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Chapter 1
Matt Veal took the brown manila envelope from Mike Ballard’s hand, thumbed the lid open and glanced inside. “It’s there,” Ballard said. “Those are the deeds to the Cullen property including 120 acres from the brother.”
“120?” Matt asked and looked up quizzically.
Ballard was unable to maintain a poker expression with all the insects buzzing around his nose and eyes, mostly gnats and swamp flies. The insects forced him to constantly fan at them with one hand, which did little good. Matt, raised in the humid central part of Georgia, was use to the annoying creatures and had no trouble keeping his eyes locked on Ballard. “Our deal was 212 acres from Cullen’s brother. Why are you short?”
Ballard, waving his hands once again around his face, snapped impatiently, “Why do we meet out in the woods like this with all these insects?”
“I would rather meet here and be pestered by the bugs than to risk being seen dealing with you, that’s why, Ballard.”
“When you and I meet again, Mister Veal, it will be in a place without insects and animals.”
A large sand fly hit Matt in the left eye and he used it as an excuse to blink and look down. When rubbing the spot with a finger he said, “There was supposed to be 212 acres in our deal, not 120.”
Ballard thoroughly enjoyed watching Veal rubbing at his attacked eye. He felt pleased that the irritating creatures could distract even him. The pause lingered a bit too long until Veal refocused and stared him into submission. Ballard shrugged and said, “You will have the rest of the property when a judge clears the tax lien. It has been paid but not cleared and removed so the deeds can transfer. I’m sure you know that such legal issues take time when dealing with the slow workings of government.”
Ballard looked away and let his eyes sweep the distant tree lines. There was a feeling that someone was watching. They were standing on an old logging road in the middle of a field of "broom" grass. The open area, bordered on all sides by tall stands of pine trees, exposed the men to anyone who might be in the trees watching. The area was dead center of a one thousand acre tree farm. The nearest house was ten miles away so in theory, they were alone yet Ballard felt far from it.
“Veal, you’ve got the deeds to the most important sections of that land, the timber tracts. The rest of the property is open fields and a ten-acre swamp. Most of it was under a tax lien paid yesterday. It will be out of court in a few weeks but we cannot wait that long to start operations. We need to move the first shipment this week.”
Matt closed the envelope. “Nope, you get it all first, and then I’ll take care of my end of the bargain.”
Ballard fanned at the gnats again and took a deep breath. “My associates in Atlanta will not accept that, Mr. Veal. Much work was involved in getting this for you. I suggest you take what you have and trust us to get the rest quickly.”
“Trust you? Your associates tried to kill me earlier this year. They dropped me out of an airplane into the Gulf of Mexico and left me for fish food. Now why should I trust you to carry through on a bargain like this?”
“Because, Mister Veal, our associates at the time were contractors with no direct business links like you and I have established. You are dealing directly with the top and no one else. We were impressed with how you survived that attack. We realized that you would make a far better asset than an enemy would. There is too much money lost already for us to take chances like that again.”
Matt pulled the envelope back slowly, took a deep breath, and then tucked it into a briefcase on the hood of his Truck. “I heard about some of the work your people did to get the property owners to sell. I’m told that Cullen’s wife is supposed to get out of the hospital soon.”
Ballard shrugged. “Our people can be persuasive in such matters but those deeds are free and clear. The land will be legally yours after you file the paperwork. The rest of the property will be delivered to you within 30 days as promised.”
“When is the delivery going down? I’ll need 24 hours advance warning so I can arrange to keep the law clear of the landing strip.”
“This coming Friday morning at daylight and unloading should not take more than an hour. I will leave it up to you to hire a small loading crew but be cautious. If there are leaks to law enforcement then it will come from one of them.”
“Why do I have to hire local crews for the hard labor? Can’t you send people you already trust for that sort of work?”
“The risks of hiring low skill workers are the same here as it would be in Atlanta. We lost several million dollars dealing with Max Pary before and we can’t afford to let it happen again. I would hate to see any of your friends or family hurt if anything goes wrong.
Matt’s face flushed with anger and he half-growled, “I will take care of the arrangements but you remember this, Mister Ballard. You are dealing with me and me alone. If anything goes wrong then you take it out on my hide and nobody else. If you or any of your people touch one single hair on a West Creek citizen’s head I will see to it that you regret the day you were born.”
Ballard grinned shrugged, and said, “You seem to be protective of your people, perhaps as much as I am protective of mine. I suggest you not let that instinct cloud your judgments like it did Max Pary.”
Matt pursed his lips and blew at the gnats swarming near his eyes. “My judgment is already clouded, Ballard. I mean, look at who I’m dealing with and what I’m doing to some innocent people.”
“It’s business, Mister Veal, pure business. Nothing personal about it, oh, and speaking of business, there is one other piece we need to discuss. After you take charge of this shipment, another will follow in a few weeks. You need to place that in safe storage as well. It will be it worth your time.”
“No” Veal snapped. “This is a one shot deal. I get the property, I meet the airplane and take delivery, store it for a few days then you send somebody to pick it up. After that, our relationship is over. We are done.”
“Mr. Veal, getting the property and selling it to you is enough for any District Attorney to charge you with drug trafficking. We’ve already done enough business to put you away for a long time. This deal is just the beginning I assure you.”
The comment flustered him and it showed. He wiped at the sweat on his forehead, fanned at the gnats around his face, and sighed heavily. Ballard, pleased at the sight of the broken man, added, “You will notice that just above the rearview mirror of my car there is a small video camera. This entire transaction is being recorded.”
Veal starred at Ballard’s SUV then slammed his fist down on the hood of his truck. He stepped back and snarled, “I should have known you would pull a stunt like this.”
“This is not a stunt, it’s an insurance policy. We need to warehouse at least two loads a month. There will be nothing for you to do but take delivery then protect it. This extra work is nothing but an extension of our current agreement.”
“And what if your competition shows up with a truck load of goons who want to take it away from me? Do you expect me to fight and die to keep that from happening?”
Ballard grinned. “We have no competition capable of doing that but just for the record, if a warehouse of our merchandise was to get stolen and you simply stood back and let it happen, we would have to reexamine our relationship.”
“In other words you would kill me.”
“This issue will never come up because, as I said, we have no competition. We are the sole supplier for most of North Georgia. We do not sell our products to the street dealers. We sell to the brokers or the wholesalers as you would call them.”
Matt smirked, “Sounds to me like you are running a Fortune 500 company.”
“Our operations are much larger than that. What we do is simply good business and we do not get comfortable with an operation, even one that’s running smoothly. Every five or six months you will relocate to a new warehouse.”
“Now that might be harder than you think. This is a rural area and there are not that many places large enough or available for that.”
“You’ll find someplace I’m sure, even if you have to build a warehouse on your own property. Besides, you can afford it now. You are going to be making a lot of money so sit back and enjoy the ride. We’ll enjoy a long and productive relationship working together.”
Matt snatched the bright red cap off his head and slammed it down on top of the briefcase. “I knew it… I knew it. You said just one deal, one time, and then I could get the hell out. You lied to me.”
Ballard shook his head sideways grinning from ear to ear. “My promise to you was over ruled by someone higher up because our experience has taught us well and we don't repeat our mistakes.”
“All I did to bring you people down on my head was kill one of the local street hoods hired by Max Parry. I had two choices that night; kill or die and since I’m standing in front of you, we know how that turned out. Just don’t get too comfortable because I’m not too weak to get out of this arrangement.”
“Every man has a weakness, Mister Veal but your courage and faith is not one of them. What we found to be your weakest point is what you hold in that briefcase, property. You need land on which to grow your timber so your weakness is not monetary; it’s the inability to persuade the property owners to sell. We were willing to solve the problem in exchange for your services. So far it’s worked out extremely well too.”
Matt said, “You mean like breaking knees and shooting livestock? This isn’t the old west days, Mister Ballard. The cattle barons are not around anymore. The last one in these parts was Max Parry.”
“Max Parry was broke and sinking deeper every day. He had the Sheriff in his pocket and control of the elite local citizens but he didn’t have the skills to put it all together. We gave him the means and the money backing to move forward in his real estate ventures. His weakness was greed. He made miscalculations with people or else he would be alive today.”
“Yea, Ballard, and I would be at work right now at my timber mill trying to earn an honest living. The fact is you’re lucky he turned on me before he did you. His greed and ambitions to be mister big shot drove away the people close to him like his Aunt and sister.”
“I believe you married that sister, Mister Veal, did you not?”
Before Veal could reply, the thumping sounds of a helicopter reached them and grew louder quickly. The men looked toward a dark and rising machine to the southward tree line. A flock of blackbirds, seemingly disturbed by the helicopter, scattered from the treetops but Matt knew the aircraft was too far away to have spooked the birds.
Ballard said without taking his eyes off the chopper, “That is not a military helicopter, is it Mister Veal?”
“Nope, I don’t think so.”
When the chopper cleared the treetops, it dropped lower until almost touching the grass of the field. From there it closed the distance quickly with the rotor’s downdraft pushing the brown grass stems beneath outward and almost flat. The air around it filled with dust and pollen forming a cloud of sorts.
From the corner of his eye, Veal watched Ballard. The man was ice; he didn’t move and didn’t show any outward signs of surprise. He didn’t fan at the insects around his face anymore either. He simply stood in place, eyes squinted into the sunlight, watching the machine approach.
As the helicopter neared to a few dozen yards, it flared and the rear rotator dipped low in the high grass. The blades churched up the loose grasses and weeds. An electronic voice crackled over an external speaker, “This is the FBI. Stay where you are. Do not move or try to get in your vehicle.”
The side doors of the machine rolled open and two men on each side appeared holding military rifles pointed at Matt and Ballard. It was enough to break the ice and Ballard’s right hand reached behind him to a gun holster and gripped the handle of a nine-millimeter pistol. Before he could bring it out and around, one cold, hard look from Matt Veal’s dark eyes stopped him. From the look, Ballard knew his four aces were not going to be good enough to win this hand. He would never clear the weapon in time.
With an almost embarrassed smile, he relaxed the grip on the handle and slowly brought his hand back around to the front and let it drop to the hood of the truck. He would bide his time for later.
The chopper swung sideways to Ballard and Veal, which gave the two Agents riding the landing bars on that side a clear shot. They waited, for what felt like hours to Ballard, until he realized there was more to the display. The Calvary was coming. He saw six or more law enforcement officers dressed in military fatigues, coming at a fast trot toward them. They had been hiding in the trees that had worried him earlier. Two of the approaching men held scoped rifles while the rest lugged handguns.
Ballard looked at Matt Veal and said with an acid tone in his voice, “You will regret this day for the rest of your life, Mr. Veal. Your loved ones will die, one by one, and you will feel the pain of each of their losses. You will attend their funerals and suffer the sights and agony. When you think it’s almost over, then you will die, slowly, painfully, and there will be no loved ones left alive to weep over you.”
“Man, Ballard, you make a better poet than you do drug dealer. You can put them pretty words together, can’t you?”
Matt laughed, reached behind Ballard and removed the handgun from the holster, then held it up high for all the approaching officers to see. “Ballard? Who said you would live long enough to do all that killing?”
The small army of cops surrounded them and Veal took several steps backwards to clear the line of fire. One officer took Ballard’s gun out of Matt’s upheld hand while another signaled the helicopter. The machine responded and settled into the grass smoothly. Matt looked at Ballard and said, “If anyone in my family so much as breaks a fingernail I’ll hurt you so bad that your great grandfather will feel the pain from his grave.”
Sheriff Bill Jacobs appeared beside Matt and motioned at the two officers behind Ballard. They grabbed his arms and dumped him ungracefully face down on the truck’s hot metal hood. After a search, the handcuffs clicked and Ballard was lead away to a newly arrived West Creek Sheriff's Car.
“About time you got here Bill,” Veal said sarcastically. “I was starting to think you didn’t see the hat signal.”
“I didn’t see it. Officer Wadley there with the scope saw it.”
Veal looked over at the young officer holding a scoped M-16 and then back at Jacobs. “Well, when Ballard realized his goose was cooked, he started reaching for that gun in his back belt. He changed his mind or else I would be leaking this morning’s coffee all over the ground right now.”
“Oh, I don’t think so. Wadley can shoot the fleas off a fly’s butt at 400 yards, Matt, and he had your friend dead to rights in the crosshairs.”
Matt looked back at the officer and asked, “Is that right, Officer Wadley?”
The young man smiled slightly and then said, “No sir, I was watching a couple of squirrels playing around in that oak tree over there behind you. I was thinking about taking them out and frying them for supper tonight.”
Jacobs laughed aloud, and then said, “Sorry, Matt. We were right in the middle of a poker game back there in the trees and I was holding three queens. Now you don’t expect me to fold on a hand like that just because you thought it was time to go home, now do you?”
Matt smiled, and then his face grew serious again. He nodded toward Ballard’s SUV and said, “There’s a video camera over the sun visor of his car. He said it is recording. Does that mean I get to be on one of those cable cop shows or something?”
Jacobs said while walking toward the SUV. “Not with that ugly face of yours, Matt and since you mentioned it, don’t forget to turn off that hidden microphone transmitter under your shirt. My budget can’t afford the batteries.”
Jacobs leaned over and looked inside the vehicle then opened the driver’s side door and sat down inside. After a few moments of fiddling with something near the center console of the car, he stepped out and held up a mini digital video tape. “It’s here Matt and I have to admit that I do look good on camera but you need to watch your right side profile. It’s not your best shot.”
Matt shrugged and looked away, watching the small army of law officers in motion all around him. When Jacobs was back at his side, he pointed at the Sheriff's and rear seat occupant. “This guy is the highest level drug dealer we’ve ever arrested. I wonder why they let him deal with you rather than some lower flunky down the food chain.”
“I refused to deal with anyone but a top level boss. I called their bluff on it twice too so they sent him.”
“That was risky, but what worries me is we are taking down a big fish and it might start a war with the drug cartels. That thought scares the crap out of me.”
“Yea, it scares me too, Bill. Let’s just hope his gang writes him off after he goes to prison. Give the next man in line a shot at the title or something. You will hear it on the recordings how Ballard threatened me when he spotted that helicopter. I don’t think they were idle threats either. He looked dead serious.”
Jacobs nodded, wiped a row of sweat from his forehead and said, “Probably all talk, Matt. He just got his butt handed to him in a sling.”
“I’ll offer my opinion on that after we see what his lawyers can do. I just hope the Feds can put him deep enough under the jail that he can’t see daylight for weeks at the time.”
“It’s a good clean bust, Matt. I don’t think any fancy lawyer can get him out of serious jail time.”
“I hope you’re right. I’m about done with this nasty business. It’s time to get back to being a timber man and not a piece of fish bait.”
Jacobs smiled and held up the Mini tape. “Let me get this over to Agent Frank Meadows so he can log it into evidence. I’ll bum a ride back to town with you if you don’t mind.”
“No problem. I’m ready when you are.”
As Jacobs walked away, he yelled at one of the Deputies, “Did you call a tow truck yet for the SUV?”
“Not yet, Sheriff, I was waiting to see if the Feds wanted to haul it up to Atlanta or not.”
Jacobs shook his head. “Impound it, Smitty. That truck is now ours and I’m looking forward to buying it at the police auction.”
Jacobs walked on into the crowd of officers, found the face he was looking for and handed everything over. “Here you go Frank and here’s a video tape from out of the SUV. This jerk put a camera and recorder in his car so the whole exchange is on video for your District Attorney’s viewing pleasure. ”
“Great Bill thanks. Can you hold Ballard for us at the jail until we get everything squared away out here? I want to tow that SUV back to Atlanta so we can rip it apart.”
“Aw come on, Frank. I just told one of my guys to call for a truck. West Creek County gets that car and you know it. Hell we got schools and bridges to build.”
“Cool your heels there, partner. I didn’t say we were keeping it. We are just going to tear it apart and search it. Since you already got a truck on the way, have it locked up for the night and we will pick it up from there. When we are done with it, you can sell it or whatever.”
“After your people are done with it, we can sell it as what, spare parts? That’s a $60,000 Escalade, Frank. Don’t bend it too much, okay?”
“Yea, we’ll be real gentle with it. Just have your guys babysit Ballard for a couple of hours until we are ready to head back to Atlanta. I was going to send him back on the chopper but I can’t spare the agents to go with him right now.”
“Sure Frank no problem, I’ll tell that little runt Sergeant standing over there by the patrol car to take him to the Court House for you.”
Frank leaned around Bill and eyed the six foot four, two hundred and a bunch of pounds “little runt Sergeant” standing guard near the back door of the sheriff car.
“His name is Smith, but I call him Smitty. Since this is your party, I’m heading on out. I’ll hitch a ride back to town with Matt. If you need any of my men to help all you have to do is offer to pay them for the overtime and the County will greatly appreciate the gesture.”
“Thanks, Bill, uh, if that Sergeant is the runt of your litter I’m not sure I want to meet the bull of the woods.”
Jacobs smiled, waved, and turned away. He walked back over to Matt, “You ready to get out of here?”
Matt Veal got into the truck and waited as Jacobs climbed in the passenger side and closed the door. As Matt started the engine, Jacobs pointed at the SUV and said, “The Feds are taking that thing to Atlanta with them. I was hoping we would get it. I wanted to be around when they auction that baby off.”
“I’ll just stick with my old pickup here. A timber man does not need a machine like that to get in and out of the woods. Besides, you might scratch that fancy paint job.”
Jacobs laughed. “Yea and the Feds are going to rip that thing apart so bad that I’m not even sure that my cousin Catfish could put it back together.”
“Don’t under estimate your little cousin and I don’t want that thing. I am not going to drive a vehicle that cost more than my house.”
“I don’t know Matt. It would make a heck of a truck for pulling a boat.”
“Yea if you have time to take that boat up to Lake Sinclair but I haven’t used mind in a long time. It’s probably rotted full of holes by now.”
“What about bullet holes? Couple of months ago when they had that gunfight in your back yard, didn’t the boat get hit a few times?”
“Yea, it took seven rounds in the upper hull but they were above the waterline. Chuck and I been meaning to fix it for the last month but heck, summer is gone and I just haven’t had the time. Maybe we can get around to it when we are finished with the Beaver Creek logging Contract.”
They drove along silently over the rough and furrowed logging road until Matt asked; “Do I just hand the deeds back over to Barry Cullen and his wife and brother, or do I have to process them on through?”
“I’m not sure, Matt; you will probably have to process it on through and then sign it back over to them. Ballard pulled off what looks to be a legal transaction when he forced them to sell and if it had not been for you, we would never be the wiser. It puts the case against Ballard under the Rico Laws. Were you going to wait until the last second to tell me about how you fell into the deal?”
“Who said I was going to tell you and who said I was going to sign the hijacked property back over to Cullen?”
“Oh yea, right, but I guess it is sort of ironic how you’ve spent a couple of years trying to get them to sell you that land and here you sit with the deeds in your hands. Maybe you were more interested in hunting that deer than in having to skin it afterwards, know what I mean?”
“No, it wasn’t just the hunt, Bill. I’m trying to feed two hungry timber mills and to do so I needed more land and trees. Blake and I can’t keep running wide open and expect the trees to last much longer. We need more land to grow for the future.”
“Well, maybe after all you’ve done to get those deeds back and put the crooks in jail, maybe Cullen will sell it to you.”
“I don’t need to buy it, Bill, all I want is a twenty year lease so I can grow timber and let Cullen keep the titles. One day he could hand it on down to his grandkids and they could make money from my grandkids to renew the thing. Who knows?”
“I’m not sure, Matt, but if you plan to have grandkids then I think you first have to have kids, don’t you? And ain’t you getting on up there a little too old for that old buddy?”
“Well you are the one to be talking, old buddy. At least I’ve got a wife so I’m already way ahead of you.”
Jacobs grinned. “One thing I still can’t figure out Matt. How did those goons in Atlanta find out about you wanting that Cullen Property? Somebody around here had to have fed them that little bit of information.”
“I don’t know how they found out. As you said, maybe it was somebody from around here; probably Max Parry’s earlier dealings tipped them off. It darn sure wasn’t Cullen or his family, that’s for sure.”
“Speaking of Cullen, his elderly Aunt Mamie Cullen was talking about something that didn’t make sense. You know that new church out north of town.”
Matt slowed the Pickup at the intersection with the main road, looked in both directions and then pulled out onto the main highway. When the truck was back straight and picking up speed, he looked over at Jacobs and asked, “You mean that Church out on Miller’s road?”
“Yea, that’s the one. You heard much about it?”
“I’ve picked up a little here and there, why? What about it?”
“Well, Mrs. Cullen said they encourage the members to pay what they can but not ten percent like the Bible says. You ever heard of such a thing in your life?”
“Sounds like my kind of Church, Bill.”
“Right, but the Bible does say ten percent, doesn’t it?”
Matt shrugged. “Not anywhere that I ever read, but a lot of preachers spend their Sunday sermons trying to convince folks that it is in there. It’s all in the interpretations I guess.”
“Dang Matt, remind me not to stand too close to you in a lightning storm. Anyway, this old gal, Miss Mamie, her brother died. She wanted to donate a chunk of money to the church in his name but the preacher said no. He could not accept it.”
“The preacher turned down the money because the old lady needed it to live or because they didn’t want it?”
“Shoot, that old gal is well off, Matt. She said they just didn’t want it. I’ve never heard of such a thing before have you?”
“Can’t say that I have, but I did hear some talk about that church and most of it was good. It’s some kind of a freelance holiness style. They preach hell, fire and brimstone similar to the Pentecostals or Nazarenes. The Preacher running the place came out of nowhere, set up shop and started pulling in some serious crowds ever since.”
“Yea, that’s what I’ve been hearing too, but Mrs. Cullen’s Aunt is the first weird thing I’ve ever heard about them.”
“Well Bill, you can’t arrest them for weird, now can you?”
“Arrest, heck I was going to join if that’s how it operates.”
They laughed easily, and for too long. It was tension release more than funny. They had been wound up for several weeks and now that it was over and went as planned, it was time to relax but sometimes it takes longer to relax than it does to get wound up.
A mile further down the road, Jacobs finally broke the silence. “Well, preacher or not, I had Zeke run a background check on that preacher. I felt bad about doing it, sort of, but curiosity got the best of me. The whole thing had me wondering why a growing and thriving church would not take large donations like that. I mean, you don’t spend the kind of money I’ve seen going into the building and property, they have out there and not need money. “
Matt looked across the truck cab at Jacobs. “Yea, that’s for sure. That place has probably got close to a million dollars in the main Church sanctuary alone, half that much in the fellowship hall and the buildings behind the place. So far as running a back ground check on the preacher. I probably would have done the same thing so I guess the good Lord will send us to hell for doing it.”
“Yea, probably will, but the cop in me just didn’t like the stuff I was seeing and hearing.”
Matt looked over again at Jacobs and asked, “Well the suspense is killing me. What did you turn up on the guy? Is he an axe murderer from Oklahoma or something?”
Jacobs shrugged and looked a tad sheepish. “Mainly it turned up the gas two notches higher on the unholy flames of my curiosity. The Preacher’s name is J. W. Felton, born in Philadelphia but raised in Atlanta. He was a street preacher, squeaky clean for the last five or so years.”
Matt raised an eyebrow. “And what was he before that?”
“He was a street level dealer who started moving up the food chain. When he found his God, he dropped out of that line of work and started preaching the gospel at the bus stops. He fell off the radar since, not even a parking ticket. He moved down here six months ago and started a church in an old building downtown, then expanded and built the one out on Miller’s road where they are right now.”
“So he couldn’t get anything started in Atlanta, but shows up down here and suddenly starts raking in the money? “
“I don’t know how that happened, Matt. That preacher, Felton, bought the land where they are now, paid cash for it too, and that’s where the record drops off.”
Well, Bill, you and I have seen what salvation can do for people, even people who lived worse than him.”
“Oh I know that, Matt, but there’s one thing that stuck in my mind about the Church property. The deeds are in his name, nobody else's. No elders or deacons, nobody but him owns the place.”
Matt thought for a moment, sighed, then said, “Well, now that you’ve brought this up, I guess I better tell what I saw about that church.”
“I’m all ears, just keep your eyes on the road and don’t kill us.”
Matt smiled, then said, “A couple of weeks ago my banker told me that he knew the church was raking in some serious money, the sort of money that should be setting off all kinds of alarms with a bank manager or even the IRS.”
“What sort of alarms, Matt.”
“Cash alarms. You well know the laws about cash deposits and stuff, nothing over about five thousand without reporting it to the government, right?”
“Yea, it was ten grand up until the World Trade Center attack, then they lowered it. What did he tell you about it?”
I was in his office one day and I saw this woman at the front counter apparently making a deposit. I asked and my banker about her. He said she was the Church’s secretary. From the looks of things, there was a pile of money in the bank bags she was carrying.”
“Bags, you mean bags as in more than one?”
“Three of them. I watched the teller count them and I was seeing quite a few hundred dollar bills zipping through her fingers.”
Jacobs laughed but with no humor in his tone. “I hate crooks that hide behind a Bible almost as bad as the ones that make a fortune off drugs.”
Matt shrugged. “Right now you got nothing to go on except the preacher’s background, the word of an old lady, and all that I just told you”
“Yea, that and we can’t let Felton’s background push us to believe he has any attachments to drug dealers in Atlanta, can we?”
“We know that crooks from Atlanta almost got us killed recently and what we were doing today was suppose to be cutting the head off the snake, was it not?”
“Yea, it was Matt, but if we keep knocking off drug lords that high up the management chain then we could trigger a war with one of the Cartels that supplies Atlanta.”
“Whatever it takes to keep them out West Creek, that's all I’m interested in right now.”
“I know, Matt, I’m just saying let’s not go jumping off the bridge without checking for big rocks in the water first.”
“Bill. My job is not to enforce the law, that is your job, but what we dealt with today was bigger than you and I and we know it. We want to protect our kids around here from big city crime issues and run an honest business, a timber mill. My biggest job is to find enough trees to keep me and Blake going.”
Jacobs nodded, looked out the window a second, and then said, “Yea, but a preacher with an illegal history from the streets of Atlanta is now here carrying a Bible and raking in a ton of money from who knows where. What’s his job you reckon?”
Matt nodded his head and said, “I hope his job is to marry a few souls, bury a few others, and to point those in between toward salvation. Yes, his rap sheet worries me but some of the best preachers come crawling out of the gutters you know.”
“Yea, I know Matt, but some of the worse crime bosses on earth came crawling out of a Sunday School class too.”
Chapter 2
Reverend J. W. Felton stood before the congregation sweating like a stuffed pig. He wiped the beads from his forehead with a handkerchief and then clenched it in a fist rather than putting it away in his suit pocket.
The sweating was more from nervousness than the hot humid Georgia air. There was always tension on stage before a crowd. A visiting pastor would have been comfortable on the platform because the sanctuary’s air conditioners kept the auditorium at a bone chilling sixty-eight degrees. The audience, seated eight feet lower than the stage, were the ones who suffered the discomforts and chills where the colder air pooled around them. Most repeat visitors and regular members knew to bundle up but people passing by on the road often wondered why people entering the church on a hot summer day would be carrying sweaters and coats draped over their arms.
On the other hand, those on stage needed the cooler temperatures because of the studio floodlights. So sweating under such conditions was a given regardless of the temperature elsewhere in the Church.
After the formal wiping of the brow, Felton let his eyes slowly scan over the 500 souls before him. Unlike trained speakers, he did not look just over their heads to give the illusion of looking into their eyes. Felton did look into their eyes and the crowd sensed it, even craved it. His looks backed up with his topics left most listeners feeling he was talking directly to them and their situations in life. That misapprehension was God speaking directly to them using Felton as the passage instrument.
Felton finished the eye sweep then asked the congregation, “How many of you have looked in the mirror and asked, who am I?”
He paused to let the question sink in, using the hiatus as an excuse to wipe again at his forehead. Most good southern God-fearing pastors would sweat in the middle of a New York blizzard and the lightly dressed women in the audience thought one would happen at any moment. Chill bumps and shivers were a given while sitting in their sleeveless dresses and tops. But even in such discomfort, one would concentrate on the preacher’s words and nothing more and this was just such a moment.
Reverend Felton was in gear in much the same way a singer would emit a beautiful song. Simply put, his listeners were awe struck and locked in upon his words. The more deeply religious among them referred to him as being filled with the Holy Spirit and touched by the hand of God.
Felton took an extra long pause, then snapped, “Well have you? Have any of you asked that question while looking in the mirror? But most important of all, can you answer it? Are you brave enough? Are you strong enough? Are you bold enough to ask, WHO... AM... I...?
The last of the words echoed off the rear walls of the church. His imposing figure worked in harmony with his antics and he knew when he held the crowd by an unseen leash. Using his sharp, deep raspy blue eyes, he could seemingly view inside their souls and hearts without cruelty or invasion of privacy. He could steer their thoughts and emotions in any directions he chose. When he needed them to listen, the silence would be total. When he needed them to shout their praises and Amen, they would shout on cue. Any professional speaker witnessing the performance would envy his command of the listeners.
Felton shifted his tone from preacher, to teacher, and continued. “Most religions of today tell us that we are the children of God and that we are to worship God and praise his name accordingly. It teaches that God gave us his only begotten son, Jesus Christ, to die for all our sins. Yes, that’s right, the son of God died on the cross to absolve us of all our sins, not just a select few sins. His death, crucifixion and resurrection covered them all from A to Z. From day one until you stand before him. And that is what they are suppose to preach and teach, is it not?”
The congregation erupted in shouts and light applause. The steam Felton had built inside them was erupting and flowing outward, dragging their sins along with it. None of them had stopped to consider that Felton’s words were coming from written notes in his bible. The unspoken visual cues were there as well. His sermon today, filled with inspiration and uplifting thoughts go with the “flock” all week. The sermon was recharging their drained spiritual batteries. What they did not see behind the curtains was the hidden camera on them, watching and gauging the identity of the people in attendance, recorded by an expensive video system in the Church office.
They also didn’t know that the sermon was planned and timed to last for forty-three minutes from start to finish with another ten minutes tagged on to the end for alter call and prayers. His sermon was going to end and the people would go home gasping for breath and filled with their version of having walked with the spirit of God. They would go home feeling forgiven and ready to face the upcoming week. And as with most weeks, it would be a week of new sins committed that would require a return to church the next Sunday for new forgiveness. It was a circle, a never-ending cycle. One sin so they go to Felton and he atones them, then they go out and sin again.
Felton waited for the crowd to lull, waited for the perfect moment to start speaking once again because he was not finished yet. The grand finale was waiting just a few short paragraphs down his notebook page. When the room had fallen quiet again, he sneered, “There is nothing wrong with what they preach and teach because it is the truth. It is the word of God from the Bible. So that is not wrong. It is not what they teach; it is how and why they teach it as they do. They are not teaching the words of God, they are teaching the opinions of man, their own opinions, which means they tell you what they THINK God said, and that’s not the gospel, that’s an opinion. An opinions and a dollar will buy you a cup of coffee but it will not get you into heaven.”
That was it. That was the zenith of his message and the congregation exploded. The people reacted with everything from tears to standing ovations, shouting, even cheering like one would expect at a Friday night High School football game.
Felton stepped back from the podium and let them go. He was finished for the day because the job description only called for one sermon a week. An associate pastor would take the evening services each Sunday and Wednesday. The bylaws were set up like that for two reasons. One: Felton was more than just the preacher of the church. He was also the administrator who took care of all the unseen business dealings. Few members stopped to think that God doesn’t write a check to pay the electric bill or hire illegal immigrants to mow the lawn and trim the shrubbery. Someone has to do that. The second reason the bylaws were set up was because Felton had wrote them to be that way.
Since all vested financial authority rested with Reverend J. W. Felton, he administrated his church with an iron fist rule and authority issued by design rather than majority. He was the first founding father of the church. His staff was handpicked and well trained. The board of Deacons was a selected group of puppets placed in position by artful promotions tweaked into sermon notes.
There had been no complaints and the church grew and prospered. It was financially successful and the membership rode along in the back of the bus quietly so as not to distract the driver. Those who tried to buy their way into power with donations found a no sale sign. Those who tried to force their way into positions of power found those positions already filled. Still, nobody complained.
The sanctuary still tainted with the fumes of new paint and carpeting, seated five hundred people. Two months after the dedication and opening, another 60 folding chairs narrowed the aisles but added more seating capacity. Two weeks later the building was over flowing once again with the outer walls lined shoulder to shoulder with standing room only. The community of souls wanted their salvation wrapped in an entertainment package and Felton supplied the package, tied it with a big red bow engraved with the words of God, and delivered it with a showmanship that P. T Barnum would have envied.
The rules for the members were simple. Be on time; keep quiet during the sermon, no running children or screaming babies. The Church did not want the mostly low-income members to give their hard-earned trailer payments to God. The Church wanted the members to give it to the finance company and banks instead. If you wanted to donate then an offering box was at the rear of the church where one could drop their pocket change or a few dollars inside.
The dress code was simple and in tune with the income of the members. Suits and Sunday preening were optional. Children could wear shorts, tee shirts, and tennis shoes. Adults, on Sunday and Wednesday nights showed up in whatever felt comfortable to them including knee cut shorts and flip-flops. The elders determined the dress code limits but no decisions occurred without approval from the Pastor. Therefore, the Pastor set the rules of the Church. The emphasis of the board was that slack attendance is worse than how one looked when they arrived.
There were few older members because the new order of rock gospel music had replaced the old, stale Rugged Cross of the past. Where the older generations preferred pianos and organs, the new age worshipers chose guitars, drums, and a blend of music that drew the younger crowds by the hundreds. Felton needed all the souls he could grab and draw into the flock because each soul translated to an equally larger deposit in the bank each Monday. An amount that for the past month had already passed the five hundred thousand dollar mark but it was also an amount not open to the records. Felton worried that the figures, if posted for the membership to see, would set someone off doing the math. They would discover that the income of the church relative to the income of the members, simply didn’t work. Half a million dollars that was supposedly donated by low to middle-income families was incomprehensible. The math showed that each member attending was dropping one thousand dollars a week into the Church coffers. The banks accepting the deposits should have sent out alarms but small town Banks such as those found in West Creek turned a blind and dumb eye from the obvious and accepted the deposits and thankful to have them.
It took over five minutes for the congregation to return to their seats after Felton signaled them back to silence by stepping back to the microphone. “I am going to demand that every single person today, in this church, who is involved in teaching Sunday school, or working with us in some way, to stop and ask, right here, right now. “ WHO… AM…I?” Are you here this morning trying to impress God by teaching Sunday school? Are you trying to draw God’s attention to the fact you are in church today? Are you trying to show your neighbors how good a spirit you have by parking your cars and trucks in the lot outside and entering this building? Now I am asking everyone today, right here, right now. Ask WHO... AM... I? What… am I doing here in this Church at this moment? If you can’t answer that question then you get up right now and come forward, come down here and let’s pray about your situation.”
Two dark skinned men rose from their seats at the rear of the church and took positions on either side of the rear double doors. They looked more like guards than ushers did and truth be known, that is what they were. Their job was to guard the doors and control the crowds. Neither man showed any emotions or movement other than their eyes scanning the over flowing crowds for any sign of trouble. They would remain on post observing the church members who might move up front for the alter call. They would watch their every move as they knelt and prayed. They would watch the others who went forward to pray with them, placing hands on their shoulders and joining. When the prayers were over and that Sunday’s service officially had ended, Felton disappeared out a rear stage door. On cue, the two men left their posts and disappeared from the sanctuary.
Five minutes later in an office building next to the Church, the same two men sat before a huge oak office desk and faced the Reverend J. W. Felton. “Okay, Gentlemen, how much can I add to the deposits for tomorrow?”
“The man on the right said, “About fifteen grand.”
Felton leaned back in his chair and sighed. “That’s not enough. Why don’t you take four thousand dollars to our candidate’s house tonight and let him spend it on the campaign for Sheriff. Atlanta sent down some money this week and they need it run through ASAP.”
“You could probably put twenty grand in there and be okay, J. W.:
Felton waved a hand in the air to dismiss the two men. “Okay, J. W. Anything else you need done before we head out?”
“Yes, go by the drop point and pick up the money for me. Mike Ballard should have left it there last night at the usual place just outside town. Keep it in your car until in the morning and Annie can take it to the bank.”
“The second man, silent until now, said, “Mike Ballard? What is he doing here?”
Felton waved a hand in the air once again and said, “I don’t know. They do not keep me in the loop about what the high level bosses are planning. All I know is, they asked him to do the drop for us this week and that’s all I know.”
“Well something pretty big must be coming down if they sent Ballard. I heard he’s responsible for a dozen or so people vanishing in the last few years.”
Felton looked at the man sharply; “And you want to be the next to go? Now keep your mouths shut. Go fishing or something just stay out of the way of any trouble and be sure that money gets here in my office before ten am.”
Chapter 3
Chuck and Gail Veal sat side by side on the small wooden dock, their bare feet dangling over the edges with toes hovering inches above the black pond water. Chuck looked at his beautiful wife of only two months and smiled. “Why don’t we go ahead and hire the interior decorator Edie told us about, that woman from Macon?"
Gail smirked, "Why? You don't think I can do it?"
"Lord no, honey. I know you can do it but why go to all the trouble?”
“Because I need the mental distraction, it’s like a challenge I guess. The house is not in bad shape but it’s been neglected for a long time and needs a good going over.”
“That’s fine Gail, a new coat of paint here or there is fine, but let’s go easy on modernizing or we could lose the era and flavor of the place.”
“I’m not trying to change the flavor, Chuck, just the tone.”
“Yea, I can understand what you mean by that but a few times lately, you seemed to be on edge about something. I assumed it was getting the newspaper started or maybe the remodeling. Either one is a monster job. So pick one and hire out the other.
Gail tossed a small stick into the water and watched the ripples flow outward. “You know I would have to pick the newspaper and hire out the remodeling. The newspaper is a dream come true for you and I. It’s hard to believe that just a few months ago we worked for a newspaper in North Carolina and now we own one, a nice weekly, and it could easily be grown into a daily as well.”
“Yes, Gail, but that’s only if the advertising base is there. When I worked for the paper in Charlotte, I did not think about where the money came from for payroll and expenses That, as you well know, comes from advertisers. West Creek may not have enough large businesses to support a Daily paper, at least, not yet.”
Gail shook her head. “I think it’s there now but who knows. The remodeling issue, it’s not the size of the house that frustrates me. It is the idea that I am changing a house your Grandfather had built. The place where he died in the parlor, where our living room is right now, needs a serious rework. Don’t you remember what the diary said; your jealous Aunt murdered him there. Things like that usually leave residual energy locked in the walls, the walls I’m repainting daily. So, I’m not sure your Grandpa would be happy about what I’m doing.”
“Why, are you picking up any bad feelings or visions from the house?”
“No, well not about the changes, but something seems to always be there in the back of my mind, like a mental itch that needs scratching. The size of the Old Mansion and the work it needs can be overwhelming at times, but I can handle it.”
“Oh I don’t doubt that one bit, Gail, but we do not know how much attention the wiring and plumbing needs. There are also five bedrooms upstairs and that’s not counting the five bathrooms, seven closets, and that mile long hallway.
Gail added, “Then there’s all that attic space too.”
“Oh come on Gail, you are not thinking about decorating the attic are you?”
“Yes I am. It would make a great sewing room or art studio. I could start back sketching and painting again. I’m not good at it, but I do love to try.”
“I’ve seen some of your sketches; you have got a natural talent that I envy. I can’t even paint the barns, let alone draw pictures of them with a pencil.”
Gail dipped her bare toes into the deep black water and stirred around, then playfully sloshed some atop Chuck’s foot. Chuck smiled and said, “Okay, it’s settled. Let’s go ahead, get that decorator from Macon, and let her decide what to do. We can afford it; after all, you and I are pretty well off. We inherited what was left of Abatha Parry’s holdings and the Beaver Dam property is turning a nice profit. The newspaper is going to make money now that we’ve taken control of that. Shoot, you and I could sit the rest of our lives out on the back porch sipping lemonade and watching the fish jump out here. We would not have a worry in the world.”
“You go ahead Chuck; I’ll join you in a couple of decades or so.”
A moment of silence passed then Chuck sighed deeply. “It’s funny you mention the feelings you are getting from the house. I use to have this recurring nightmare about the old home place where Matt and I grew up.”
Gail looked at him quizzically. “What was the nightmare?”
“It was a crazy dream, nightmare, whatever you call it. I called it the “Rolling Ghosts.”
Gail looked up quizzically and repeated, “Rolling Ghosts?”
“Yup, you see, Matt and I use to share a bedroom in that old place and as you probably noticed; it has these twelve feet high ceilings. To get into the attic, our father had them build a wooden ladder attached to the bedroom wall. At the top of the ladder was this trap door looking thing in the ceiling.”
Gail nodded. “Yea, I remember seeing that in Matt’s bedroom a few months ago when you and I first got here.”
“Yes, that’s the one. Well, to this day I have never been up there to the attic because after that dream, the ladder with the doorway at the top use to scare the crap out of me. I would lay there at night trying to go to sleep, then look up and see just about every kind of monster a kid could imagine opening the trap door and peeking at me.”
Gail smiled. “My bedroom closet use to scare me like that when I was a kid.”
“Well this attic door would have put three of your closets to shame. I mean, it was miles above my head in the daytime but at night it only seemed inches away.”
“Well I slept in that room a few nights, remember? It didn’t seem that spooky to me.”
“Gail, you see spooks all the time. I don’t.”
Gail playfully punched his foot with hers and said, “I don’t see spooks. I have visions, but what does that ladder and attic door have to do with rolling ghosts?”
“It wasn’t the attic door so much as the ladder. Matt and I use to climb up that ladder as high as we dared and then jump off. We would land on that old wrought iron posted bed you slept on and use it like a trampoline.”
“Now that sounds like fun to me.”
“Yea but every once in a while that old bed couldn’t take it anymore and the wooden slats that held the box springs in place would pop loose and the whole thing would collapse with a loud bang. It would rattle the whole house and that would drive our dear old housekeeper crazy. She would come running to see what was wrong or what had fallen, and then she would do some serious jumping of her own, right on top of our backsides”
Gail laughed. “I bet she did, but that still doesn’t explain rolling ghosts.”
“Well? Not too long after an exceptional night of jumping, banging, and Miss Ola Mae’s fussing, I went to sleep and had this dream. In the dream, Matt and I were climbing the ladder and jumping down onto the bed just like earlier and, the bed collapsed with an extra loud bang. When Ola Mae came running there was a big, ugly, ghost right behind her. It wasn’t walking; it was standing on what looked like a skateboard. So, when Ola Mae came in the room, this ghost rolled right in behind her.”
Gail laughed, “Rolling Ghosts, now at least the name makes sense.”
“Oh that wasn’t the scary part, Gail. When those wheels rolled they felt like a big bulldozer was coming straight at you. It would rattle your teeth and shake your eyes so bad you could not focus on anything in front of you. So it was the sound of the rolling part of the ghost that was scarier than the looks on Ola Mae’s face.”
Gail, still smiling, waited with her eyes sparkling in the dimming sunlight.
“So Ola Mae just walked right in with that ghost on wheels behind her and said, “Okay, now you’ve done it. You woke up the rolling ghosts. She grabs me off the bed and puts me on that back of the ghost and off we went rumbling through the house at a zillion miles an hour. I don’t think I’ve ever been more afraid than I was in that dream. More often than not I woke up with my pajamas soaked.”
Gail asked, “Well what happened? Where did the ghost take you?”
“I don’t know. I always woke up just after we went zooming off through the house.”
“You woke up? So you don’t know where it was taking you?”
“I didn’t know, Gail. I had that dream a dozen times as a kid and once or twice after Ola Mae died. I don’t know what it means but I break into cold sweat thinking about it sometimes.”
Gail opened her mouth to say something but a commotion of falling boards and clanking sounds filled the air and the next words froze on her lips. They jumped, startled at the noise, then turned toward the house looking for the cause. “Was that inside the house or out,” Chuck asked.
“I couldn’t tell. I think it was coming from one of the barns.”
They rose to their feet simultaneously keeping their eyes glued in the direction of the house and rear yards. When the echoes had died down around the pond and low laying valley area, Gail said, “Maybe it was something in the barn, a tool falling over.”
Chuck pointed at the old barn on the far right side of the property and said, “I think it came from the mule barn. That skunk got in there last month. Lord I hope it isn’t that thing back again.”
Gail shook her head. “I’m thinking it was the hay barn, the center one.”
He took her left hand and started pulling but she stopped and said, “Wait, let me grab my shoes. I'm not going romping off this dock barefooted.”
Chuck looked down at his own bare feet and said, “I was sixteen years old before I owned a pair of shoes, Gail? What’s the matter with you? You got tender feet?”
“I may have tender feet but I do not have a tender brain. Let’s put our shoes on first and then go check.”
Chuck knew she was right but didn’t want her to know that he knew that she was right. (If that made any sense.)
They sat down and started putting their shoes on. Chuck simply slipped into his without unlacing and lacing them back then had to wait until Gail brushed the bottom of her feet and then put on each shoe. When she finished, he helped her up and then started tugging her toward the edge of the dock. They were almost back on land when a second round of commotion erupted. This time they were closer and expecting it, more ready to trace down its location.
Chuck pointed at the middle hay barn and said, “I think you are right, it’s the hay barn. Come on.”
With Gail in a dangling, stumbling tow, Chuck raced to the huge double doors of the old barn and stopped. Gail, slightly flushed from the half run half dragged trip, held her hand up for Chuck to wait before opening the doors. From inside they heard another rumble of wood against wood and then the cry of an animal. Gail’s eyes grew wide with surprise as she recognized the whimper of pain and motioned for Chuck to open up.
Releasing the grip on Gail’s hand, he lifted the door wedge and pulled. The right side door swung open slowly on rusty hinges that squeaked loud enough to be painful to sensitive ears. He stood waiting for his eyes to adjust to the lower light inside the barn, listening with one ear tilted toward the darker areas of the building.
There wasn’t much to see inside the mostly empty barn. In their short months since living at Whispering Pines, there had been little need to use it for anything. Matt had even suggested tearing it down and selling the wide planked lumber. “That old white pine is worth a fortune to cabinet makers and specialty houses,” he told Chuck and Gail.
After a bit of acclamation to the darker shadows of the barn, Chuck and Gail stepped inside and walked forward. They could see a few bits of sunlight as it filtered through a few cracks between the boards near the rear of the building. The air was musky and smelled of old wood and tractor fuel. They paused and waited, listening for the sound again.
“Could have been a raccoon or possum,” Chuck said after a tense moment of continuing silence.
“Raccoon’s are night animals, Chuck. They wouldn’t be out in the daytime.”
“It’s not daytime inside the barn, Gail Maybe there's a nest or something.”
“They don’t have nests either, Chuck. They have dens.”
“Remind me to never challenge you to a game of Trivia.”
Chuck peeked around the further areas in the shadows, “Like I said, it could be that mama skunk we found in here last month.”
Gail creased her nose, “I can still smell that stench from when you spooked her out of the other barn.”
Another rattle of tools and boards emitted from the darkness near the back right side of the barn. Chuck looked up and found the light’s pull cord and tugged it. He felt the switch on the end of the cord click and then a dim bare 100-watt bulb lit up the interior. The light brought forth a muffled whimper and then the sounds of more tumbling boards. There was an animal in the far right corner of the barn.
“Over there” Gail said pointing.
“I see it,” Chuck said and started toward the sound keeping ready to high tail it out of there at the first sign of a skunk or any other type of threatening animals. Then he saw it, almost buried under a small pile of fallen boards, there was movement. “There’s an animal in there, Chuck said. “ I don’t know what because I can’t see it. It’s too dark in the corner over there.”
Gail half cried, “Okay, better not get too close but it sounds like a cat or a dog.”
“I don’t think it’s a cat. It’s too big, and a dog wouldn’t be trying to hide from us, would it?” (...But a huge wharf rat would, he wanted to add but didn't)
When the next whimper cried out from under the woodpile, Chuck froze in place but Gail went around him and forward. “Oh Chuck, that's a puppy. It must be hurt. Help me get it out from under there.”
“What? It might have rabies or something, Gail. You can’t just go racing in there and…”
His words faded as Gail grabbed a board from atop the pile and handed it to him, then another. He tossed them aside and knelt down beside the jumble of short timber. “Be careful, Gail. There could be snakes or wasps or whatever under this mess.”
She ignored his warnings and kept pulling away loose boards until a small sandy brown body appeared among the menagerie of planks.
“There he is Chuck. Get that big two by four off his back. He’s hurt I think.”
Chuck moved the larger board and cleared the rest of the material away from the trapped body. “I think his head is caught under this water bucket,” she said.
Chuck lifted away the pail and Gail fearlessly reached in and rubbed the animal’s back. “It is a puppy, oh the poor thing, all these boards fell on him.”
“It’s a dog, Gail, a stray or something. Why don’t we get it out of the barn and let it run back to its mama or something.”
Gail pushed her hands under the animal’s head and jaw and then lifted them up slightly. “Oh my” she cried softly. Chuck looked at Gail’s expression then down at the dog’s face and realized the obvious. Where there were suppose to be two eyes, the dog had only eyelids or skin covering the sockets. From all he could tell, there were no eyes.
***
Matt Veal and Bill Jacobs were nearing town on the main highway when they passed an advertisement poster nailed to a telephone pole. A picture of a dark haired man about thirty years old was smiling at the passing cars. In big red letters underneath the picture were the words “Elect Randy Dukes Sheriff West Creek.”
Matt pointed and said, “Isn’t that guy a crook too? Have you run any checks on him yet? “
“Now Matt, you know it wouldn’t look right if I ran background checks on the man running against me for Sheriff.”
“So you run back ground checks on Preachers but not opponents?”
“Aw come on Matt, I told you I felt guilty checking the rap sheets on that Felton guy. But the state election commission would have my head in a crusher if I stirred up the databases on him.”
“Well, he’s a Chiropractor, a bone cracker, isn’t he?”
Jacobs nodded. “That’s what I’m told, yes.”
“Well heck, my Daddy firmly believed and used those bone crackers. He called them bone whackers, though.”
“Call him what you want, Matt, but he wants my job. I guess he isn’t making a good enough living at cracking bones.”
Matt grinned, “Well I figure he has to be a crook to get elected. I mean, can you tell me where he gets the money to pay for all those ugly political signs and advertising?”
Jacobs shrugged. “Probably from donations he gets from all the big timber barons and money brokers around the county, people like you and Chuck. And have you noticed those full-page ads he’s putting in Chuck and Gail’s newspaper? Some friends they are, ha.”
The men laughed. Matt, more from habit than need, slowed the truck as it approached the railroad tracks and said, “I don’t think Mister Dukes will stand much of a chance against you, Bill. Folks around here know you and they trust you.”
“Thanks, Matt, oh, have you heard from Blake lately? I haven’t seen him around too much in the last few days or so.”
Matt nodded. “I was out at his mill last Friday. He’s been up to his eyeballs trying to finish processing the rest of his share of the timber we cut from the beaver creek contract. His saws are sets up for pine while mine are cutting the hardwoods. We finished our share last week but Blake is running a little behind. That’s mainly because his equipment is older and breaks down more. They should be finished by the end of the month. If not, then I’ll get the boys to help meet the deadline.”
Looking at Jacobs, Matt smiled and asked, “So how are things going between you and that lady State Trooper? What’s her name? Jan Johnston? Are ya‘ll still seeing each other these days? I haven’t seen the two of you out and about together since the service we held at the cemetery for moving mom and dad’s graves.”
Jacobs waved a hand in the air. “Man we’ve been so busy lately. Either I can’t get off work or she can’t. Two cops trying to find time to date one another is not a fun experience.”
Matt pulled his truck to the curb in front of the Sheriff’s office and stopped. “Do I need to go in with you now and help wrap this thing up?”
“No, we got it. Frank is going to haul him up to Atlanta for processing so my office is pretty much out of the picture, which means no glory and no headlines. I could sure use the free advertising for my campaign, know what I mean?”
Matt grinned. “Yea, all you politicians are alike. You kiss babies and bust drug dealers just to look good to the press.”
As he got out of the truck, Jacobs said, “The District Attorney will probably want to see you tomorrow and take your statements so don’t go running off too far. I’ll yell when I find out for sure.”
Jacobs closed the truck door and waved as Matt drove away. He was tired and his knees hurt from all the squatting while waiting on the drug sting to go down. He walked to the side door of the jail center, pushed his key into the slot, opened the door and then stepped right into the business end of a nine-millimeter Police issued handgun. Mike Ballard’s voice said quietly “Let the door close behind you Sheriff, real slow.”
Chapter 4
Gail Veal stepped back from the freshly painted wall and admired her work. Her face was spotted with yellow blotches of paint and the roller in her right hand had once sported a black handle, but now the color was a mix of browns and soft yellow. The upper section of the wall was that same soft yellow from the ceiling down but below that was the original old paint, a puke green that she hated with a passion.
She laid the roller down in the tray near her feet and stepped back to admire her work. Something in her mind switched gears and she said aloud, “I wonder what the Vet told Chuck about the puppy. Maybe I should call his cell and find out.”
She picked up an old cloth she had found earlier in the utility room and started wiping her hands. The room faded away into a dark fog and she heard the voice of a small boy singing.
“Found a peanut… found a peanut... I found a peanut, just now...”
At first, it was hard to understand the words because of the sharp echo in the background. Gail stood motionless, paused in mid swipe at a paint splotch on her thumb and waited for the fog of the vision to clear. She had found the rags inside an old cedar chest in the utility room. The trunk lay pushed far back and hidden from sight. When she first spotted it and dragged it out, thick dust swirls and lint filled the area forcing her to pull it even further away from the wall where it sat. She looked it over realizing the value of such an item and then thumbed the brass latch open. “Okay, let’s see if there’s some confederate gold hidden inside this thing.”
The lid hinges creaked slightly and the cover rose easily enough. The odors of old, musty linen permeated with the strong bite of mothballs, struck her nose harshly. “Nope, no gold in there I’m sure.”
Mothballs or not, she checked for spiders and other crawlies then dug around inside the piles of material. She soon realized that most of the items were frayed and worn bath towels and wash clothes. “This stuff should have been thrown out years ago,” she thought.
Mid way through one of the folded piles, she found an intriguing looking cotton towel, removed it, and carried it back to the kitchen area. With a pair of scissors, she cut it into perfect squares to use as hand rags and the one she now held was from those cuts.
“I just now… found a peanut. Found a peanut just now.”
The misty fog cleared and Gail was in another time, another era, the room about her was a children’s playroom with various toys strewn about. A young boy, perhaps five years old, was standing at the window staring outside and singing softly, wishfully, while a young teen girl dried his wet hair with a towel, a remnant of which Gail now held in her hand?
Gail knew that the boy had been outside in the rain playing and was soaked. As he sang, his voice sounded innocent, childish, and sweet…and yet there was a pain, a deep hurt ingrained in his singing.
“Cracked it open… cracked it open... I cracked it open, just now...”
The young girl finished drying the boy’s hair then ruffled it with a free hand. She joined the little boy’s voice and together they sang.
“I just now, cracked it open. I cracked it open, just now.”
Both of them abruptly stopped singing and turned their heads toward Gail. They looked directly into her eyes with an expression of urgency. Their eyes were streaming tears and their innocence seemed lost. They started a new song, one that Gail remembered from her own child hood games and play with other children on school grounds.
“Red Rover Red Rover, Blind dog has come over…”
The vision frightened Gail worse than any she had experienced in a long time. Worst of all, she felt their tears, their pain, and their inner deep hurts. It was so intense that she closed her eyes tightly and dropped the cloth from her hands, praying for the room to return to the present.
A moment later, she opened her eyes and the children were gone leaving the sickly paint of the lower walls glared out at her.
She stood motionless, listening, expecting even fearing the vision might return. The voices of the children still echoed in her mind and hurt, the urge to cry as though a loved one had died, was still present and still strong. “Oh my God” she exclaimed and turned to run. She hadn’t gone more than a few steps and collided with Chuck who had been standing behind her for some time. “Whoa Nellie, did I frighten you honey” he cried while fighting to regain balance from the sudden rush of Gail's impact.
Gail gasped for breath, her heart racing, and then looked back toward the window. “I, uh, I was just going for some coffee. I didn’t hear you come up the stairs. Sorry.”
“I’m sorry, Gail. I didn’t mean to sneak up on you like that. What happened in there just now?”
“…I cracked it open, just now.”
Gail shook her head. “Let’s go to the kitchen and get some coffee, then you can tell me what the Vet said about the puppy.”
Chuck poured two cups full of coffee while catching a few glances or two at his wife seated at the kitchen table. He carried them over slowly to avoid spills and asked, “Okay, so what did you see up there in the room? What happened?”
“No, first tell me what the Vet said. You didn’t let him put the puppy to sleep did you?”
“Now honey? The dog was born with its eyes closed shut or something. Doc Smalley said he would have to do X-rays to see if the eyes were there in the sockets behind the skin and functional, you know, like maybe the eyelids had grown shut or something, but he’s pretty sure the dog is blind for life.”
“Chuck. You didn’t let them kill the puppy, did you?”
A short yelping whine from the back porch answered her question easily enough. Gail raced to the screened door and peered out. The sandy brown pup was standing by the porch swing with a leash tied to his neck. His face pointed directly at Gail as though seeing her and his ears were raised and alert. His nose was constantly searching the air about him for information on the dark world around him. “Isn’t he just adorable Chuck?”
“Doc said he’s a mutt, probably a lab/chow mix because he has those big ugly webbed feet like a retriever and he has that ugly head like a chow or shepherd maybe…something… and his tongue? You need to see his tongue, Gail. It’s almost pure black. Doc said that’s sure sign of a chow, but let me put it this way. I doubt we’ll ever get any pedigree papers on him.”
Gail started to push the door open but Chuck stopped her. “Don’t mess with the dog for now. I want to know what spooked you in the bedroom a while ago. You said you didn’t hear me come up the stairs but I was yelling my head off and then standing right behind you for 30 seconds or more. Now what happened? What did you see?”
Gail took one long last look at the dog, then returned to the dinette table with Chuck right behind. She took a sip of coffee and a deep breath.
“I was wiping the paint off my hands to come down for coffee and I saw something, a vision, coming from an old towel I had found earlier and cut up. The vision was not a pleasant one.”
“Want to tell me about it or not?”
Gail sipped her coffee again then asked, “Have you ever heard a children’s song, long time ago, I think it’s called “Had a Peanut” or “The Peanut Song” something like that?”
Chuck nodded. “You mean the one that goes... had a peanut had a peanut just now? My dad use to sing that all the time when I was a kid. Matt and I hated it because Dad only sang that when he was in a bad mood.”
Gail nodded. “What about the game we played as kids Red Rover? Remember that one?”
Chuck said nothing. Gail continued. “In the vision I saw two children in the room where I was painting. One was a young girl, early teen’s maybe, and the other was a small boy probably five years old and they were singing that song.”
“What’s so scary about the peanut song, Gail?”
“I am pretty sure the young teen girl was his nanny.”
Chuck sipped his own coffee. “That would mean the young boy was my grandfather?”
“I’m not sure,” Gail said. “They stopped singing when they saw me standing there watching and then they looked straight at me. That’s doesn’t happen in a vision often, Chuck. It’s a sure sign of a warning.”
“Do you have any idea what they were warning you about?”
“Not a clue but, it was more than just a vision. I felt their emotions as well. I felt their pain, their hurts, their fears, and that has never happened to me before. They were no longer just a vision; they were real, standing right there, right then, and they could see me as clearly as I saw them and...”
“Darn, Gail. And what, what happened next?”
“They were crying with huge tears were running down their cheeks. Then they started yelling that nursery game song only they changed the words to “Red rover, red rover, the blind dog has come over.”
“Gail? Do you want me to get rid of it? Do you think this vision was warning you that the dog might be dangerous or something?”
“No, it wasn’t Max they were warning me about.”
“Max? You’ve named the dog Max already. Did the lady from the Vet’s office call you?”
Gail held her breath when she realized the Dog on the back porch was Max. How could she possibly know that? “I, uh, no, nobody has called but, well that’s the dog’s name, Chuck. You don’t like it?”
“No, Max is fine with me but I’m just surprised you chose the most popular dog name in the United States. Usually you are more prone to go the odd route with such things. You know, I figured you would want to call him black tongue, or maybe Brown Boy.”
“Max is his name, Chuck. I didn’t choose it.”
“You learned that in the vision?”
“I don’t think so. There was no dog in the vision but I know his name is Max I just don’t know how I know that. The kids in the vision were warning me with the peanut song and telling me about Red Rover.”
“Maybe they were warning you that the paint fumes were too strong in that room upstairs?”
“Its latex paint, Chuck, water based. The fumes are harmless.”
Chuck thought for a moment then repeated, "Blind dog has come over and you have determined the dog’s name is Max. Now I’m getting nervous.”
“Nervous? What makes you nervous about the dog’s name?”
Chuck reached into his back pocket and brought out a bright red dog collar with a silver name tagged attached. He held it up and said, “The girl at the counter in the vet’s office told me she had made a name tag and attached it to a brand new collar using the name Max by mistake. She sold it to me for half price because she knew we had not named the dog yet. I agreed to take it because it was so cheap and if you didn’t like the name then I would have tossed it in the trash. She added our contact information below the name free. See?"
Chuck held the tag closer to Gail’s eyes so she could read the inscription. Gail grinned broadly and said, “Oh Chuck that is so sweet. Let me put it on him right now.”
“You aren’t worried about all the coincidences that just happened here? You know the dog’s name and the Vet has the right collar with the right name already on it?”
Gail said nothing, got up from the table, and walked out to the rear porch. Chuck followed and watched as she knelt down beside the dog at the swing and lifted his chin. “Okay Max. We’ve got you a nice new collar with your name on it.”
Max stood still as she tied it on. When finished, she checked it for proper fit between belt and fur; then rubbed his head furiously and said, “That’s my boy, Max. Good dog.”
Chuck’s cell phone beeped twice. He unclipped it from his belt, opened the cover, looked at the Caller ID information and said, “It’s Matt.”
He pressed the answer button. “Hey big brother what’s up?”
“Chuck? Where are you right now?”
“I’m at home, why? What’s going on?”
“I’m not sure but one of my boys was just in town at the hardware store. He said there was some kind of commotion going on at the Sheriff’s office. There are cop cars, even a few State Troopers, all over the place and he met two more coming into town on his way back to the mill. They have the whole courthouse square blocked off in wall to wall cops.”
“Have you called Bill yet?”
“I tried but no go. I was with him a few hours ago and dropped him off at the back door to the Sheriff’s Department”
“Okay. I leaving the house right now, I’ll meet you at the Court House.”
“I’m already half way to town but meet me in front of the Hardware Store instead.”
“Gotcha, I’m leaving the house right now.”
Gail, who could understand both sides of the cell phone conversation well enough, looked at Chuck. “I can’t go to town with this paint all over me. What do you think is going on?”
“I don’t know but state patrol cars have circled the courthouse and have it locked down tight. Bill isn’t answering his phones, none of them. We need to get down there fast. Matt is on his way there right now.”
Gail stood and then yelled back as she raced into the house and down the hallway to the stairs. “Get the car out front and I’ll be there in five seconds, just let me grab some clean pants and a shirt.”
Chuck parked the Cherokee behind the hardware store and then helped Gail out of the vehicle. They walked around the side of the building and into a large crowd of onlookers. The courthouse was across the street. It was an old structure recently remodeled but the clock and tower still stood. Four Georgia State Patrol cars were scattered one to each corner of the block of the square with several neighboring county sheriff units mixed in between.
A dark haired man was facing the crowd and yelling, “See folks? This is why you need to elect me as your new Sheriff. Jacobs can’t control his own department and enforce the law even from behind the doors of his own jail. So what happens? The State has to send in help and bail him out.”
Chuck felt an urge to go punch Randy Dukes in the mouth. Then a Deputy opened the side door to the Courthouse to allow paramedics to pass. They rolled a gurney outside with a sheet-covered body on top. One arm in a brown uniform hung from underneath the sheet and Chuck recognized the insignia that read “Sheriff West Creek”
“Oh dear God” Gail cried placing one hand over her mouth.
“Bill?” Chuck gasped. “Wait here Gail.”
He broke into a dead run, crossing the street in two leaps then plowing over a Twiggs County Deputy who tried to stop him. As he skidded up to the gurney, the paramedics pushing it stopped. Chuck grabbed the sheet covering the body and lifted it. It wasn't Bill. A voice from inside the open door behind them said, “Chuck? Get in here.”
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