me about this beautiful place?”

The mansion appeared once again only this
time the car parked in the drive was much larger, one of the old
monster boats she remembered from a black and white movie or two.
Two people were getting out of the car in the vision, a man and
woman. The man was holding the passenger door open, helping the
woman out. She’s beautiful and her name is Claudia. Gail sensed
joy, feelings of elation and warmth flowing from her. She’s just
married this man, Veal, and they are returning home after their
honeymoon.

From the man Gail sensed similar feelings
including an incredible depth of love for his new bride. The front
door opened and out stepped another beautiful woman, Abatha, she
was Claudia’s sister, and that’s when things in Gail’s vision went
south.

Emitting from Abatha was an overwhelming
feeling of rage, hatred, jealousy, and even darker came the intent
to kill. Abatha was going to murder the young couple who were
exiting the car and she was going to kill them that night, but why?
Because the man, the man she truly loved, had spurned her
attractions, fallen in love, and eloped with her older sister,
Claudia. It was too late now to have him, thus, Abatha would be
sure that nobody would ever have him or Claudia again.

Gail opened the palm of her hand and let the
nickel fall to the floor at her feet. It rolled almost into her toe
and she jumped back to avoid any further contact with the coin.

***

People once said the invention of radio would
put newspapers out of business. Thirty years later they claimed the
invention of television would put radio out of business, and thirty
years after that they shouted how the World Wide Web would destroy
print newspapers and make radio and television obsolete. Nobody has
bothered to tell the City/State news section employees of the
Carolina Publishing Company to take a layoff notice and go home but
human nature seldom worried about the odds against it. Every niche
had its place to operate beside the other and no group of niches
could gang up on it and destroy the medium.

That train of thought missed the boat with
the “grunt forces of Carolina Publishing. At first glance,
the newsroom workers seemed calm and orderly, everyone seated at a
desk and working quietly at a computer monitor. The mindset of such
an operation was mass, organized confusion with copy boys running
about and reporters blasting through the door screaming to
““Stop the Presses.”“ The reality was that the presses never
stopped because the process was constant and around the clock.
There are no real deadlines. If one story wasn’t ready for inking
or publishing on a web page, another would shift forward and the
story would go to the back of the line.

Technology also shifted home delivery systems
but there will always be a newspaper tossed onto the front porch
and at the same moment a computer screen in the living room scrolls
headlines. In the den, a television set tuned in to CNN or MSNBC
would be showing news clips. The entire process is like one huge
dysfunctional family where everyone demands full and unconditional
attention but no one gets it all.

“Hey, Chuck?” Gail Synerson’s voice chimed
from the opposite side of the office divider. “Would you check the
number seven story that Marty put in the Business Section and see
what you think?”

Chuck Veal, his mind, glued to his work, only
registered half the request from next door. With a twinge of
consternation for being interrupted, he shouted back “Okay, Gail.
Give me a second.”

After typing one last sentence into his work,
he closed the screen. “What was I supposed to do for her? How could
I forget that quickly?”

Just a few seconds ago, her soft, feminine
voice had asked him to check some file or other but one brain cell
in his head missed the catch. The computer “I.T.” people would call
the condition “buffer overflow.” A Doctor would call it
“short-term memory loss caused by intense preoccupation with
other matters.” No matter what one called it, the diagnosis by
either professional would cost an arm and a leg.

Such mental hiccups happen often when Chuck
is busy. It’s like looking at a clock to check the time then ten
seconds later, having to look again. Something failed to register
in the brain because not all the data got through. The information
saved is useless because what good is it to remember looking at a
clock but not remembering what it read.

Taking a deep breath and holding it a bit
longer than normal, Chuck leaned back in the office chair,
interlocked his fingers behind his head, and looked up at the tiled
ceiling. He started counting the all too familiar ceiling blocks
performing a mindless rote that helped clear mental data jams.

Around tile number seven, he leaned forward
and let the tip of one finger punch menu item number seven on the
screen. Seven was the result of the mind game and for reasons
unknown, it felt right and comfortable.

The monitor filled with neatly blocked and
formatted words including a dark bold font headline across the top
that read, "Farm Machinery Goes High Tech.”

His trained eye checked the first paragraph
of copy looking for something that might shake loose what Gail had
asked him to check. When nothing disturbed his proofreader’s sixth
sense he wondered, “Did she say seven, or eleven?

He read two more paragraphs, just to be sure,
but the text looked discreet and proper with nothing out of context
or grammatical rules. He leaned back in his chair again and yelled,
“Gail? Did you say file seven?”

A soft, southern accented voice spoke
unexpectedly from behind him, “You don’t have to yell. I’m standing
right here.”

His body jerked at the sound of her voice
sending him and the chair into a crude solo performance of amazing
feats of balance and dexterity. Gail grabbed the back of the chair
and helped steady it but she wasn’t in time to stop his flying
fingers from banging around the keyboard and inserting the letters
“JJJJJJJ” into paragraph three.

Assured that a full backwards flip wasn’t
imminent, Chuck swiveled around looking up at Gail. He took a calm
breath, hoping his eyes were not bugging, and said “Darn, Gail.
Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

It wasn’t entirely her fault though. He’d
threatened for years to rearrange his office so people entering
wouldn’t do so while his back was turned. Space and size
restrictions forced the current layout of crammed space including a
computer desk, printer, file cabinet, miniature refrigerator and
just enough other stuff to drive an asset inventory manager insane.
Translation; he could not sit facing the door.

The good news was that such an arrangement
kept distractions from traffic outside in the hallway down to a
minimum. If one could call long narrow open spaces between cubicles
a real hallway.

Gail smiled and said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t
mean to spook you.”

Chuck swiveled the chair back around to the
screen and deleted the typos. With that finished, he swiveled back
to face the short, beautiful woman poised just inches away. Her
soft, olive colored eyes danced with a mixture of fear and humor.
She was smiling that killer smile he hated as her boss, but loved
as a man. It was not just the smile, but also her presence that
caused something inside him to turn soft and mushy. She was the
first and only woman on earth who could do that to him.

“I didn’t hear you come in. I thought you
were still on the other side of the wall.”

“Sorry, I would have knocked on the door but
you don’t seem to have one.”

Chuck smiled and had to search for clear
thoughts. She was an eyeful this day, wearing a modest but short
yellow dress that was snug fitting enough to highlight her petite
figure without advertising a lack of modesty. Her long dark brown
hair, pulled back in a ponytail and flipped forward over one
shoulder, seemed to glow. Everything about her literally glowed
even in the harsh glare of the overhead office lights including her
face, a beautiful face complimented by high, Indian cheekbones on a
background of silky smooth crème complexion.

Noticing his stare, Gail looked down at the
front of her clothing. “What? Is the zipper open? Did I spill
coffee on my dress?”

Chuck pried his eyes away and said, “I’m
sorry, I was trying to remember something and I happened to be
looking in your direction.”

It was a lie and she probably knew it but
protocol demanded white fibs of that nature. To Chuck, the most
remarkable thing about her, was not only how strikingly beautiful
she was, but the innocent way in which she seemed to carry it about
so unaware. She did not flash and flaunt around like a few of the
other female employees who sought attention by any means available.
More often than not, that meant wearing the shortest skirt or
lowest cut blouse on the floor but Gail was different. She was
genuinely oblivious that her beauty knocked the socks off most men
without antagonizing other women. To sum her up, Chuck called on
the famous words of Lewis Grizzard. This woman, standing before
him, could “rip a man’s heart out and stomp that sucker flat.”

Chuck asked, “Did you say file seven?”

“Number seven. Yes.”

Chuck still could not remember what she
wanted him to check so he took a delaying action and asked, “How
long have you been in this department?”

“About six months why, are you going to dump
me back in advertising where I came from?”

“What? Lord no. I didn't realize it has been
that long since you came in with us?”

In her best, southern belle voice Gail
teased, “Well, oh my, I do reckon’ so. Isn’t it amazing how time
flies when you’re working hard?” Switching to a more serious
business tone she asked, “Do you agree that we need to move, shake,
or bend dear Marty into steering this article back to the Magazine
section?”

“I’d rather set fire to my hair than try and
bend Marty around. It is rather odd he put that article in the
Business section though.”

Gail stepped around the chair to his side and
said, “Robby’s article is the usual stuff, humor and human
interest. It should go where it normally does, in the entertainment
section or the Sunday Magazine. Do you suppose he hit the wrong key
or something on the computer while placing it?”

“It’s not our call. We just bang out the city
and State news but Marty decides where to run it. It could be an
error on his part. It wouldn’t hurt much to ask.”

Gail stepped back and around behind the chair
again out of immediate view. There was no room in the office to
stand anywhere else. Chuck stared longer at the article but had to
stop when he saw her reflection in the monitor glass and sheepishly
took advantage of the view.

When some mental itch warned him that she was
noticing, he forced his eyes away. Why had he moved her from
advertising to his department? Because of her personality and
beauty or was it her ability to join his work team and
contribute?

He needed a distraction and repeated aloud
“Six months? Has it been that long?”

“Yes, it’s been that long. I’m glad you
finally noticed.”

“Did you know there’s been talk from the
bosses upstairs about syndication for Robby?”

Her eyes lowered slightly. “I wouldn’t doubt
it. He’s good...informative and funny...he can capture a reader who
wouldn’t stick around otherwise with a boring topic.”

“Yea, they keep reading just to see what’s
coming next.”

Her eyes returned to Chuck and held steady
there. “I guess syndication would be the next advance in career for
such a promising journalist.”

“Are you jealous, Gail?”

“Jealous? Well, yea, maybe a little. Still,
I’m glad to see someone getting into syndication and if anybody
around here deserves it, Robby does.”

Chuck, seated at his desk eyelevel with
Gail’s waist, put her inches away, and alluring. Unable to stall
her any longer, Chuck said, “I’ll get with Marty and see if he did
this by mistake or what.”

“It’s like you said, Chuck. We don’t decide
where to put a story but we should bring a possible error to his
attention. Putting his article in the Business section is wasting a
good piece like this on the money changers.”

“Yea, but rich, dirty old men in charge of
billion-dollar factories need something funny to read like the rest
of us. Marty might be offering them something to smile about
between number crunches.”

Gail shook her head, “Who knows about such
things? Do you want me to check upstairs with Jan?”

“No, if Marty has already decided then
anything else we suggest is a lost cause but I’ll talk to him about
it before lunch to be sure.”

She turned to leave the office but Chuck
stalled her again. “Gail, I may be leaving work this afternoon
early and I will not be back until Monday. I've been trying to call
my brother for a couple of days including last night and now all
morning, but I don’t get an answer. If I still haven’t heard from
him by two or three o’clock I’m going to ride down to Georgia and
check on things.”

Gail’s eyes sparked at the word Georgia.

”Don’t touch the nickel again…step back…step
back.”

“Well Chuck, is it normal for him to be off
like that, just a couple of days? My sister will sometimes drop off
the earth for a week without calling me.”

Chuck shook his head. “It’s not like him at
all. I’ve about worn out the circuits calling his house because his
cell isn’t in service. I guess he dropped it into a saw at the
timber mills or something. An hour ago, I reached some new guy at
his lumber mill office, Thompson I think he said. He’s the crew
boss. He told me that Matt is out of town on business but he has no
idea how to reach him.”

“He is your oldest brother and a grown,
single man who doesn’t have to file a report with anyone. If he
wants to go, then he goes, right?”

The tone of Gail’s remarks flared something
inside his already sensitive feelings. There was more to the
seriousness of Matt’s disappearance than he was telling her, so he
did not want or need, Gail to be reassuring without full knowledge
of the situation.

“You don’t know Matt like I do, Gail. We’re
close...real close. His cell phone has one of those calling plans
where we can talk all the time and it doesn’t cost anything for
long distance. We talk at least once a week or more. We haven’t
talked now in about a week. I know something is wrong or he would
be in touch by now. I also know that if he went out of town on
business, he would have called me first and it’s for damn sure he
would keep his cell phone turned on.”

Gail, sensing his efforts to control his
temper, switched to emotional tiptoe and asked, “Have you called
anyone besides Matt’s employee at the Mill? What about a relative
or neighbor, how about a friend or girlfriend?”

“I called the West Creek County Sheriff’s
office looking for an old friend of ours who works there. He was
out, so I asked for a Deputy or somebody there to run by Matt’s
place and check. The Sheriff called back yesterday and said the
same thing Thompson told me on the phone. Matt is out of town on
business. I don’t know who Matt’s girlfriend is these days and we
don’t have any other relatives in the area. My PDA blew up a few
weeks ago so I lost all the phone numbers and stuff of his other
friends and business associates down there.”

Gail bit her lower lip and stood watching the
floor wax fade while in deep thought. Chuck added, “I don’t think
the Sheriff gives a damn, but I know something is wrong.”

Gail fidgeted with her hands “Well? Tomorrow
is Friday and we can cover for you. Maybe you should take a long
weekend, run down to Georgia, and see what’s going on.”

“Like I said, I may try to leave this
afternoon. If we could push it hard and finish up my work early
that is.”

“We would have to push it?” Gail said with
emphasis on “we.”

“Well, okay. I will have to push it hard but
I know you wouldn’t lean back and just watch me doing all that hard
work alone, would you?”

Her smile returned and she teased, “If the
boss wants something done then I do it. It’s full steam ahead and
all that stuff.”

Perhaps under normal circumstances, he would
have never uttered it aloud, but the words fell out of his mouth
long before his brain put up a stop sign. “Why don’t you go with
me? There’s a bit more to his missing than I’ve told you about yet.
I could use your investigative curiosity and skills down
there.”

“Don’t touch the nickel rolling at your
feet... step back... step back”

Sometimes ideas come from beneath piles of
mental trash, and sometimes they fly out of thin air. Such was the
second one when Chuck’s notion struck and his unsecured tongue
flapped. Now, his actions were setting off red flags, sirens, and
no doubt a future headache.

To Chuck, Gail’s expression had turned to
fear? Whatever it was, he realized it wasn’t pleasant. “What on
earth inspired me to do this, to invite her to go with me knowing
what it’s going to sound and look like? We’ve hardly known each
other for six months.”

Gail seemed oblivious to everything for a few
seconds, almost trance like, which deepened his fears. You jerk,
why not just invite her to a hotel room for a night? She’s going to
think either idea leads to the same results. Now back pedal boy and
get your butt out of this crack. You probably just violated a half
dozen sexual harassment laws.

Just as suddenly as it started, her
expression cleared and she asked “West Creek County, Georgia?”

“How did you know that, Gail? Have I
mentioned it’s my home before?”

“I guess so, Chuck. How else would I have
known?

“Don’t touch the nickel again…step back…step
back.”

She smiled and nodded, some great burden of
decision resolved. “I’ve always wanted to see that part of Georgia.
I’ve never been in the heart of redneck country before. Maybe I
should just follow you down in my car.”

More often than we care to admit, most of us
don’t always listen to our common sense when it speaks and no
doubt, this was such a time for Chuck. He added gas to the fire.
“There’s a spare bedroom at Matt’s house and you can stay there.
I’ll grab a bunk out at the mill or something. I could use your
help down there. Every bone in my body says something is
wrong.”

Gail stood, expressionless and biting her
lower lip. Chuck was about to explode from the gut wrenching fear
in his stomach.

The floor seemed to shake beneath Chuck and
his tongue suffered massive brake failure while going downhill.
“No, we can ride together and besides, rednecks are stereotyped,
good old boys. In truth, they’re nothing but true southern
gentlemen. Many of them do drive pickup trucks and some even chew
tobacco but few will fail to open a door for a lady or stop and
help a motorist in distress.”

Gail, staring at him with some adverse
twinkle in her eyes, nodded. “I know, Chuck, I’m from North
Carolina, not New York City.”

He grinned and relaxed but a second wave
struck and his mouth started another round of excited jabber. “Matt
could be called a Redneck I guess, but people have tagged anything
southern as also being redneck and that’s simply not true. Anyway,
you’ll like rural Georgia except for the heat, humidity, gnats and
mosquitoes. Everything else is great. If we have enough time on the
way back, I’ll take you through the mountains of North Georgia.
I’ll bet you didn’t know that North Carolina and Georgia share a
border. You can drive from Georgia directly into North Carolina and
skip over South Carolina entirely.”

Gail openly amused at Chuck’s rambling
banter, thought he might be about to ask her to the senior prom.
She looked into his eyes and said, “Really? I didn’t know
that.”

Every instinct in his mind shouted out “Okay
Chucky, you’ve got her, now shut up.” Of course that thought
process didn’t occur until milliseconds after his mouth fell back
into forward gear and drove him onward and deeper into idiot land.
“Many people don’t, probably because who the heck cares? Anyway, I
do need to go check on my brother and having you along for help and
company would be great. It’s only about a four hour drive from
here.”

Gail’s eyes were now bright lights of
curiosity, adventure, and caution. “Okay, but let’s not tell
anybody. You know how office rumors go. If I'm promoted, I don’t
want any negative chatter about how I got the promotion after a
weekend adventure with the boss to Georgia.”

Therefore, she did think that at first. What
woman wouldn’t?

Chuck nodded. “I’ll go up and see Marty in a
few minutes. I’ll also mention this article and see if he will bend
under the pressures of female intuition.”

“Chuck? What will we tell everyone when we
get back? What excuse will we use for being off on the same day?
Even worse, what will you tell our boss?”

A scene from the movie “The Hunt for Red
October” by Tom Clancy flashed before Chuck’s mind. It was a
scene where the Russian crew is underwater, singing their National
Anthem loudly. Since stealth and silence are required of
submarines, the ship’s second in command is worried that the
Americans might hear the sounds of their voices over their
underwater listening devices. He points this out to the Captain,
played by Sean Connery, who looks about the control room area with
a serious expression on his face for a moment, and then his
expression turns to amusement. He smiles at his chief officer and
says, “Let them sing.”

Chuck looked up at Gail, smiled, and said,
“Let them sing.”

“Oh, they’ll sing” Gail laughed
nervously.

“So, what do we tell Marty? That we have an
undisclosed source who spotted Elvis living in a trailer park near
Macon?”

“Chuck, you better tell him something he
might not believe.”

“That’s right. I forgot Marty is an avid
Elvis hunter. I’ll tell him that you and I are going away for a
romantic weekend.”

There, now I’ve said it to let her know I had
thought of the same thing too.

Gail teasingly smirked. “He would never
believe that because everyone in the office knows you are not a
sexist pig. But just in case, be sure you don’t put me on the
promotion list too quick after we get back.”

The comment had an uncomfortable bite for
some reason but he smiled and said, “I hope that wasn’t blackmail.
If I manage to convince him to give us some time off, should I pick
you up at your place or meet you back here?”

A mental image flashed before their eyes of
him and Gail standing in the company parking garage, moving
suitcases from her car to his. “No, that’s not good. I can pick you
up somewhere. Your place would be fine but you’ll need to divulge
the secret path to your castle and the safest way across the
moat.”

He reached for a sticky note pad on his desk
and handed it to her. She said, “It’s out near King’s Mountain. I’m
about five blocks off I-85. Just let me know what time, so I can
pack a few knives and a couple of guns.”

She finished writing, handed him the paper,
waved and walked out of the office and returned to her own cubicle.
She sat down and tried to get immediately back to work but
something inside kept yelling.

“Don’t touch the nickel…step back…step
back”

Chuck sat staring at the space Gail had just
vacated feeling stunned and excited, all in one emotion. It was
true he was seriously worried about Matt, and the concern grew
deeper by the hour, but it was also true he could use her intuition
and instincts down in Georgia to help find him. He was honestly not
using Matt as an excuse to drag her off into a weekend of stealthy
romance.

“Is any of this here cock ‘n’ bull story
getting through that little blue bonnet of yours?” Foghorn Leghorn
cried.

Chuck realized there was one lie involved,
no, not a lie, it was more like a failure to tell the entire truth.
And nothing but the truth, so help you God.

Okay, so he would need to get around to
filling her in on the rest soon. Maybe he would tell her after they
were about half way to Georgia or something. Now that is cruel,
Chucky!

Chuck realized there was a ton of work to
finish if he and Gail were going to get out by 2:00 pm or so. He
swiveled back to the computer, reopened his work sheet, and tried
to regain the previous concentration from before the episode with
Gail. “Why am I holding back all the information she needs to know
about the trip? Would she back out for sure if she knew ahead of
time, before we left?”

Again, Chuck strained to concentrate on the
computer screen. “There’s no danger for her at all, and besides, it
doesn’t matter, she’s going to go back to her office and think
about this, then send me a message of apology that some Aunt or
cousin was sick, then she would have to bow out of the trip.

“I can’t believe I found the gall to ask her
to go with me down there, but the biggest shock of all was when she
agreed knowing how it looked on the surface.

Break is over! Back to work.

“Okay, where was I?”

“Don’t forget, she can back out at a moment’s
notice. I just bet she’s going to change her mind; just wait and
see.”

Chuck gave up, saved the file on the
computer, and then pushed away from the desk and stood. “First I
have to get permission for both of us to leave work. And regardless
of whether she goes with me or not, I’ve got to get down there and
find out where Matt has wandered off to.”

Chuck stepped out of his cubicle and into the
narrow hall area, turning left toward the elevator. As he passed
the opening to Gail’s office he saw her seated behind her own desk,
a desk situated facing the doorway, which seemed odd compared to
his own. She waved and mouthed the words “Good luck!”

Luck, he wouldn’t need luck to get Marty’s
permission for a day off from work. He had over a month of vacation
time due already. If Marty said no then he would simply threaten to
file for vacation and take it at once, all six weeks he had on the
books. That would rock Marty’s boat well enough to shake lose a day
and a half off the job for him and Gail. With pay... with
pay...

The short elevator ride up to the third floor
was brief enough. Another woman employee had stepped into the car
with him at the last second. Once the door closed, the machine gave
a short lurch upward, and started to move. The woman, apparently
not pleased with such rides, gasped slightly. Chuck said “Don’t you
wish the floors in these things were made of glass so we could look
down and see everything below?”

The woman got off on the second floor without
so much as a glance or a smile back at Chuck. He thought, sourpuss,
no sense of humor.

Chuck walked into the Senior Editor’s office
by passing through a real door. It’s a door of sight, a door of
mind, next stop, the Twilight Zone.

The brown eyed, light skinned man behind the
desk looked up, shook his head, and said, “The answer is no. It’ll
be the same answer you’ll get tomorrow and the day after that.
Anything beyond that time frame we’ll discuss later.”

Chuck smiled. “Okay. Then I don’t need to ask
if you want the winning numbers for tomorrow’s power ball
lottery?”

Marty looked up and grinned. “Now that might
get you a yes. What’s on your mind this morning?”

“Two things; first, one of my people thinks
that Robby’s story on file seven doesn’t belong in the Business
section so I was wondering if you put it there by accident or
what?”

Marty looked at him questionably and shook
his head side to side. “It’s no mistake. What is number two? I’m
having a bad ‘no’ day so bear with me.”

Chuck held his palms outward. “Then I’ll say
no more and we’ll just call in sick tomorrow and surprise you.”

Marty lowered his head and peered out across
the upper rim of the eyeglasses atop his nose, and asked, “We? Who
are we? Nobody takes off work on a Friday around this place. If you
drop dead of a heart attack, then you can come in two hours late
but that’s it.”

“Look, Marty. I know it’s not a good day to
be taking off, but I need to go check something in Georgia. My
brother, Matt, hasn’t answered his cell, house, or business phone
in almost two days. Also, there are some other things he and I
discussed in the last few weeks and now it worries me. I need to
take Gail Synerson along with me. She’s a good investigator and I
could use the help in case something has gone sour down there for
Matt.”

With raised eyebrows, the editor paused,
rolled his eyes upward, and said, “Gail? You and Gail are going to
spend a weekend together. Do you think I’m going to order a female
employee to do that? For that matter don’t you think you should ask
her about this first?”

“No, Marty, it’s not what you think and
besides, she’s already agreed to go along and help. It’s important
that I get down there this weekend. She and I can wrap up our work
by 1:00 pm or so and get going. It’s only a four hour drive down
I-85 and over to highway 441. If any breaking stuff comes along
while we’re gone, the rest of our team can handle it or we can link
in with our laptops.”

Marty twirled the blue pen in his right hand
and sat thinking. “Is this serious stuff about your brother? What
did he get into?”

“I don’t know yet Marty. All I know for sure
is that he has disappeared and been out of reach now for almost two
days. Nobody from down there is telling me anything; even the cops
are giving me the run around. I’m worried and I need Gail to go
with me. As a stranger, she could snoop around better than I and
help find out what’s going on.”

“Okay, Chuck. I’ll let both of you have
tomorrow off but be back by Monday. Got it?”

He stood and smiled. “Thanks, Marty. I owe
you one.”

As Chuck reached the door, Marty called,
“Hey, Chuck? You don’t like Robby’s article where I put it?”

He shrugged and said, “It might be okay if
you let the headline suggest it’s not to be taken as a serious
piece for the business people. If you want to, give Gail a call.
She’s the one who tipped me off and she has some good suggestions
you may want to hear out. Whole thing is her idea just in case you
don’t like it or it’s my idea if you do.”

Marty smiled then said, “Okay. I might check
with her and see what’s on her mind. Ya’ll be careful down there
and good luck finding your brother. If you need anything...”

“Yes?” Chuck said smiling.

Marty shook his head and finished; “If you
need anything then I suggest you find a way to get it without
bothering me. Okay? Don’t forget to take your laptops with you. I
assume those redneck towns like yours have high speed Internet
access?”

“No. It’s pretty much rotary dial phones and
carrier mules.”

He waved and left the office. He stopped by
Gail’s desk. She was on the phone and pointed at the ceiling
letting him know that she was talking with Marty upstairs. He gave
her the okay sign and walked away.

“She’ll back out on me at the last second.
You just wait and see.” Chuck mumbled.


Chapter 3

Just before 2:00 pm, Chuck’s cell phone
beeped with a text message. The late hour shocked him because he’d
finally fallen back into his work. And couldn’t get up!

Scolding his ignorance of the late hour, his
first thought was Matt had finally sent a message. If he has sent a
message, will I cancel the trip with Gail or lie about it and we
drive on?

Quickly Chuck clicked open the cell phone
cover and checked the letter. It was from Gail.

Okay. Here it comes. Dear John, I don’t want
to go with you anymore to Georgia.

With some dread, he punched the message up
onscreen and read; “Leaving work right now for home. See you around
4:00 pm?”

His heart bounced twice off a rib or
something. He numbly hit the reply button and spent ten minutes
fumbling with the device’s awkward keypad, typing in “See you 4:00
pm. Bring laptop.”

At 3:49 pm, Chuck steered his Jeep into the
driveway of the address Gail had written on a sticky note earlier.
The backdrop view of her house held King’s Mountain in the
distance. It was a beautiful looking hunk of tree covered rock that
protruded several hundred feet out of the ground but from this far
away, it only seemed a few feet above the horizon. He cut the
engine and got out, half expecting no one to be home with maybe a
note on the door that read, “Sorry Chuck but I can't go. Have safe
trip and see you Monday at work.”

From the distance, he didn't see any notes or
paper taped to the door and before he could start walking toward
the porch, the door swung open and Gail stood there, dressed in a
neat soft green pants suit and holding a small suitcase in her left
hand. He waved and she waved back, motioning one finger in the air
and mouthing the word “one minute.” Then she vanished back into the
doorway.

Glancing about, he noted the neat yards and
wondered if she hired the landscaping and lawn care or maybe had a
boyfriend who took care of everything. That thought, turned sour in
his mind and lingered until she was half way to the car before he
realized it.

He made a fast dash toward her with
intentions of carrying her luggage and laptop bag but by the time
he reached her, she was less than ten feet from the car and still
in full motion.

Chuck took her things and led her to the
passenger side doors of his Cherokee. He opened the back door and
placed her suitcase on the open seat. She said, “I better keep the
laptop up front with us. It has wireless access for the open
road.”

He shook his head and said, “Turn it off. We
don’t want the office bothering us now do we?”

She laughed. “I do hope that was a joke.”

“Well Gail, if Marty calls us to come back to
work then it’s your fault entirely.”

He closed the rear door then deftly opened
the front door for her. She got in and watched as he pushed the
door closed.

Moving around the front of the car, he
smelled engine heat and related fumes. “God I hope this crate
doesn’t break down. Did I forget to check the oil?”

Backing out of the driveway he asked, “Are
you hungry? We could stop and grab a bite to eat before we do any
serious road time.”

“I’m fine. I ate a salad when I first got
home but if you want something, we can stop. It’s your call.”

“A salad is hardly anything to eat so how
about a fat steak?” There a good place near Charlotte. It’s about
two hours down the road so why don't we wait and decide when we get
closer.”

They spent the first ten or so miles talking
about matters at work. Then Chuck remembered that his cell phone
battery was weak and needed recharging. He reached for the auto
charger plug and tried to find the insert socket on the phone while
stealing glances at the traffic ahead. Gail, seeing his struggle,
took the phone, the plug, and said, “I’ll get it. I hope I
remembered to bring the wall charger for mine.”

What she may have failed to notice was the
effect it had on Chuck when her soft hands had touched his and how
many skipped heartbeats it had caused. What Chuck could never
imagine was the effect it had on Gail for her to be holding his
phone while plugging it into the charger. Gail suddenly saw Chuck
sitting in his apartment a few weeks back, talking over the cell
with Matt. Matt was telling him something about their family
history and how, if he could find a way to prove it, that he and
Chuck would be the rightful owners of Whispering Pines Estate.

“Step back…step back…don’t touch the nickel
at your feet”

Trying not to be too obvious to Chuck that
she was holding the emotional equivalent of a hot potato, Gail
finished plugging in the cell charger and set the unit down in the
cup holder between the two front seats.

“Thanks” he said, not noticing how pale she
had become in the last thousand feet of the interstate.

A few moments later, Gail felt calm again and
managed to ask, “So what else can you tell me about your brother?
What if we drive up in his yard and he’s out back mowing the lawn
or something?”

“Here it comes, Chuck. She’s going to listen
to “the rest of the story” and then demand that you turn around and
take her home. Heck she might even demand you pull over right here
and let her out of the car.”

Chuck took a deep breath. “I hope he’s out
cutting grass or something so tame and simple, but there’s a lot
more that I better explain to you before we get too far out of
town, I just don’t know where to start.”

“Is he an axe murderer on the run from the
law?”

Chuck laughed. “Worse, he’s a timber baron
wiping out every spotted owl in the state.”

Gail pointed at the road ahead and said, “So
let’s hear it and remember that every journey of a thousand miles
starts with the first gallon of gas.” They laughed.

Chuck eased the Jeep into the left lane and
passed a couple of cars that were moving at less than the 75 mph
Jeep. Cops will usually let you get away with a few miles an hour
over the limit.

As they cleared the cars, Chuck hit the right
blinker and said “The last time I talked to Matt he was excited
about some new information on the family research he’s been doing
for a while. He told me he was about to break open an old
unresolved family matter but didn’t want to tell me too much over
the phone.”

“Oh, a mystery,” Gail said teasingly. “I love
intrigue and mystery. So a relative in your family is an axe
murderer?”

“No, mainly horse thieves and moonshine
runners, anyway, the intrigue of his not talking over the phone
were pretty much my feeling as well. I tried to push him into
saying more but he refused. I’d planned to get down there soon out
of curiosity alone but we’ve been so busy at work lately and
all.”

“Boy that’s a fact” she replied. “Do you
think this new information he found has anything to do with why
he’s not answering the phones?”

“I’m not sure about anything right now. Who
knows? My hometown is pretty weird and loaded with intrigue. One
can find just about anything down there if you look deep enough
under the surface, everything from crooked cops to rich self
centered families living in mansions on the outskirts of town. The
sort of people who own just about everything in sight and have
everyone important wrapped around their little fingers or in their
back pockets.”

Gail nodded. “I know the type of place you
mean. I grew up on the outskirts of Charlotte and that city isn’t
much different from most small towns. The Mayor washes the dirty
dishes of those who pay them under the table while members of the
city council mow the lawns outside. Same thing as small towns only
there are more people and greater money involved.”

“Sounds like an HBO movie or something” Chuck
said.

“The only person that washes my dishes is
“Maytag” and my grass gets cut by my boyfriend.”

Chuck almost choked. What else did he expect;
that a beautiful girl such as Gail didn't have a boyfriend? “Your
boyfriend lets you run off for a weekend with your boss?”

“He doesn’t know because I’m sneaking away.
However, yes, I have a boyfriend who cuts my lawn. He says we are
going to be married one day, just as soon as he gets his license to
drive.”

“Oh, you like them young do you?”

“Only the ones who charge me thirty- five
dollars to cut the grass then go home to their mother. Sammy is a
sweet boy but he has a crush on me. Did you see the condition of my
yards? He’s constantly working on them but refuses real pay.”

“Well I bet your real boyfriend is
jealous.”

“We broke up several months ago, so what
about the women in your life? Do you have problems remembering
which ones you’ve asked out on what night?”

“Right, well, my last girlfriend left me for
some cute fourteen year old boy that cuts grass for pretty ladies
who live alone.”

They laughed and then settled on less serious
topics for the next several hours including their conversation at
the food stop in Charlotte. They picked right back up where they
left off once back on the road and the talk flowed easily with no
sudden verbal stops or emotional trips down any side roads where
neither cared to venture.

Chuck was still in awe of the figure seated
beside him in the car. He glanced at the radio’s digital clock that
read 8:36 pm. His eyes glanced back to the highway in time to see a
road sign that read West Creek was fourteen miles ahead. He was
almost home.

The conversation with Gail had ended a half
hour earlier when she had fallen asleep, curled up in the seat
beside him. She was great company and fun to hear. Her lively
jabber kept things from going dull and her mouth was in constant
vocal motion. He loved every sound of her soft country voice,
rambling about anything and everything but now, except for the
normal hum of the engine and road noise, the inside the car had
fallen silent.

Chuck glanced away from the road and stared
at the raw beauty of the creature beside him. She was dazzling even
in the dim wash of the instrument lights. Why, he wondered, did I
buy a car with bucket seats like this one? She could be sitting
next to me with her head lying on my shoulder. My arm around
her...and... and...”

He let the thought fade away but his eyes
remained fixed on her beauty. He was glad she’d come and once savvy
to all the mystery of Matt’s disappearance, he was even happier she
hadn’t demanded he take her back home.

It was full dark outside and the headlights
illuminated the two-lane blacktop highway well enough. He enjoyed
night driving because things seemed to go smoother and there was
less traffic on the road. He seldom got sleepy behind the wheel. It
wasn’t likely to happen either, especially now, with Gail along in
the car and having talked away the worst of the boring miles as
they passed.

Chuck’s eyes had been away from the road
ahead too long staring at Gail. It was as though his driving duties
were totally forgotten the moment his eyes tracked over to her
face. The car’s right side tires roamed off the edge of the
pavement and the sudden bumpy ride on the rough right of way
snapped his trance and attention back to the business of driving.
He thought, if I keep this up, I’ll kill us both.

A few moments later, his eyes were back,
soaking in another long, inquisitive look. From deep inside he had
to admit he had never seen a more beautiful creature in his entire
life, and then the car tires slipped off the pavement a second time
in as many miles. His eyes shot back forward and gave witness to an
alarming scene up ahead. A deer herd was crossing, but they weren’t
moving quickly enough to clear the road.

Gail, startled awake by the car’s unusually
bumpy ride, or her sixth sense, sat up, then with eyes wide in
disbelief cried, “Chuck? Look out.” The herd froze in the car’s
headlights. Unlike other creatures of that size, these were light
sensitive to the point of paralysis and were now blocking the road
ahead.

With no obvious way to steer around or
through without striking one of the hundred pound animals at 60
mph, habit forced Chuck’s foot down hard on the brake pedal. He
knew there would be no stopping in time to avoid a collision so his
intent was to get as much speed off the car as he could before
impact.

The anti-lock brake system engaged against
the full force of his foot on the pedal and the seat belt retaining
mechanisms clanked loudly doing their jobs.

More from desperation than conscious
planning, Chuck kept looking for an out and saw it forming slowly.
A small opening had appeared between two of the light shocked
animals, a hole perhaps just large enough to get the car through
safely. He released the brakes, steered the car toward the space...
and prayed.

A top-heavy SUV such as his would not take
kindly to plowing over two or three animals the size of half-grown
cows. If such an accident didn’t kill him and Gail, it would create
extra problems for the weekend ahead. He had enough problems
already without adding a wreck to the list.

Chuck’s life didn’t flash before his eyes nor
did things move in slow motion. Stuff simply happened in the blink
of an eye as the car veered toward the space between two animals.
“Hit them at a glance and not direct,” Chuck’s mind screamed.

Two deer rolled off the passenger side of the
car and bounced away into the night. Then the hole before him
opened wider. The Jeep zipped through, skimming one of the
creatures on the butt and shoving it aside. Before them lay open
clear roadway only the Jeep was angled toward the grassy edge. To
try to correct it too quickly could send them rolling, and to not
correct at all might send them flaring off into the trees or worse,
into a deep drop off.

Chuck felt the front wheels hit the grass and
start to lose traction. His father, who had taught him to drive
many moons ago, had impressed on his skills a unique knowledge
about vehicle skids on clay-topped dirt roads. “When all else
fails, stomp the gas.”

Chuck floored the Cherokee. The centrifugal
force snapped the front of the car higher, which added more force
to the rear pulling wheels giving them extra traction. They broke
free and spun which turned the front of the car just enough to dig
into the grass, and this concludes today’s lesson on how to drive
like an idiot.

The Jeep sheered back toward the pavement and
Chuck was able to regain control. Keeping in mind, the Jeep was top
heavy, he let it slide down a not too sharply inclined embankment.
There, things and motions stopped. The world was still. There had
been no ear shattering crash sounds, no jolts or jerks, everything
simply stopped moving. Except for the idling engine, all was
quiet.

Chuck and Gail looked at one another, then
around outside in disbelief, realizing they were not upside down or
smashed against a tree and on fire. If the Jeep couldn’t pull back
up the slight incline, Chuck would engage the four-wheel drive and
that would get them back on the asphalt. Maybe there would be no
need to call a tow truck or the State patrol because there was no
real accident...no damage and therefore, no wreck.

Except for the car’s own headlights, the
highway was dark and empty in both directions.

Chuck turned to Gail and asked, “Are you
okay?”

“I’m shaken but not stirred. Were those deer
in the middle of the road?”

“Yea, they can be dangerous at night in this
part of the State.”

“I hadn’t noticed” Gail teased.

Chuck laughed and shook his head. “That was
my first experience with these new ABS brakes. I guess you could
say they work rather well. Remind me to write a nice article next
week about Lee Iacocca or something.”

“I can’t believe what those deer just
did.”

With a straight face Chuck replied, “That
ain’t nothing. Wait until you see what I just did.”

They laughed hard and long, more to relieve
tension than sour humor. Chuck wiped the tears from his eyes and
eased down on the gas pedal. The rear wheels spun then caught
traction and pulled the Cherokee up the incline. At the top, he
spun the wheel clockwise and straightened out on the roadway, then
pressed the gas and the car was back up to road speed quickly. “Fun
ride, want to go again?”

With a wary ear, he listened but heard
nothing coming from under the car or the hood that meant anything
broken. At least there were no shakes, pings, or knocks.

“I can’t believe we missed them,” he said
once convinced the car was in good working order. “God, there were
at least a dozen just standing around back there...drinking coffee
and shooting the breeze.”

“You did good driving back there Chuck. At
least, you didn’t kill anything or us. It’s a good thing you bought
this Oldsmobile don’t you think?”

“It’s a Grand Cherokee Jeep, Gail.”

“Cars are cars. Motor oil is motor oil. Where
did you learn to drive? New York City?”

“I learned on the farm, in an old pickup
truck. I was driving trucks and tractors before I was ten years
old. Those clay top roads were slicker than ice when it rained and
hard and dusty as concrete otherwise. You either learned to drive
with the flow or against it and sometimes you were just free to
spin the steering wheel and look busy while the truck went in
whatever direction it chose.”

“I’ll bet. Sort of like back there wasn’t
it?”

“No, back there was an expert piece of idiot
luck handling.”

Gail laughed. “I’ll take idiot luck any day
of the week. I learned to drive on my Uncle’s farm. The first time
I drove into town after getting my license, I hit a man who was
crossing the street. He walked in front of me. I found out later
what the crosswalks were supposed to mean.”

“Didn’t you see him quick enough?”

She shook her head sideways. “I honestly
didn’t see him until it was too late. I wasn’t going fast so he
wasn’t hurt or anything. He bounced right back up and yelled, “What
the heck is the matter with you, lady? Are you blind or
something?”

I yelled back, “Me? Blind? Hell, I hit you
didn’t I?”

Chuck roared with laughter and his already
tired, reddish eyes watered again with tears.

“I’m not fussing or anything” Gail said more
seriously “I’m just curious. Why did you leave the Interstate and
go this way? I would imagine a two-lane highway like this one is
more dangerous, especially at night, than the Interstate. Isn’t
it?”

“Not entirely. I always come this way.
Besides, you don’t get to see the real countryside if you’re locked
to the concrete jungle of an Interstate. It’s hard to get a feel
for an area if you zip through it at 70 mph.”

“Maybe so,” Gail said. “But you don’t have to
weave and swerve around deer herds often on the Interstate.”

“Don’t bet on it. The deer cross the road
wherever they please and they don’t care whether it’s a four-lane
highway or a logging path through the woods. If they got someplace
to go, then they go.”

“Is that woods around us now or swamp? I
can’t tell in the dark. I thought I saw some water back there
underneath the trees.”

Chuck pointed at the trees lining both sides
of the highway. “This? This is a farm and you are in the middle of
a row of crops. The water back there was probably a creek the
beavers dammed up or something. They are a real pain
sometimes.”

“What do you mean a farm? I don’t see any
corn or anything; just trees.”

“Yes, just trees and those trees are the
crops on the farm. Several large timber companies own this property
and they plant those hybrid trees as crops. Lot of money you’re
driving through right now. If you want to see real wild, natural
woods then I’ll take you there tomorrow.”

“I’ve seen the woods before, Chuck. It’s not
like I’m a big city girl or something. Like I told you earlier, I
grew up in North Carolina, not New York City. We do have woods in
North Carolina, you know.”

“Not like these around here. Some of these
are strange. Matt and his timber crews can tell you about some
weird stuff. They’ve had odd things happen while logging out an
area.”

“Yea we’ve got our share of so called Big
Foot sightings and haunted woods back home too. You know the type.
The haunted bridges, enchanted forest and stuff like that.”

“Which company owns all this property? I
haven’t seen so much as a house for the past few miles. All I’ve
noticed is trees and the occasional wild deer.”

Chuck laughed. “Most of this land coming up
ahead is either owned or leased by my brother and me. We have over
1600 acres of pine saplings that will be ready for harvest soon.
The rest we lease from private individuals. Timber is a good
investment and Georgia is one of the nation’s top producers of
pine. That’s what most of these woods have growing around here and
they are worth a fortune if you manage them properly.”

“You and Matt own this land? Goodness and
what about the animals? When they cut all the trees where do the
animals go?”

“Most of them cross the road.”

“So I see. Were those deer out looking for a
new home because the timber barons are destroying their
habitat?”

“They were probably out looking for some poor
farmer’s grain field. A herd like that can destroy a farm crop in
one or two nights. Moreover, we timber barons are not stupid. We
plant two trees for every one cut.”

“Yea,” Gail chided. “But you barons only do
it for profits and not habitat protection.”

“A friend of mine and his girlfriend were out
riding around one night. A deer jumped out in front of the car and
he swerved, lost control and hit a ditch. The car flipped over and
threw his girlfriend out. Neither of them was wearing a seatbelt
and the car landed on top of her. She died later at the
hospital.”

“I’m sorry, Chuck. I’ve heard of things like
that. It’s awful.”

A moment of silence passed and Gail asked,
“Why can’t they do something to keep the animals away from the
roads?”

“Well, they try. The state patrol and sheriff
have this whistle like thing mounted in the grill of the patrol
cars. It’s supposed to make a sound that deer don’t like. Some cops
say they work and some say they don’t. The State lets the farmers
thin a herd down between hunting seasons if the numbers get too
large. It’s a tender balancing act between man and beast but
Georgia regulates it pretty well every year.”

“My daddy hunted a lot on my Uncle’s farm. It
was a dairy farm.”

“Did your pop ever shoot a cow thinking it
was a deer?”

“Well, my mom always said he was good at
shooting bull.”

Both of them laughed aloud. Chuck asked, “Do
you like the taste of deer meat?”

“It’s okay if it’s fixed properly to get the
wild taste out of it. I can handle it.”

“My mom could fix some of the best venison
you’ve ever ate. She would stir fry the meat into her all famous
gravy and let it simmer. God, I would commit murder for one of her
deer steaks right now.”

“I’ve never heard you talk about her. Is she
still alive?”

“No. She died about five years ago right
after Dad died from cancer. They were a rowdy couple. It was not
your perfect marriage but in later years, I realized they stayed
together because they simply loved to fight and argue. Matt always
said they loved and lived to hate each other. Anyway, they lasted
for 42 years of emotional battles and we kids are no worse off for
the experience.”

“Your dad left the property and the timber
mill to Matt when he died? What about you?”

“He left it to both of us. I own half but
Matt has expanded way beyond what we got from Dad. I would never
take a dime out of the operation although I guess, legally, I
could, but in my mind, it all belongs to Matt, lock, stock, and
barrel. It’s earned some fairly good money over the years too.”

“Why did you leave West Creek County? Why
didn’t you stay and help run the Mill?”

“I wanted to be a writer and newspaper
journalist. Our hometown paper is not the New York Times. It’s also
owned and operated by the Pary family which….”

Chuck’s voice faded and Gail’s memory raced
back to that night with the buffalo nickel. Pary, Abatha Pary,
jealous, mad enough to kill, did kill. She had murdered Thomas Veal
and his new bride, Claudia. “Veal?” some voice from inside her
cried. It had not occurred to Gail that Veal meant anything until
now. Chuck Veal her boss, the man driving her to the source of the
vision?

“Step back…step back…don’t touch the
nickel.”

Chuck’s voice returned, right where it had
left off in mid sentence. “…Doesn’t see eye to eye with my family,
so I decided to move away but you see how far I got with that,
don’t you?”

“Yes I do.” She said as calmly as possible.
“You’re one of the best copy editors and summary writers in the
business but I’ve never seen anything you’ve written beyond a few
thousand words or so.”

Should she ask? “Chuck? Have you ever heard
of a place around your area called Whispering Pines Estate?”

The shock of the name almost sent him
swerving into a passing eighteen-wheeler truck. His eyes all but
bulged out of their sockets and he spun his head and looked
directly at Gail. “Where on earth did you hear about Whispering
Pines?”

She tried to act matter of fact as her mind
assembled a quick cover statement, something she had learned to do
over her life in hiding her abilities from others. “You mentioned
the newspaper name Pary, and somewhere or other in my plundering
around the internet I’ve come across the name or maybe even the
online edition of the paper. Either way I’ve read about the family
and their estate called Whispering Pines.” Then she thought to
herself, and if you believe that, there's a bridge I can sell
you.

She pointed back at the road ahead reminding
Chuck that he needed to get back to the business of driving and
take his eyes off her.

Snapping his eyes back to the road, Chuck let
her stumbling into Whispering Pines on the Internet warble around
in his mind. “It is possible you know. Type Whispering Pines Estate
into the Yahoo search engine and what comes up?” He’d never done it
before.

“Wow. Uh, yea there’s a Whispering Pines
Estate down home and Miss Abatha Pary owns it and the newspaper in
West Creek County. I’m amazed you’ve even heard of it.”

Gail sighed. “He bought it, now quick girl,
change the subject.”

“Chuck? Are you keeping your best written
material hidden or something; maybe working on a book perhaps?”

“Yes, I’m working on a book. Who knows, one
day it might be finished and published. It’s about this newspaper
guy who meets a beautiful girl.”

Gail smiled and held her eyes on him. The
stare was so long he felt his face grow warm. “I’m just one of
those people who are cursed with the need to put pen to paper and
once I get going you can’t shut me up. I’ll write something longer
than Gone with the Wind in one breath. I can’t cut off at the
newspaper limit of a thousand words so I have to trash up my
computer’s hard drive with stuff I’ve written that’s longer.”

“Yea, I’m almost the same way.” A few miles
passed underneath them and suddenly Gail was back at it again.
“Curiosity is a terrible thing to waste.” She thought.

“What was that about the Pary family? Are
they the social leaders or something?”

“They think so because Miss Abatha Pary owns
everything in sight except our property and a few other small
operations. Her nephew and niece watch after the family’s holdings
because she’s up there in age, probably her late eighties or so.
They stay with her at Whispering Pines.”

“That’s enough, girl. Don’t push your
luck.”

Several moments of silence passed between
them. The tree line on their right suddenly disappeared and an
open, empty area faded off into the darkness. Gail squinted through
the car glass and asked, “Is that a valley or something over there?
Where did the trees go?”

“I don’t think it’s a valley. The area around
here is flat. That’s a field. Cow pasture I guess.”

“I guess so. The farmers have to eat too even
when the timber companies chase them off the land.”

Chuck smirked kindly. “Raising timber in
Georgia is a type of farming. We don’t have those hundred-year-old
stands of hardwood like in the Pacific Northwest. If it were
daylight, you could see the forests around here are set in rows,
like a corn crop or something. The trees are money crops, just like
anything else a farmer grows. The pine trees are the moneymakers
for operations like those that Matt owns. These trees through here
are about fifteen years old, I would guess and they are just about
ready for harvest. Once cut, the field is planted again so the
critters will return and all is fine and well for the next fifteen
years.”

“Did you and Matt buy up all this land around
here?”

“Well, our Dad left us about 1,000 acres when
he died. I’ve rented my share to Matt. He also leases timber rights
on another 10,000 acres from other people. Even with that much land
under contract, he still has to buy trees from private landowners
occasionally. He can’t keep up with the demand for rough cut timber
otherwise.”

A pair of small, reddish eyes appeared in the
car’s headlights ahead. Gail stiffened and grabbed the car’s dash.
Chuck slowed the automobile and then swerved into the opposite
lane, missing a raccoon.”

“This is a busy highway at night, in more
ways than mechanical.”

“Yea, I guess we’ve got those critters all
over the place. I’ve seen many animals wander out on the highways.
Bobcats, wild turkeys, wild hogs, I even saw a 400 pound bear that
crawled out on I-16 early one morning. An 18 wheeler hit him.”

“Bears in this part of the country?”

“Not anymore.” Chuck said. “In the city of
Macon, there’s a sign that reads, “Interstate 16...Bear left.”

Gail gagged, “Oh God. You are sick. Take me
home right now.”

Chuck smiled and pointed a thumb behind them.
“We can’t go back. That deer herd has us cut off. There’s no place
to go but forward."

A moment passed quietly. Chuck broke the
silence. “As for your original question about taking 441rather than
the Interstate; it’s a little further if you stay on I-85 to
Atlanta and then head south on I-75. Normally I just get off on 441
above Athens, Georgia and come this way.”

Gail, not liking the resulting silence that
followed, said, “Bet that truck killed the bear, huh?”

“What? Oh, the one on 16? Yes, and it didn’t
improve the looks on the front of that big truck either and it
caused a couple of thousand dollars worth of damage.”

“I feel sorry for all the animals killed on
the highways. They’re just trying to do their thing but we punch
roads and stuff right through the middle of their living
rooms.”

“There’s a truck stop out at the Interstate.
Do you want to grab something to eat before we head out to Matt’s
place?”

Gail shook her head. “If you don’t think your
brother would mind, let’s stop at a grocery store, pick up a few
things, and fix them at the house. I don’t know about you, but I
love to eat grits and scrambled eggs late at night rather than for
breakfast.”

He couldn’t count the times he had rustled up
a quick meal at midnight of the same thing. “Now that sounds like a
great idea and I can make a mean ham and cheese omelet.”

“It’s late, Chuck. Let’s just keep it simple
and sweet. Plain old grits and scrambled eggs sound good to
me.”

A road sign zipped past the car. Chuck read
it aloud. “Welcome to West Creek.”

He took a deep breath, and let it out slowly.
“There’s a Quick Stop just up the road. They might have eggs for a
dozen dollars.”

“I don’t suppose there’s an open Kroger
anywhere close by? We could buy a dozen, dozen eggs for a dollar.
The price you pay at convenience stores is ridiculous.”

“There’s one in the next town but that’s ten
miles away. We can burn the gas, waste the time, and save a few
bucks or we can stop at the convenience store here in town. They
only charge loan shark rates for a dozen eggs and some of the
employees speak half-decent English. It’s your choice.”

“I guess you are paying for the late night
convenience like this. It just seems awful how they jack up the
prices as they please.”

The car rounded a curve in the road. Chuck
eased off the gas and the car slowed. A railroad crossing appeared
and the car bumped across it slowly. Then a scatter of buildings on
both sides of the street closed about them.

Chuck let the car ease along at 30 mph while
glancing around slowly. He said, “Nothing’s changed, Gail. This
place is frozen in time.”

“It’s beautiful. When was the last time you
were here to visit?”

“Well, Matt came up to see me in North
Carolina the last time we got together, so that would be Christmas.
I guess it’s been a year since I came home. Wow, I didn’t realize
it had been that long. I came down for a week to help Matt set up a
computer system at the mill.”

Pointing, he said, “There’s the convenience
store up ahead. I’ll run in and grab some grub.”

“You better grab some coffee, too. Instant
will be Okay.”

“If there isn’t coffee, real coffee at Matt’s
house, then I’m going to call out the National Guard. He would
freak out if I came trotting in with instant coffee.”

Ten minutes later, they were back on the
outskirts of town heading outbound. A few miles flew past then
Chuck slowed the car and finally turned onto a clay-topped dirt
road. Deep rain ditches marked the route on either side with field
fences beyond that. The surface was rutted and wind eroded. The
ride was bumpy and uncomfortable. Gail saw cattle loping about
under the starlit pastures. Occasionally there would be a clump of
small trees and low underbrush near the middle. The aromatic twang
of cow manure, mixed with decomposing grain and hay, found its way
inside the car through the air-conditioning system. Chuck grinned,
embarrassed, then twitched his nose and said, “Do you think cow
methane expulsion is contributing to global warming?”

“Did you forget my Uncle’s dairy farm? I
spent most summers sleeping near cows and they smelled this bad if
not worse.”

“Matt’s place is a little more protected from
this and there's a small fishpond in the woods out behind the
house. Do you like to fish?”

“I love to fish. I just hate baiting the hook
with those squiggly little worms.”

“We don’t use squiggly little worms. We use
ugly, spider looking little crickets. They are better for catching
the brim and blue gills we have in the pond. Two or three years
ago, Matt stocked the place with channel catfish too. The cats, by
now, should weigh about a pound apiece. That’s good eating
size.”

“Chuck?” Gail asked. "If you think something
is wrong down here, isn’t it possible that Matt could be out in the
woods hurt or something? I hate to think this, but what if he died
of a heart attack in his sleep. I’m not trying to....”

“No, Gail. It’s okay. I have already thought
of that but, I remember a long time ago. There was this elderly
man. He lived alone in an old shack, a sharecropper’s house. He
died in his sleep one night and it was three or four days before
anyone found him. If something like that had happened to Matt then
somebody would have already known by now.”

“How would they know?”

“Buzzards, a farmer passing by saw buzzards
sitting on the roof and front porch of the house. It was pretty
gross but everybody knew what they would find after seeing those
buzzards all over the place.”

“That’s gross.”

“Yea, it’s gross but it’s also a harsh fact.
The humidity here is high. It’s just hard to tell with the car’s
air-conditioner running. Right now it’s like a steam bath out there
and the smells and such carry for miles.”

“God, my parents had air-conditioning in the
house from the day I can remember but at night, it stays fairly
cool in North Carolina.”

Chuck had to swerve the Jeep to avoid an
angry looking pothole in the middle of the road, and then said, “I
know but down here it’s not like that. As a kid, we had some big
window units that roared like a freight train but God forbid
turning the monsters off. If the power went out, which it does
often on rural lines such as ours, it can get so hot that you can’t
sleep, eat, or do much of anything.”

“Did that old man who died have
air-conditioning?”

“No the windows were open and fans maybe.
When he died, those buzzards knew and came running but that's their
job you know. Cleaning dead things off the face of God’s little
earth.”

A small forest of tall, lanky oak trees
seemed to swallow the fields and then hanging moss-filled limbs
swallowed the Jeep. A hundred yards further, Chuck pointed at a
small mailbox and single lane road to the right. “That’s the place.
Now we are going to the woods, my dear.”

He spun the steering wheel and started the
turn smoothly. Loose gravel crunched beneath the tires. Suddenly,
the trees folded back and yielded to a grass-covered yard. Neat
flowerbeds flourished around the base of several tree trunks and a
quaint, white house stood at the rear of the opening.

The house was large with two huge chimneys
rising from either side of the structure. A porch ran the distance
of the front with the left side screened. From inside the screened
area a yellow light illuminated a wood swing and two chairs.

The halo of another outside light glowed from
the back. Chuck said, “He’s not home. Look at the grass in the
yard. It’s over ankle deep. Matt normally keeps the place neat as a
pin. He’s not here and he hasn’t been here for a while, maybe a
week I’d say.”

Gail said nothing as she looked around. The
car veered around a tree base and moved toward the rear of the
house. A small barn sat near the back of the property with an open
shelter attached to the side. Beneath the shelter stood a boat on a
trailer and a scattering of miscellaneous items too dark to see
clearly.

Chuck stopped the car and said, “His Trans Am
isn’t here and there are no lights on inside. He’s not home.”

He cut the engine and the headlights. Silence
engulfed them but not darkness. The yard light, attached near the
top of a power line pole, shone brightly about and wires from the
pole drifted lazily toward the house. Pine needles covered most of
the rear yards with a good spattering of long, dark pinecones
dotting the back porch steps and walkway.

Opening the car door, Chuck turned to Gail
and said, “Let me go inside first and look. Would you wait here
please?”

Gail shook her head. “I’m here to help,
Chuck. I’d rather go with you.”

He hesitated and then nodded. She was right.
This was no time to play the chivalrous hero. “Okay. You’re right.
Let’s go check it out but I can tell you right now there’s no one
here. Where that blue Trans Am goes, Matt goes. He loves that
car.”

He got out and stood, looked around a moment
then walked around the front of the car and circled back to Gail’s
door. The chivalry was a habit his mother taught him and judging
from how Gail had waited and not opened her own door, she was not
ill trained in southern chivalry either.

Opening the door and holding it back for
Gail, he glanced out toward the barns and saw nothing but shadows
with total darkness beyond. Everything looked normal except the
lack of care with the grass and flowerbeds.

Matt, a stickler for keeping things neat
outside and inside, was a devoted neatnik. But Chuck needed a
bulldozer for his twice annual clean the apartment duties. (If it
doesn’t move, crawls, or wiggle, then store it in a cabinet
somewhere.)

Helping Gail out of the car, he said, “Let’s
go to the front. There’s a key stashed under a brick that opens the
door.”

Gail nodded and walked hand in hand with him
around the corner of the large house. “I hope there aren’t any
snakes out here,” she cried.

“There’s only one that I know about and it’s
only a king snake. Matt lets him stick around to chase off the
dangerous critters that might roam onto the property.”

“God, I hate snakes. Any kind of snake is a
snake to me. Why does he let one stay near the house?”

“A king snake won’t hurt you. They also eat
the dangerous snakes, like rattlers and moccasins. Matt and I used
to keep some for pets when we were growing up. The tame snakes,
like the hog nose, spreading adders, coach whips, none of those are
poisonous."

"I’ve never seen a pet snake fetch someone’s
slippers or the newspaper. Besides, like I said, motor oil is motor
oil and a snake is a snake.”

“Yes, king snakes are snakes but even
rattlesnakes, which can be deadly, we didn’t always kill either. We
would catch them and our science teacher at school would ship them
off to a company down in Florida who paid us a dollar a foot. Matt
and I could earn ten or fifteen dollars each, in one afternoon.
Around here that was good money for doing something so easy.”

“Easy, you call catching a rattlesnake easy?
For that matter I bet your mom wasn’t happy about it at all.”

“Oh mom didn’t mind so long as we let her
borrow one from time to time to keep Dad off balance.”

The front walkway to the porch inclined,
gently sloping upward and ended at the base of four easy steps.
Chuck leaned over at the base of the steps, grabbed a loose block,
and shook it out of the slot. He reached into the hole and removed
a silver key. Holding it up he said, “We always keep this just in
case of emergencies.”

Replacing the block, he guided Gail up the
steps and onto the porch. The front door looked solid and secure.
On either side were narrow, decorative windows that extended from
floor to ceiling. It was a typical country layout and, Gail
admitted, beautiful even though tame by modern city and
architectural standards.

He nudged the key into the dead-bolt slot,
wiggled it several times, and then gave it a twist. The lock
clicked and the door cracked open.

Cool, air-conditioned air poured out and
struck them in the face. “Come on,” he said. “We’ve only got about
thirty seconds to punch in the alarm code before the system calls
the cops.”

Gail, following him through the doorway,
said, “I hope you know the code. I’d hate to spend my first night
in jail.”

“No problem, “Chuck said. “ An old school
friend of Matt’s is the chief deputy around here. He wouldn’t keep
you at the jail over night. He’d try to take you home with him
instead.”

“Well I surely hope you forgot the code
then.”

Chuck didn’t laugh. Why am I angry? He
stepped to the alarm control box behind the door and punched in
several numbers quickly. An angry red light on the face of the unit
switched off, replaced by two soft, green indicators.

“Like I told you, nothing has changed around
here in a hundred years. I guess that includes the cut off codes
for the house. Matt is resistant to change. Now, let’s get some
lights on.”

He stepped away into the semi-blackness
leaving her standing in the dark. A second later, he flipped a wall
switch and the room brightened around them.

The TV set, bookcase, sofa and chairs
suggested to Gail that it was the living room. The next thing she
noticed was how everything appeared neat as a pin. There were no
books askew, no empty glasses or cups on the coffee table, and not
one stain on the deep colored wood floors. Across the room, a
doorway opened into the hall corridor. It was there Chuck guided
them next. He flipped another switch on the wall and the hallway
lit up.

Gail could see three closed doors along the
way with a final door open at the end. She followed him down the
hall. The highly polished hardwood floor clicked beneath her shoe
heels loudly. Chuck, wearing soft-soled shoes, created little
sound. She’d never noticed that about him before.

Once inside the door of the last room at the
end of the hall, he flipped another switch and the room grew
bright. It was the kitchen and dining area. Long rows of yellow
counter tops and cabinets covered one side of the room and a dining
table stood on the other. The bright yellow and red colors and
silvery appliances were beautiful. Much like the living room, the
kitchen was spotless and clean.

The dining room table was backlit by the
outside light that filtered and flowed through a large pair of bay
windows. She was impressed. The house was beautiful and nothing
like she had expected to find on a Georgia farm.

Chuck pointed toward the table and said, “You
can go sit there if you like. I’ll be right back. Let me check the
bedrooms and stuff.”

This time, she didn’t argue but neither did
she head to the table. Instead, she stood in the hall doorway and
watched him backtrack down the hall. He stopped at each door,
opened it, and flipped on a light and looked around inside. Next,
he flipped the light back off, closed the door with a soft slam,
and moved on to the next room.

Each time he opened a door, she held her
breath. Was Matt here and hurt or dead? At the last doorway, he
hesitated. His hand reached out slowly for the handle and twisted
it. The door swung open slowly with a soft creak. For another long
moment, his hand lingered inside over the light switch.

To Gail, he appeared frozen in place and then
she realized, “That’s Matt’s bedroom and he’s thinking about the
old man in the tenant house.”

The light came on. Gail waited, breathless,
and watched Chuck’s face and expressions. There was none. He simply
stood, glaring into the room. Then, he glanced back at Gail with
features totally void of any meaning.

Gail raised her eyebrows in question and
waited. Chuck seemed to slip back to the present, looked around
inside the room again, and said, “He’s not here.” With a tinge of
anger, he flipped off the light but left the door open.

Gail had no idea why and didn’t ask. Instead,
she cleared her throat softly and said, “Okay. Maybe he went out of
town and was in a wreck or accident and he’s hurt.”

Chuck walked back to the kitchen, his sharp,
brown eyes searching aimlessly for anything out of place. Gail
could see the sinking emotions growing with every sweep and said
softly, “We’ll figure it out soon enough.

“I sure hope so. His car isn’t here so I
can’t imagine where he could be and look at the answering machine
over there on the wall.”

She followed his pointing finger and saw the
machine’s call light blinking rapidly. “The memory is full I
bet.”

Trying to brighten an already dark mood in
the room, she added, “Why don’t I go out to the car and get the
food? You finish checking around and I’ll fix us something to
eat.”

Chuck nodded and pointed to the rear door.
“You can go out that way. I set the alarm system for occupancy so
it will let you in and out without going off.”

After she had stepped out and closed the back
door, he pushed the answering machine playback button and waited.
Several messages were from him, calling from North Carolina. His
voice sounded odd and unnatural. Is this how I sound to everyone?
The other messages were from Blake, a business associate Chuck had
heard Matt mention several times over the years. The last message
was a female voice and sounded up tight. “Matt? I need to see you.
Call me, please.”

“Well,” Chuck said aloud. “At least somebody
else knows he’s not home.”

Outside, Gail walked to the car and opened
the back door. She retrieved the bag of groceries from the rear
seat, turned and closed the door. She saw something move near the
barn. Was it an animal like a deer, cat or dog?

She stared straight at the spot for a moment
but saw nothing else. Then she tried looking off to the side
because in the darkness, one’s peripheral vision often worked
better but still nothing. With an uncomfortable shrug, she turned
and started back to the house but froze in her tracks when she
heard the distinct and not too distant rustle of something moving
in dry pine straw. So there was something out there and now, as she
stood waiting, listening, sensing, she knew it without a doubt.
They were human eyes and they were watching her but her inner
senses felt no danger, no hostility, just curiosity coming from the
eyes on her.

She started walking again, reached the top of
the steps and opened the back door. As she closed it, she glanced
back into the yard but it was gone.

When Gail first opened the door and stepped
through, Chuck could tell by her expression she seemed wary or
frightened. “What’s wrong?” He asked.

Gail hesitated, took a deep breath and let it
out slowly. “There was someone outside messing around the barn. I
heard a noise and thought I saw something moving around.”

Chuck stepped to one of the bay windows and
peered out. “There are a couple of old tom cats that hang around
the barn. They help keep the rats and stuff under control. You
might have seen one of them.”

“No, it was someone, not something.”

Chuck opened the door and looked out. All
seemed quiet. There was a slight breeze ruffling the treetops so
maybe she had seen shadows causing illusions of movement. He waited
for a moment then closed the door.

“It was probably just an old cat or maybe
even a deer. As you well know, we do have many of those around. I
have seen a ten-point buck come trotting right up to the trash
barrel out there by the fence. They get brave at dry times of the
year like this.”

Gail nodded but deep inside she knew someone
was out there. Should she tell Chuck all there was to tell about
her sixth sense?

“Chuck? I know this is going to sound crazy,
but, since I was a little girl I could sort of, uh, sense things
that were going on around me.”

Chuck, taking the bag of groceries she still
held, looked at her quizzically. “What do you mean sense? Do you
mean, like, sense, kind of sense? Like with your eyes and
ears?”

Gail bit her lower lip. “Uh, no, I mean,
like, sixth sense. ESP type stuff but not the eerie kind, you know.
I can just tell when somebody is watching me and there “was”
somebody watching me out back just now. Trust me, I know.”

He set the bag down on the counter and
paused, looking directly at her. Her expression was serious and
something in the way her confidence rose to the surface about it
was startling. There was no doubt in her mind at all.

“You know, Gail? My mom had an identical twin
sister and they could pass mental messages back and forth without
saying a word. Is that the kind of thing you’re talking about?”

Gail nodded. “Somewhat like that. When we
were growing up, I use to drive my brother’s crazy playing hide and
seek. They could never hide from me. I would just follow my nose
and it would take me to them. After a few years, they quit letting
me play. I know this sounds stupid but it’s true. Outside a moment
ago, somebody was watching me.”

He believed her, or at least, he believed
that she believed. For that matter, his mother and Aunt weren’t
unique with their ESP. His Mom didn’t need to stand at the back
door of the house, screaming that supper was ready. He and Matt
just knew, for some odd reason, that supper was ready and it was
time to go home. It never failed.

“Okay,” Chuck said nodding. “I think I’d
better go check around the barn. Will you be okay here for a few
minutes?”

“I’ll be fine but maybe you’d better call the
sheriff? Somebody could be trying to rob the house or barn.”

“No, I’ll just go look first but if I yell,
you call 911 and tell them you’re at the Veal’ place north of town.
They’ll know how to find it.”

“Is there a gun in the house?”

Chuck pointed down the hall. “First room on
the left there’s a gun case with a rifle and two shotguns. Shells
are in the lower, right-hand drawer. Do you know how to use
one?”

“Me?” Gail asked surprised. “Aren’t you going
to take a gun out there with you?“

“No, if there’s somebody out there, I don’t
want to shoot them. I want to find out what they’re doing and why.
I’m looking for Matt, remember?”

Gail sat down on a bar stool and nodded.
“Okay. You go and I’ll wait here but I know there was someone out
there.”

Suddenly, an automobile turned into the front
drive and its headlights lit up the area from around the edges of
the house. They created a show of eerie dancing shadows in the
backyard area and trees. The low grumble of a vehicle engine
reached them. Chuck glanced at Gail then back at the moving shadows
outside.

The sound of metal clattering and suspension
coils squeaking suggested the approaching vehicle was most likely a
pickup truck. The rutted and bumpy dirt roads around the county
were harsh on any kind of machine operating over them. It wouldn’t
take long before a new car or truck developed pings, squeaks, and
shivers one could hear for half a mile.

“Well? Whoever it might be isn’t trying to
sneak up on us. You could hear that racket for miles.”

Gail nodded and followed him down the hall to
the front of the house. At the door, he pulled back a window
curtain and peered out. A dark colored pickup was just easing to a
stop at the edge of the front walk. The engine’s deep, gruff
rumbling stopped and the headlights flickered out. The parking
lights remained on, leaving a reddish glow on the ground at the
back of the truck.

Chuck released the curtain and said, “They
left their parking lights on so I guess they’re friend and not
foe.”

Gail whispered, “That could depend on how
drunk they are or high on drugs.”

Door hinges squeaked and then a large, dark,
figure of a man exited the cab. He stood motionless for a moment
then called, “Hello the house. Mr. Veal?”

Chuck looked at Gail, who simply raised an
eyebrow in response. He opened the front door and the man called
again, “I know it’s late but I’m looking for Matt. Is he home?”

Chuck stepped out into the porch light and
replied, “No. He’s not here. I’m Matt’s brother, Chuck. Something I
can do for you?”

The figure moved closer into the illumination
and said, “Chuck? I thought that might be you. I’m Blake Squires.
I’m Matt’s friend.”

Gail walked out and stood next to Chuck and
he whispered to her, “It’s a business associate. He and Matt are
working timber leases together.”

Chuck called back, “Yea, Blake. Matt talks
about you a lot. Come on up. If you’ve got a minute I’d like to ask
a few questions.”

The tall, shadow slowly transformed into a
dark, black man. He wore a plaid shirt, jeans and heavy lumberjack
boots. His chest was wide with rippling muscles running up and down
his massive arms and neck. His brown eyes were clear and
intelligent, tinted with curiosity and concern.

He stomped his boots heavily on the concrete
of the walkway and scrubbed them hard to clear dirt, mud, and clay
from the bottoms. Then he took the steps up to the porch level and
stood looking at Chuck. The two men were face to face, sizing each
other up although Blake was a good foot taller.

Blake offered a huge, dark hand first. Chuck
shook it firmly and said, “We just got here a few minutes ago from
North Carolina. This is my co-worker, Gail Synerson.”

Blake tipped the brim of the cap at Gail and
then looked back at Chuck. “I didn’t mean to bother either of you
but I saw you driving in earlier and was hoping you had heard from
Matt.”

“No, that’s why we drove down today. I
haven’t heard from him in over a week, any idea where he might have
wandered off to?”

Blake shook his head and they stood staring
at one another until Chuck turned to Gail and asked, “You suppose
we could toss another egg in the pan to feed this guy? I’ve heard
Matt talk about him so much over the years but I’ve never met
him.”

Gail smiled, “I’m sure we have plenty. Why
don’t you come on inside, Mr. Squires?”

As the two men stepped back to let Gail
through the door first, Chuck looked at Blake and said, “When was
the last time you heard from him?”

Blake scratched his forehead. “It’s been
almost two weeks since I talked with him last. I don’t mind telling
you, we have some pressing business we need to discuss. If he’s not
with you then I don’t know where he could be.”

Chuck sighed. “I honestly don’t know, Blake.
His car isn’t here and the house doesn’t look like he’s been around
recently. I’m worried. I almost wish he were out chasing squirrels
up a tree or something. That would be a lot easier to believe than
what’s happening right now.”

“We can rule out the juke joints, jails, and
hospitals because I’ve already checked. He isn’t in any of them. I
also can’t find his blue car anywhere around town either.”

“If you know the car is blue then I guess you
do know something about Matt.”

Gail said, "Why don’t you two come on inside
because we're letting mosquitoes in the house.”

Blake’s huge hand reached up to the cap on
his head and removed it. He put it behind him and stuck it brim
down into the belt of his pants. Chuck stepped back in the door to
let him pass and raised an eyebrow at the hat trick. He asked,
“Were you Army or Marines?”

“Huh? What? What do you mean?”

Chuck pointed at the hat. “That’s an old
military habit. What branch were you?”

Blake smiled then looked sheepish. “Oh that?
Yea, it’s an old habit. I was Air Force. Eight years and I’ve been
out five.”

Closing the door behind them, Chuck said, “I
think I already told you, this is Gail, a good friend of mine.
(Should I have said girlfriend?)”

Gail shook the huge hand he immediately
offered and said, “Just call me Blake.”

“I’m Gail.”

His clothes smelled pleasantly of pinesap,
timber chips, and sawdust, which was nothing Matt’s house, wasn’t
used to.

Chuck said, “Let’s go to the kitchen table.
We can sit there and talk.”

Blake nodded and motioned toward the hallway
door for Gail to lead the way and looking at Chuck he added, “Don’t
forget to reset the alarm code.”

Chuck raised an eyebrow toward Gail. “You
know what the numbers are?”

Blake rose to his full six foot five and
said, “Yep, its 74-15-01m, Matt’s birthday backwards.”

Chuck’s mouth fell open and he nodded at
Gail. “This guy knows Matt pretty well if Matt gave him that
code.”

Blake smiled. “The last two or three times
you came down to visit I was either out of town or too busy to get
over and meet you. I’m glad we finally got together, but I sure
wish there was a better reason for it.”

As the three entered the kitchen area, Gail
pointed to the stove, “I’ll get something started over here. You
two sit and talk”

“Thanks Gail. If you can’t find something
just yell.”
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