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Chapter One

 


“Tim? Let’s go son or we’ll be late. Your dad
is in the parking garage and you know how he hates to be kept
waiting.”

Tim Rashert came running into the foyer
skidding on the tiled floor to a halt at his mother’s feet. “I’m
ready mama, and yes, I washed my hands after I used the
bathroom.”

June Rashert opened the front door, stood
back to let her son go first, then said, “Did you remember to turn
the water off in the sink?”

“Yes mama.”

She closed the door behind her then shook the
handle to be certain the self-locking mechanism caught. “Go press
the elevator button and I’ll be right there” she said smiling at
her son.

June waited until he was well on the way,
skipping down the carpeted hallway of the Condo complex, then
reached in her purse and pulled out a cell phone. The number was in
speed dial and she pressed it. “Hey, sorry it took so long. We’re
at the elevator now and on the way down. Well go ahead and leave
without us if you want. We’ll stay home. No Paul, I’m not going to
let you snap at me like this anymore. I’m tired of it. No, I don’t
want to argue right now so let’s just shut up and go to your little
party so you can get drunk with your business friends. What more do
you want us to do, sing and dance for them?”

Still holding the phone, she started down the
hallway but lowered her voice so Tim wouldn’t over hear the
argument. They had hopefully kept most of her and Paul’s troubles
hidden from their son but she was sure not all. Tim was smart and
tuned in to his environment but she noticed lately how his father’s
bark and snarls at her often left a scary expression of fear
lingering on his face.

As she walked and listened to another round
from her husband over the cell, she decided to end the useless
conversation. “We are on the way. Be there in two minutes unless
the elevator is stuck between floors but I can’t imagine that I
could be so lucky. Bye.”

She snapped the phone shut and dropped it
back in the purse and the elevator doors swung open just as she
arrived. They stepped inside and she motioned for Tim to press the
correct floor button. He reached up and pressed B1 for the garage
where his father was impatiently waiting at the car. “Thank you
sweetheart, now brush your hair back in place so you look nice.
This is an important party for your father.”

“I don’t like going to his parties, mama. The
kids there are mean and hateful. They act so stuck up or
something.”

“Try to be nice Tim. It will be over soon
enough.”

 


***

Pauley Rashert stood beside the car checking
his watch and glaring at the elevator every few seconds. He dialed
a number on his phone and waited. “Yea, this is Pauley. We’re
running just a few minutes late but we are on the way. Tell the old
man for me okay, yea, I have the information on that and we’ll
discuss it later tonight. Great, no, it’s nothing. Just a stupid
Georgia country hick woman I married is dragging her feet. It won’t
happen again. See you in about fifteen minutes. Bye.”

Pauley turned around and glared at the
elevator again. It dinged and the doors finally rolled back open.
He watched June and Tim step out into the garage area and look
around. He yelled, I’m over here and I’ve been waiting since this
morning. Come on, we are already ten minutes late.”

June and Tim walked over normally because she
was not willing to trot or run just to please him. At the car, she
opened the back door and helped Tim inside. “Buckle your seat belt,
Tim.”

Before he had done so, she closed the door,
reached for her own on the front when something popped and a huge
puff of white smoke started pouring out from underneath the car
near her door. It quickly rose and engulfed her. The rank stench
burned her nose bringing tears to her eyes.

Pauley, distracted as he was getting into the
driver’s side of the car, looked up at the first sound and then his
eyes went wide open and scared when he saw the smoke rising around
his wife. “It’s a bomb” he yelled.

June, stunned and confused, watched as her
husband bravely spun around and began running away from her, the
car, and their son now trapped in the rear seat. “What” she cried?
"We have to get Tim out of the car."

The sight of her brave husband with his face
pale, eyes full of fear, glancing back over his shoulder at her,
broke something inside that she'd been expecting. It broke her
desire to do everything possible to avoid the destruction of their
marriage. It was now gone totally. Then a voice in her head cried
out “Move girl."

She yanked Tim’s door open and grabbed the
boy who was still busy trying to buckle the seat belt. As she
lifted him, his arm tangled for a precious second in the shoulder
part of the belt then popped free when he twisted it aside and
back. She snatched him harder, up and out into her arms in one deft
move then she turned her back on the car. That instinct was to put
her body between Tim and the bomb. Now stage two kicked in and she
started going for distance.

Carrying the forty-pound boy cradled in her
arms as high as she could, she started running. Tim was a large kid
and June was hardly a giant so her efforts to carry him were
awkward but sincere. His feet flopped around in the air, dangling
around her knees where the tips of his dress shoes painfully
stabbed her kneecaps with each motion forward. Her eyes sought
safety in any form while her body fought for distance from the
danger. She spotted one of the large concrete support pillars about
thirty feet away and veered toward it. Her senses indicated it
would shield them from the worse of the blast.

In what seemed to be years later, she
scampered behind it then spun and pushed Tim's body against the
harsh support then covered him as best she could using her own body
and none too soon. The garage area turned to a bright yellow ball
of fire that whooshed past them, followed by an ear crashing wave
of thunder.

The blast spewed chunks of cars and other
debris around the support but it held and did the job. A beam
closer to the center of the blast was not so lucky and shattered
allowing the ceiling above it to sag downward several feet.
Something in the design algorithm of architecture halted the
cascade of destruction and the rest of the area remained locked in
place, at least, it held for the moment. June's mind instantly
recalled how the World Trade Center Tower buildings had withstood
the initial plane crashes but succumbed to the heat and intensity
of the ensuing fires that deteriorated the steel. That is why those
buildings collapsed and not the initial ramming by the suicide
bomber driven airplanes. June was not going to wait around for this
building to heat up and fold the same way.

When the main concussion had blown past and
things were slowing down, June let Tim slide to the floor. "Are you
okay, Tim?"

The boy could only nod and blink his eyes
from the stinking in response. She grabbed her son's hand and said,
“Close your eyes tight, hold your breath, and do not turn me loose,
Tim. Hang on tight.”

With that June pulled him into the blinding
thick smoke and started heading for what she prayed was the wall
that housed the elevator. The elevator was their only means of
escape and they had to use it before the emergency systems shut it
down. Any other route out of the garage involved getting past the
heart of the fire and the odds of that were slim due to the falling
oxygen levels and rising density of the smoke. It was the elevator
or death, no other choice.

Blindly moving forward she kept her free hand
extended before them, using it as a bumper against hitting the
wall. It paid off after they had crossed a few dozen feet, her hand
slammed harshly into solid concrete. With her lungs starting to
reject what little air she could get into them, she started
searching up and down the wall in fast sweeps, looking for the call
button for the elevator. On the third or fourth sweep she found it
and started banging away on the silver button.

Amazingly enough, the doors immediately swung
open and a bundle of fresh air struck her face. She gasped for it,
then pulled Tim past her and inside the car. She was barely able to
follow and ending up falling through the opening to the floor in
front of her son. Her hand reached back and found the "close door"
button and pressed it. The doors closed quietly and she managed to
say, "Tim? Can you hit a button? Any buttons just mash one.”

Tim jumped at the switch center and pressed
several until the machine clicked, jerked, and started to rise.

Sitting up slowly she asked, “Are you okay?
Are you hurt?”

“No Mama, I’m okay. Let me help you. What was
that? Did somebody fly a big airplane into the building?”

“I don’t know Tim.”

The rest of the ride up was spent wiping eyes
of tears and filling lungs with clean air. When they were back on
their own level, she pulled Tim out and headed for the apartment
door and relative safety, but for how long? Would they get the fire
put out before the building risked a collapse?

There was one thing in her mind for certain
and that was, "We are not going to wait around and find out."

They entered the apartment and she steered
Tim over to the dinette table and sat him down. “Are you sure
you’re okay, Tim? Are you having any trouble breathing?”

“No mama, I’m fine. You’ve got white dirt all
over your clothes and hair and your face looks funny.”

June patted him on the shoulder. “I better go
wash up and you too. Go wash your face and hands okay? I'll be back
in a few minutes.”

She went to her bedroom and removed a
suitcase from the closet, dropped it on the bed and then started
packing anything she might need for a trip that would last a long
time. Her mind was racing so quickly that she had to stop several
times from placing things in the bag that were impractical or
useless for her and Tim’s upcoming needs.

She could reach her car because the night
before someone had taken her spot in the garage forcing her to park
along the curb a block away. There was probably going to be a
parking ticket on the windshield by now. That's when she realized
that someone from above had to be watching after her and Tim
because dodging the bomb and not parking her car next to the now
destroyed one had to be more than a streak of pure luck.

“Somebody almost killed Tim and I but my
husband was only interested in saving his own ass.” That thought
kept rolling over in her mind for the next twenty minutes of
frantic packing. When that was done, she decided to call her
brother in West Creek County Georgia to let him know they were on
the way. What she did not tell him, at least not over the phone,
was that they were indeed coming but it might be a long time before
they left.

She grabbed at the now over packed and very
heavy suitcase and fought the urge to fling it across the room or
out the fifth floor window. “Calm down… calm down…” she repeated to
herself, then took a deep breath and walked out of the room, down
the hall to Tim’s room, and started packing as much of his clothing
as possible into a smaller suitcase from his closet. "Don't forget
his games before you leave” she reminded herself. He would need the
entertainment during the long drive south.

When Pauley Rashert arrived back in the
apartment at midnight, Tim and June were gone. He found her note on
the table, read it, and then cussed for the next half hour at his
lawyer on the phone. Then he called the old man and told him about
the bombing but he had already heard. When asked about his wife and
son, he related a story about his bravery under threat, about how
he had rushed back to the car and saved them from sure death. He
was still talking and enhancing the story to the old man when two
Chicago Police Detectives knocked at his front door.

 


***

A soft rap brought Matt Veal out of his
business accounting work at the computer and back to the physical
world of timber and toil. He looked up and saw a familiar elderly
face with two deep and dark eyes, peering around the office door.
They searched the large office until finding him behind the desk. A
scraggly voice chirped, “Howdy, Matt, you got a minute?”

Veal smiled and waved. “Oh shoot yea, Mister
Jake. Come on in. Ain’t seen you in a quite a while; how you been
doing?”

Jake Dixon pushed the door open wide enough
to step through then removed his cap and closed it quietly. “Oh you
know how it is with us old hog farmers. We work all day to earn
five dollars but have to spend seven to get it done.”

“Lord, I know that feeling. Come on over and
have a seat” Matt said motioning to a chair. “That thing is
probably uncomfortable because it's brand new. You can help me get
it broke in maybe.”

Jake patted the arm rests of the chair then
looked around the room. “It’s looks comfy enough and your new
office is looking very nice. Glad to see you got it built back so
quick."

"While getting into the seat he pointed at
the wall behind Matt and said, "I love how you used those untreated
oak planks up there like that. It makes the place look like a fancy
lawyer’s office or something. Did you use green timber for
that?”

“Oh yea, those boards came fresh off the gang
saws. They were so green that the carpenters had to pre-drill screw
holes so they could put them up there.”

Jake laughed. “Yea, I had the same problems
with that green lumber I bought off you a few years ago. I used it
to build hog shelters though, not fancy walls like these. I tell
you, that wood has been out in the weather ever since then, no
paint or nothing. I did put a little diesel fuel where they touched
the ground but so far there’s no rotting or critters eating at it
that I can see.”

“Yea, that was river oak and it will be
around for quite a while even if you don’t treat it.”

“Well, lumber is what I came to see you about
today.”

Matt looked at the old man for a second then
let his eyes drift up to the ceiling in thought. “Now I know it
ain’t time yet to renew our timber lease on your 200 acres, is
it?”

“No sir, that lease doesn’t come up for
another three years I but I was hoping we could make a little
adjustment on about twenty acres of the south side. I want to open
it up for farming again if you and I can work it out.”

Matt opened his desk drawer, pulled out a
West Creek County land map, and unfolded it. Jake leaned forward,
found the area he was looking for on the map, then pointed with a
finger and said, “That land there around where the creek takes that
sharp bend and turns more west than south. I want to open up those
twenty acres from the creek eastward until it joins up with my open
field out there.”

Matt nodded then turned to his computer and
punched up the Dixon Timber Lease files. After a moment of looking,
he said, “The trees in that area are not full grown but I don’t
think harvesting now would make a whole lot of difference in the
price you get.”

“Yea, Matt. I was thinking the same thing. I
wouldn’t bother you with this at all but I’m adding more hogs this
year and I need the extra space to plant more corn to feed
them.”

“Corn prices are getting too high to be using
it for hog feed, Jake. They make diesel fuel from that stuff now.
You know that don’t you?”

The old man smiled and said, “Yea I been
reading about that in your brother’s newspaper. It’s that place
over near the county line that’s turning corn and soybeans into
that fang dangled gas additive or something. What’s it called?”

“Ethanol,” Matt said.

“Yea, ethanol, that’s it. The question is, if
we start using all our crops to make gas then there ain’t gonna be
a lot left over to make food for us or the livestock.”

Matt smiled. “That’s a good point because we
can’t eat gasoline, that’s for sure.”

“Oh I’ve ate my share of gasoline, Matt, the
last time was when I siphoning some out of my truck for the lawn
tractor. Dang hose caught me off guard and I bet I drank a gallon
or two before I could get the end of it into the gas can.”

Matt laughed. “Been there and done that.
Okay, when do you need that land cleared?”

“Ain’t no big rush on it, shoot, by tomorrow
sundown would be just fine.”

This time Matt burst out laughing. “I wish I
could get my crews to cut and clear twenty acres that quick but
they just ain’t that fast, Jake. I can probably get them started on
it by the first of next week if you want.”

“That’d be just fine. How much would you
charge to take out the stumps and get one of them bulldozers to
push topsoil over the holes? I need to get that land planted out in
corn soon as we can get it ready.”

Matt knew better than most around town, that
Jake Dixon was no uneducated country bumpkin farmer. The
intelligence was there but hiding behind a facade of what most
might see as rural ignorance. It was a common mistake more than one
northern person has made over the last few hundred years. A lot of
carpet baggers who came south to get rich after the Civil War ended
up going home with nothing but a rail under their butt and a torn
shirt on their back.

“We can blow the stumps out of the ground
with dynamite. That would speed up the clearing process so that a
dozer can pile them up for burning, that is, if we can get a burn
permit from the Forestry commission with this dry spell going on.
You just help me pay for the extra fuel and time they spend on it
and we’ll get it done.”

“How much you figure I’ll get for those
twenty acres of trees? I’d sure hate to end up owing you money when
this is all said and done.”

“Well pine at the size of those trees right
now is running a tad low on the markets. I’m gonna say your
percentage would be around fourteen hundred dollars an acre but it
might cost you three hundred an acre off that for the stump blowing
and top soil.”

“I don’t know Matt. I was back in those woods
yesterday looking and some of those trees you planted are in a
sandy soil area near the west corner. They ain’t grown near as big
as the other ones over toward Ed Branch’s place. I’m worried they
might not be worth as much as we think.”

“Well, we won’t know until we get them cut
and hauled over to Blake Squires’ mill. I don’t process pine at
this one, just hardwood.”

“Yea, I know your mill here is hardwood only
and figured as much. Once your crews get going, how long you think
it will take to clear the trees and stumps?”

“Not too long but you have to allow for the
weather and getting the burn permit. You know how that can go. I
might be able to speed things up a bit, if Blake Squires can loan
me a crew to help. So I’m going to say about a month at best.”

Jake Dixon nodded then rose quickly out of
the chair for a man his age. “That’d be mighty good of you Matt. I
do appreciate you letting me take that land back a few years early
like this. I know the lease ain’t up yet and all.”

Matt also stood, reached across the desk and
shook the old man’s hand. The return grasp was firm and confident.
“No problem just be sure and let me renew that lease on the rest of
the acreage in three years.”

“Oh you’ll get it, Matt, if I’m still around
about that time. I’m so old right now that I don’t even buy green
peanuts no more.”

Matt smiled but had to go for it. “And why is
that, Jake?”

With a straight, honest, clear face, the old
man answered, “Because I might not live long for them to finish
boiling.”

Matt laughed loudly. “Old man, you will
outlive most of us folks around here but if you don’t, I’ll be sure
your hogs get the money for the trees at good market prices.”

“Oh I trust you on that. Ain’t you got some
of Ed Branch’s place next door to me under timber lease too?”

“Yea I do, about four hundred acres we
planted eight years ago. It was coming along fine the last time I
was out that way. Have you noticed it lately by any chance?”

“Naw, Matt. I aint’ been over that way in a
while but I’ll take a look if you want later today and give you a
call.”

“I’d appreciate that and let me know if you
see signs of blight or fire hazards. I been meaning to get over
there but I’ve been so distracted lately.”

“Yea, you been busy getting shot at and folks
trying to blow you up. You got all that mess about done with or
what?”

“I sure hope so. Fighting drug wars with
folks out of Atlanta can get rough. I need to get back to fighting
timber wars against the big mills in Macon. They don’t use
bullets.”

“Well, I knew that Wales boy that got killed
when your office was dynamited. Fine young man he was.”

“He was a good man and a good worker too. We
sure miss him. Oh, by the way, did I hear right about Ed Branch’s
sister, June? Is she back in town again?”

Jake shrugged. “I heard she and her young son
was here visiting but from the scuttlebutt and rumors I picked up,
she’s on the run from a bad marriage in Chicago.”

“That’s sad. From what I remember she was a
good woman; she deserves better, that’s for sure.”

“Amen on that, Matt. Well, why don’t you come
to see us poor farmers sometime? I’ll call you later today after I
check that timber track.”

Matt watched the old man leave and thought,
“Chicago? What on earth was the star cheerleader in high school
doing marrying a man from Chicago?”

He sat back down and removed a cell phone
from his belt clip, opened it and pressed a speed dial number. The
line rang twice and then clicked. “Yo, Matt, what’s up?”

“Blake? You busy?”

“No worse than usual, what you need?”

“Have you got a timber crew I can borrow
starting next week for a twenty acre clear cut?”

“I probably do; where at?”

“Jake Dixon’s place east of town; He runs a
pig farm out that way. Know where I’m talking about?”

“Yea, that big old two story lap board house
that folks say is haunted or something. Is that the one you
mean?”

“Yea, that’s it. He wants the south twenty
acres cut and cleared for farming so we need to figure on sending
out a dozer and that stump guy with his firecrackers.”

“Okay, can do. I think Stinson’s timber crew
is idle right now waiting on Jones to blow some beaver dams further
down the creek but it’ll take a few weeks or so for the water to
fall low and dry enough to get the rigs in there. We can use them
while they have nothing to do.”

“That’d be great Blake. Tell them to get with
me Saturday morning and we’ll go over the whole job.”

“Sure thing, oh, I forgot to ask you about
that woman you know in Memphis that does family tree searches and
stuff. Is she still around?”

“I guess so but I haven’t talked to her since
she did that work for me on my family. Why, you going to look up
all the horse thieves and crooks in your tree?”

“Now Matt, you have to remember that my
family history only goes back a couple of generations and then it
gets sort of lost among all the cotton plants and sugar cane
fields. That’s why I was thinking about asking her if she knew
anybody who specializes in working their way through all those
slave records and stuff because unlike you, my family history does
not carry a clear pre-Civil War paper trail.”

“Don’t be fooled, Blake. General Sherman
burned many public records around here when he came through
visiting back then including most of my family records that were in
the Oconee area at the time. I think the woman I hired in Memphis
got lucky and found copies at the Library in Columbia, South
Carolina on my Great Grandfather, slave lists and all.”

“Well heck, Matt. Some of my kinfolks could
be on that list you know. My Uncle Jim is the only person I can
trace back accurately and he was born well after the Civil War.
”

“I’ve checked that list before, Blake, but I
don’t see any Squires names on it thank God. I’d hate for you to
take out restitution for your ancestors on my butt about it.”

“I don’t think the slave lists put last names
on them, did they?”

“Not many that I’ve ever seen, that’s for
sure.”

“Okay, well, when you get time will you see
if that lady is still around and can help me with this.”

“Will do Blake, catch you later.”

 



Chapter Two

 


Tim Rashert held the pebble clutched tightly
in one hand and waited until the urge to pitch it into the water
had passed. He didn’t want to throw it because it was one of the
most interesting rocks he’d found so far in his exploration of the
creek bank. Unlike the other brownish stones in his growing
collection, this one was a deeper shade of yellow, smooth and
speckled with what looked like gold. Well, he assumed it looked
like gold but he wasn’t sure. Whatever the shiny specks were, they
sparkled and glittered in the morning sunlight. Maybe the pebble in
his hand was laced with gold. Would it be enough to buy him and his
mom a new house? What if his discovery started a gold rush?

With that thought, his mind soured at the
image of thousands of people tramping around the creek banks
ruining it, digging it away, and fouling the otherwise clear
waters. Tim opened his clenched fist and peered more closely at the
pebble. To save the creek, maybe he should just toss the stone away
and forget about it. Should he dare? That was when something in the
back of his mind started itching. It took him a moment to realize
he didn’t feel alone anymore out in the woods and caution mixed
with fear, started to creep in. He heard a faint rustle in some
nearby bushes and knew there were eyes watching him.

A voice startled him. “You found something
interesting there, son?”

The deep firm voice had come from a nearby
clump of low underbrush near the creek’s edge. Tim rose slowly to
his feet from the squatting position and closed his fist around the
stone. With a not so steady voice he said, “It’s just an
interesting rock I found is all. I like collecting them. Who are
you?”

The man stepped out into the clearing and
stood looking at Tim. The sun darkened face looked wrinkled with
age, wear and tear. He was short in stature but wide and husky
across the chest. His denim jeans and plaid shirt were well worn,
rough and rangy looking. He sported a white short scraggly beard
and longer than normal whitish hair poking out from the back of his
faded cap. The man’s dark brown eyes peered out from under the hat
brim looking Tim over, but there was nothing threatening about
them. They simply gave Tim the once over and that was all.
Something in the man’s presence was almost comforting but
nonetheless, he remained silent, eyes squinting at the backlit
figure before him that forced Tim’s eyes to look into the
sunlight.

The old man broke the silence, pointed across
the rippling waters of the creek, and said, “Probably be a better
pick of stones on the other side over yonder. Heavy rain waters
washed a lot of them up there last winter.”

Tim followed the man’s pointing finger and
scanned the far banks of the ten-foot wide creek. Yesterday he had
considered the same idea because in several places the distant
sandy bank did seem wider and more inviting. He looked back at the
man and said, “I’m not supposed to be playing so close to the
water. If I were to cross over my mom would really get mad.”

The old man looked at him for a moment then
asked, “Your mom hasn’t seen how low the water is lately at this
creek, has she?”

“I don’t know. She just tells me not to play
close to the water. I guess she’s afraid I’ll fall in and drown or
something.”

The old man nodded then added, “Well mom’s
are like that but this old creek is hardly deeper than your knees.
Maybe you should bring her down and show her it’s not that
dangerous.”

Tim shrugged and looked back across the
rippling waters. “I hadn’t thought about that. It’s a good idea,
thank you, Mister.”

The old man took a few steps sideways yet
closer somehow and said, “Folks around here call me Jake. You must
be Ed’s Nephew. I overheard him telling somebody at the store the
other day that he was expecting his sister and her boy to be
visiting sometime this week.”

Tim nodded. “That’s us. My name’s Tim Rashert
and that’s my Uncle Ed Branch. He lives about four miles from
here.”

“Well it’s not quite four miles, son, but it
might be if you measure it in city miles. In country miles we say,
“It’s a little ways on over yonder” or maybe “down that way a
piece.”

Tim shrugged. “I didn’t know there was a
difference between city miles and country miles. What’s the
difference?”

“A city mile you measure in traffic lights. A
country mile you measure in the number of cows you see standing in
the field.”

Tim thought it over a moment, then smiled and
said, “That can’t be right because the cows can move around but the
traffic lights don’t.”

“Yup, that’s the secret of it all. Our cows
make the miles flexible.”

Tim liked the old wrinkly faced and
rough-hewn man before him. He was nice and maybe like the
grandfather he never had.

Jake turned his head around and looked at the
post noon sun, removed his hat and wiped his forehead. “Well Tim,
I’m glad to meet you son. I own that old big white house on the
other side of the woods from your Uncle’s place. Some of the
younger folks around here say my old house is haunted but it’s not.
It’s just a big house my Granddaddy built in 1901. He left it to my
Daddy and my daddy left it to me.”

Tim was finally able to relax and then he
remembered the pebble in his hand. He slowly raised it up and
opened his fists. “I found this rock awhile ago and it’s got
something glittering inside. Is it gold? Do you know what real gold
looks like?”

Jake stepped closer and peered down into
Tim’s open palms. “Well let me hold it a second, Tim.”

He reached over, pinched the stone between a
finger and thumb and raised it up to the sunlight. He squinted and
said, “Well now, son? I’ve seen real gold before and this rock is
interesting. I see why it caught your eye, but that sparkle is
actually granite particles, sorter like a form of glass that forms
from creek sand sometimes. I’m sorry it’s not gold though. Gold is
shiny and darker, almost black in some places and it’s a lot
heavier than any other rock of the same size. A rock like this is
worth keeping though. It’s interesting.”

Tim nodded but still wondered if maybe the
old man was just telling him that so he could keep the discovery to
himself. Jake returned the stone to Tim’s open hand and stepped
back. He closed his fingers around it then put it into his right
pants pocket. He would keep the pebble and add it to the growing
collection in his bedroom at Uncle Ed’s place.

“Why are you keeping it if it ain’t worth
nothing, Tim?”

He shrugged, looked down at his sand covered
shoes a second, then back up and straight into the old man’s dark
brown eyes. “I like it. It’s interesting how it sparkles in the
light. I’ll keep it unless you own this land and it belongs to
you.”

“No, no son. Your Uncle Ed owns all this land
around here for a good country mile or two.”

Tim smiled. “That’s how many cows in the
field?”

Jake laughed. “If your Uncle Ed says you can
have it then you can have it but you should be asking him about
that, not me.”

A distant crow sounded across the woods and
Tim turned to look quizzically. Jake pointed over his shoulder at
the sound and said, “That’s an old crow that’s been trying to get
into my corn patch for a week now. Reckon I better get my old
scarecrow out and hung up pretty soon or that critter and his
buddies will tote off the seeds I just planted recently.”

Tim’s eyes lit up and he said, “I’ve never
seen a real scarecrow before. You’ve got one?”

“Sure do Tim. I’ve had one or two over the
years that gave the crows a heart attack. The others worked pretty
well and one or two I can remember, did not. I guess it’s all in
how scary you build it. I got an old one in the barn that I could
show you if you want but you might have to help me dig it out of
the clutter in there; Are you afraid of rat snakes or little
squiggly critters?”

Tim hesitated and looked around the area. He
had already seen several snakes along the path leading to the creek
but they had crawled away with no fuss. He said, “I can help you
dig it out but first I have to run ask mama if it’s okay.”

Jake put one hand on Tim’s shoulder and said,
“Well come on and I’ll walk along with you. I ain’t seen your mama
since she was about your age. She got married and moved off before
I even realized she had grown up.”

Tim turned and started walking with Jake
beside him. When they reached the old game trail that led back to
his Uncle’s house, Jake pointed at it and then helped Tim up the
incline of the creek bank. The old man already knew where it was
although bushes and underbrush mostly hid it. When they reached the
crest, Jake cried, “Whew. I forgot how steep that thing has gotten
over the years. I use to fish down here a lot when I was
younger.”

Tim looked up at Jake. “You know how to fish
too?”

Jake laughed and said, “Oh yea, boy. I can
tell you were raised in the city.”

“Yes sir. I grew up in Chicago. Mama and I
drove down from there last week so we’ll be here awhile.”

Jake nodded but said nothing for a moment.
“Well that gives us plenty of time to dig that old scare crow out
of the barn and then maybe we can do some fishing?”

“That would be fun Mister Jake but you’ll
have to teach me how to fish.”

***

 


Ed Branch stood in his kitchen and watched
his younger sister, June pacing back and forth across the back
porch. She was talking on her cell phone but too far away for him
to understand all the words. The tone of her voice and speed of her
pace was indication enough. She was afraid and not liking whatever
she was hearing on the far end of the connection. Since She and Tim
had arrived, he had fought the urge to drive up to Chicago and read
his brother in law the riot act but doing so might push his sister
the wrong way. Crumbling marriages could sometimes be fixed but
judging from all she had told him about the situation; her marriage
was already way beyond repair.

After ten minutes of talking, pacing, long
pauses, and then a final disgusted closing of the cell phone cover
she opened the screen door, stamped hard into the kitchen and sat
down at the table. She said nothing, which said more than enough.
Ed finally spoke. “I gather your lawyer is not filled with joy and
support?”

June shrugged. “I think he’s too afraid of my
husband to take on the divorce. He sure sounds like it anyway.
Custody of Tim is what has him spooked I think because he said that
nobody has ever walked away from that family and taken the
children.”

Ed sighed, sat down at the table beside her,
and then sipped at the glass of iced tea. Before he put it down, he
let his pointing finger dabble in the circle of moisture on the
tabletop where the glass had been sitting. “I never realized he was
like that June and what he was getting you into. I can’t tell you
enough how sorry I am that I didn’t see it coming. But now, well,
now you have to trust me to do what’s best for you. I can’t react
to anything that you do not approve of ahead of time and that
limits me a lot.”

“I know that, Ed, and I can’t tell you how
much I appreciate you letting Tim and I stay here for a while. My
concern is how dangerous our being here makes it for you. I need to
find a safe place for Tim and me to hide for a while. Pauley can
send a dozen goons down here to get Tim back and they will not care
who they run over to do it. I don’t want anyone hurt but I’m not
going to allow him to take my son back to Chicago and get him blown
up in the next bombing.”

Ed sighed deeply. “Nobody is going to mess
with you here, June. The best thing for you and Tim is to stay, sit
tight, and let me deal with anyone who shows up from Chicago. I
have many friends in West Creek County including the Sheriff, Bill
Jacobs. Between me and the law, we can deal with Pauley easy
enough.”

“I don’t know Ed. These people are not your
average crooks. They kill because they can or because they don’t
like you. I mean, they tried to kill Pauley and I can only imagine
why. When the bomb misfired for a few seconds, he takes off like a
scared rabbit instead of trying to save his own son.”

“Okay, June, try to calm down so we can think
this out clearly.”

“Clearly, ha, do you remember that old story
about, if your spouse and child were drowning and you could only
save one, which one would you save? Remember that?”

“Yes, I remember that, why?”

“My answer, since the day Tim was born, has
always been I would rather die trying to save both than to live
knowing I had chosen one. If you asked me that again right
now…"

“I can understand that, June, but I’m still
not going to let the man scare me.”

“Ed, Pauley’s operations involve millions of
dollars a week most of it illegal in some way, and that alone would
get you planted in the next building foundation in Chicago. I think
it’s better if Tim and I move further away, maybe Uncle Elwood in
Texas. I’m sure he would let us stay there a awhile on that big
ranch.”

The sound of Tim’s distant laughter reached
them in the kitchen along with another older voice. Ed stood and
checked through the kitchen window. He looked back at June and
said, “It’s Tim and he’s got Jake Dixon with him.”

June looked surprised for a second. “Jake
Dixon is still alive? Gosh, he must be 80 years old or more.”

“He’s getting on up there but I see him out
in the fields working just about every day. He’s a salty old
buzzard.”

Tim burst up on the rear porch and stopped at
the screen door. He cupped his hands to shade his eyes and peered
through the meshed wire. “Hey mom, Uncle Ed, I’ve got a new friend
out here. Can he come inside please?”

Ed walked to the door and watched Jake come
up the steps and then pause at the top. “Howdy, Ed. found this here
boy out in the woods awhile ago; saw the family resemblance and
then figured you might be looking for him or something.”

Ed smiled and motioned for the old man to
come inside. “Jake, you remember my sister, June?”

“Oh yea, but not this pretty young thing you
have sitting at your table. Who is she?”

June smiled and watched him remove his hat
and tuck it down in the back of his belt, brim first. She waved a
hand at the chair for him to sit then watched Tim circle the table
to another chair and jump in. Ed also sat back down. Jake looked
around the kitchen quickly then said, “Me and Tim just met down
near the creek and started talking. He’s a bright little man there,
June.”

“He’s pretty smart, that’s for sure. Can I
get you a glass of tea or something, Mister Jake?”

“No thanks, I’m fine, I just wanted to see if
you would let Tim spend a few hours over at my place. I need a
little help digging an old scarecrow out of the barn to put in that
north side cornfield. Then we might try our hand at some fishing
later this afternoon.”

June glanced at Ed who nodded slightly. “Are
you sure he won’t be in your way, Mister Jake? Tim can be a handful
at times.”

“Aww Mama, I’m not that much trouble and you
know it”

Everyone laughed. Ed pointed at the woods
from which they had come. “Not that I mind but what were you doing
this far down the creek?”

“One of my sows dug her way out under the hog
pen fence last night and I was tracking it over this way. That’s
where I met Tim, down yonder about where the creek turns west, and
we started jabbering.”

June gasped, “The creek? I told that boy not
to get too near that thing. He might fall in or something.”

Ed smiled. Jake said it. “That creek, June,
is about as deep as my ankle this time of year. You should know
that. Didn’t you use to play down there a lot as a kid?”

June smiled. “I was a country born and raised
kid, Mister Jake. Tim is not.”

Jake shrugged. “Well, anyhow, that’s where I
figured my hog got off to and why I followed the creek this way.
Then I saw Tim looking for rocks but not finding the best of
pickings. I told him to cross over to the far bank and try there
but he quickly informed me that his mama didn’t want him too close
to the water.”

June looked from Tim back to Jake. “Well,
like I said, he’s not much of a country boy, Jake. He was born and
raised in Chicago. He might not even know the difference between a
fox and a hound dog.”

“I do too, mama. We read about foxes in
school. I’ve seen pictures of them in books.”

Jake said, “Well Tim, I’ve got an old fox
after my hens so you just might get a look at a real one today,
that is, if your mama says it’s okay for you to come over.”

June glanced once again at her brother, and
then sighed.

“Please mama? I’ll be careful.”

June’s expression said it all so Jake pushed
his chair back and stood “Good, then it’s settled. Come on Tim and
we’ll get out of here and let these two get back to that grown up
talk they was having when we come up the path yonder.”

Ed looked at Jake in mildly shocked surprise
but said nothing. June nodded at Tim who jumped up and raced around
the table next to Jake. She ruffled his hair and said, “Now you be
back home before dark, young man. I don’t want you tramping through
the woods after that. You could get snake bit or something.”

Tim cried, “Mister Jake has never been snake
bit.”

Jake smiled. “Now that ain’t all together
true, Tim. I’ve been bitten a few times but the poor snakes died
before I could get them to the Vet to save them.”

Everyone laughed at Tim’s confused look. Jake
nodded with finality at Ed then June, and reached behind him for
his hat, “I’ll get him back before the sun sets so don’t ya'll be
worrying about him none. We are going to dig through my barn and
find that old scarecrow and get him ready to hang in the cornfield.
I think I stashed it in the corn crib last fall, or maybe it was
the hay loft; either way I’ll put Tim to work helping me hunt it
down if he’s willing.”

“Then we go fishing, Mr. Jake?”

“If I can find that old fishing pole of mine
we will. There’s probably a whole mess of jumpers we can dig up out
behind the hog pen watering trough.”

Tim looked confused, “Jumpers?”

Ed Branch spoke up. “It’s a type of
earthworm, Tim. They make good fish bait.”

“You mean they jump out of the ground?”

Jake smiled and with one hand on the boys
shoulder, he started steering him toward the screened door. “Naw
Tim. They jump once you dig them up and then they move around a lot
and boy do they bring in the big fish. Whew boy, I’ve seen some of
those worms grow big as a snake.”

Ed and June watched the two leave and then
listened to their chattering voices as they moved away from the
house. When they were near the edge of the woods, June said, “Tim
likes the old guy I think. God I must be crazy letting my son run
off with a total stranger like this.”

“Jake Dixon is hardly a total stranger June.
Don’t forget when we were kids, that guy was always nice and
friendly, never any threat to anyone. He was fun to be around.
Jake’s all right and he probably needs the company these days.
There are not many young kids around this area anymore. Besides,
he’s perfect to teach Tim about real country life.”

June sighed. “I know. You’re right. Jake
never did have any kids of his own did he?”

“Never did that anybody knows about.”

“I remember his wife died of cancer fairly
soon after they married. They say he never got over her; never
remarried, did he?”

“Never did, June, and it’s a shame too. He’s
a spry old guy and would have been a good catch for somebody I’m
sure. They say he just never got over his wife’s death and for all
anyone knows, he never looked at another woman again.”

“That’s so sad, and here I am trying to get
loose from the most hateful man alive.”

“Yea, but you are a fine catch for the next
man coming, June, and you will find him soon enough.”

“Ugh, I don’t want anything to do with
another man, Ed. I’m going to let that part of my life lay at rest
and focus on raising Tim.”

“Tim needs a good father, June, but he needs
the right father too. Next time just take a longer look before you
jump in the water head first.”

June’s cell phone chirped. She walked back
quickly to the table where it lay and picked it up, checked the
caller ID. “It’s the lawyer from Chicago again. I better take
this.”

When she had stepped back out on the porch,
Ed walked down the hallway to the living room. He reached for his
own cell clipped to his belt, dialed a number, and waited. A voice
on the line said, “West Creek County Sheriff’s office. How can I
help you?”

“Is Sheriff Jacobs there please, my name is
Ed Branch.”

“One moment, Mister Branch and I’ll
check.”

A few moments later, the line clicked back on
and a deep voice said, “Hey Ed, how are things going out your
way?”

Hey Bill, well, not so hot. I could use some
good advice; need to talk with you in private when you got a few
minutes.”

Jacobs’ voice slowed to a more cautious speed
and said, “Sure Ed. I can run by your place anytime this afternoon
if you want.”

“No, let me meet you somewhere, Bill. I
rather we not get over heard or anything.”

“Okay, how about that coffee house beside the
Truck stop on I-16?”

“Yea that would be good, Bill. Can you be
there in about a half hour or so?”

“Sure thing, Ed. Say, I heard your sister is
back in town? June? How’s she doing?”

“She’s good, Bill, brought her son down from
Chicago with her.”

“Great, Ed, Okay, I’ll meet you out there in
about a half hour. See you then.”

Ed closed the phone and stood trying to
decide if he was doing the right thing for June and Tim. He
returned to the present when he heard footsteps coming down the
hallway at a fast, angry clip. June appeared in the doorway and
snapped, “He told me to find another lawyer. He’s too busy to
handle a divorce right now.”

Ed nodded and said, “I know a good one in
Macon. He can recommend somebody to handle the Chicago side of
things I’m sure.”

June said nothing so Ed continued, “I’ve got
to run to town for a while. You need anything?”

“No, I’m fine, thanks though. I think I’ll
just lie down and enjoy the peace and quiet while I can. Things are
going to get noisy after today I’m afraid. That idiot lawyer just
told me he had checked with Pauley and that he told him about how I
wanted to file for divorce and custody of Tim.”

Ed shook his head. “Did he tell him where you
are right now?”

“I didn’t tell the lawyer where I am so
no.”

“Well, June, I guess the cat’s out of the bag
so we are at least warned.”

“Yea, and I’m scared too, Ed. I’m very scared
for Tim and You.”

“Like I told you, June, nothing is going to
happen to any of us. You are home and if it’s where you want to
stay, then you stay; both of you.”

 


A half hour later Ed pulled into the parking
lot of the coffee shop, spotted a police cruiser parked near the
side entrance doors and pulled his truck into the vacant place next
to it. The big Crown Vic had “Unit 1” painted on the car body just
above the front tire, which meant it belonged to the Sheriff. He
got out and looked around at the normally bustling area and
adjacent truck stop but it looked almost abandoned. Then he
realized it was mid afternoon so there would much less traffic
around. He tugged at the brim of his cap to ward off the sun in his
eyes then started walking to the entrance door. As he moved down
the sidewalk, he saw a figure through the plate glass window
sitting at a booth and wearing a uniform. There was a steaming cup
in front of him. The figure looked up, waved and smiled.

Ed walked inside, removed his cap and then
walked over to where Sheriff Bill Jacobs sat waiting. “Hello,
Sheriff. Sorry if I kept you waiting long.”

“Sit down, Ed. Naw; I just got here a second
ago. Want some coffee?”

“Yea, that waitress will see me in a second
I’m sure. I’m real sorry to drag you out in the middle of the work
day like this.”

“Shoot, Ed. I was bored and glad to have an
excuse to get away. You know how it is chasing bad guys around and
all. I need a break every now and then. How are things?”

Ed looked at the waitress who had started
heading that way and yelled above the din, “Just coffee, please,
black and no sugar.”

The girl stopped, nodded, spun around and
headed back behind the counter.

“Things are going pretty good I guess but I
need some advice. I don’t know who else I can talk to about it
either. Heck, I don’t even know an honest lawyer around here
anymore.”

Jacobs smiled, “Easter Bunny, Santa Claus,
tooth fairy, honest lawyer, they all about the same in my mind,
Ed.”

The two men laughed then waited when the
waitress delivered a cup of coffee to the table and left. Ed picked
the conversation right back up. “I told you on the phone that my
sister, June, and her boy are staying out at the farm with me,
didn’t I?”

Jacobs nodded. “Yea, is she just visiting or
what?”

“She’s not just visiting and that’s why I
need some advice. Seems that she married this guy from Chicago and
he turned out to be quite a crook. He’s some kind of mob boss or
king pin and last week, somebody tried to blow him up in his car
only June and Tim were with him at the time. The cops said a
trigger mechanism on the bomb failed to go off on time, which
delayed the blast long enough for her to get the boy away to a safe
distance. “

“Good grief, Ed. That sounds pretty
serious.”

“Yes it does, anyway, she decided it wasn’t
worth it anymore and showed up at my place with not much more than
the clothes on her back and a car that was running on gas
fumes.”

Jacobs glanced out the plate glass window and
watched the traffic passing on the highway for a moment. “She
didn’t know he was a crook when she married him, Ed?”

“Hell, none of us knew, especially her. He
was hiding behind a false front business he owns up there. The bomb
attempt was icing on the cake and that was the end between them.
She wants out because the next time it might not fail and it could
include her son.”

Bill nodded. “Sounds like she and the boy
were lucky. Are you pretty sure she’s done with him and this isn’t
some spat that’ll blow over later?”

“Oh trust me, Bill, she’s done with him but
it’s not a shared thing so far as custody of their son goes.
Pauley’s lawyer told June on the phone that he isn’t going to let
her walk away with custody of Tim, their eight-year-old son, and my
nephew. The whole thing is worrying the crap out of me.”

Jacobs thought for a second, and then asked,
“Any idea what sort of criminal stuff this guy is involved
with?”

Ed shook his head. “June says he is involved
with one of the Mob families up that way and whatever they are
doing that’s illegal. The way she tells it, her husband is a big
honcho and a rival tried to take him down. All I know is that when
she got here it was in a car worth more than two of my tractors.
Whatever her husband does for a living, legal or otherwise, he
makes a ton of money doing it.”

“Whew, Ed, that’s ugly sounding.”

“Oh it’s ugly and I’m getting more worried by
the minute too, but not about my ability to protect them. My worry
is what happens if things turn ugly in the process and I am
forceful when protect them?”

“I see your point, Ed. The law is pretty
strange about such things.”

“I know and I need you to help make it
clearer for me. How do I go about legally protecting them is what I
am wondering. What’s the law say if this guy shows up on my porch
with some of his goons and wants to force June and Tim back to
Chicago? What happens when I stop them?”

“The law says if he shows up and acts like
he’s starting some physical trouble, then you call 911 and let us
handle it. Don’t go trying to deal with him by yourself. He could
file charges against you for assault or something because that’s
his wife and son until she gets a restraining order.”

Ed shook his head. “I know but her husband
ain’t the type to seek restitution in the divorce courts if you
know what I mean. He will show up and try to force her, or at least
Tim, back to Chicago.”

“Well first she needs to come down to the
courthouse and file a warrant against him to stay away. She can
justify that from the bombing that would have killed her and Tim.
Once that warrant is in his hands then he can’t go near her or the
boy without breaking the law which puts me into the picture.”

“No warrant is going to stop him, Bill. This
guy is major crook and June is afraid for Tim. I’m sure she would
go back with the snake before letting anything happen to get Tim
hurt.”

“I can understand that, Ed, but she has to
keep it legal and on the up and up. The laws in Georgia are tougher
about such things than the ones in Chicago. If he shows up and
starts breaking our laws then he will spend some quality time in my
jail and I don’t care if he’s Chicago’s town drunk or the Mayor. He
goes to jail I promise you.”

“Bill, If he harms one hair on my sister or
nephew’s head, I just need the law to be on my side in how I go
about dealing with it.”

“I understand Ed, but if this guy is going to
ignore a warrant then he will be easy enough to take down and send
him packing back up north but you have to let me do my job and
handle it the right way.”

“I know, Bill, but what if…”

Jacobs cut him off. “If he shows up you just
call me first and I’ll deal with him for you. Just get June down to
the magistrate office and swear out a peace warrant, then let me
take care of the rest from there. I’ll set up patrols closer to
your place so they can get there fast if needed.”

Ed thought for a moment, bit his lower lip
and said, “Long as you don’t take too long getting out to my place
because if you ain’t out there fast enough…”

“Don’t talk like that Ed. Let the law deal
with him.”

“Well that’s why I wanted to talk to you
Bill. I liked how you dealt with that gang of varmints from Atlanta
that went after you and the Veal brothers. I bet that was a
beautiful funeral and all up near Stone Mountain. My biggest fear
is that I’m about to face some similar folks from Chicago and I
ain’t got the savvy firepower you had against the ones from
Atlanta.”

“Ed, just leave it to me. I know a guy up
that way. I’ll make a call and see what I can find out about this
guy. Give me his name and anything else you know about him.”

Jacobs dug a notepad out of his uniform
pocket and passed it over to Ed along with an ink pen. “Just get
June to take out that warrant today. That’s a must.”

Ed looked at the pad for a moment, then
nodded, picked up the pen, and started writing.

 



Chapter Three

 


Gail Veal awoke to the sounds of soft snoring
only to realize it was her own nose and throat causing the ruckus.
She opened her eyes into the near total darkness of the bedroom and
took a deep breath, slightly stretched her body beneath the sheets,
and then slowly relaxed. It took her mind a second to realize it
was mid afternoon so it wouldn’t be dark outside.”

The deeper sleep fell away but the upper
level awareness was still out of grasp. That and her internal clock
was way off or something. The strange night she was seeing outside
the window suggested that sunrise was still several hours away.

She closed her eyelids and waited to see if
she would wake up over again and things would be as they should. It
was mid afternoon and she had laid down for a short nap. Maybe that
slice of cherry pie for lunch was causing a bad dream, right? Was
her stomach upset or something?

She heard an inner voice say “lista femenino
de verificación”

“The what,” she thought?

“The Female Check List” some inner voice
explained. “Oh, Okay.”

She started running the rounds of her body
functions. There were no immediate demands to be relieved. Nothing
hurt such as a “gone to sleep” arm or leg. If anything, she felt
surrounded with a wonderful feeling of bodily comfort. She felt
fine and in harmony with everything but her internal clock. That
issued a sense of… danger? War? What? Then it hit her and she
reached an arm out into the near darkness of the room and felt an
empty pillow. “Since its night time, then where’s Chuck” she
thought.

She patted around the area on the bed behind
her a few times but came up empty. Her husband, Chuck, was not in
the bed. That realization brought her to acute alertness and out of
the confusing sleep. The coolness of the pillow and area beneath it
meant Chuck had been away awhile. She opened her eyes wide in the
darkness and turned to look, to let her eyes confirm what her arm
had already determined, but there was no pillow there. For that
matter, there was no bed there either. She had awakened in a much
smaller bed than her and Chuck’s queen sized one.

She looked toward the bedroom window which
was the only source of light she could see in the dim room. It was
still dark outside; all she could see was the normal hazy outline
of trees and shadows in the distance with a partial moon lighting
the area. She realized she must have slept from mid afternoon deep
into the night but Chuck would have awakened her long before now,
wouldn’t he?

Again, the feeling engulfed her that
nighttime wasn’t finished. She looked toward the bedside table
digital clock but saw nothing. The space was empty and dark.

In the first year since getting married, she
had learned the various shades and intensities of the moon or
starlight coming in through the bedroom window well enough to
estimate the correct time. Since childhood she had often awoke in
the middle of the night, wondering about the correct time, which
pushed her at a young age to learn how the alignment of hour and
minute hands on a clock face told time. But where was her clock?
Chuck had bought them a large, bright clock with a digital readout
but it was not there but most important of all, where was
Chuck?

Gail glanced toward the bathroom door. There
was no light bleeding out from the small crack beneath it. She
shifted her eyes to where she felt the main bedroom entrance door
would be but there was no sign of the hallway lights, which they
often left switched on all night. “Maybe the electricity went off
or something?

Gail sat up in the bed now fully alert and
listening. She was about to throw the covers back when her eyes
caught several strange shadows near the window. The shadowy
outlines were of objects on a table, a table with which she was not
familiar sitting in a room that was emitting the same sensation. It
took her a moment to recognize an oil-burning lamp and
washbasin.

For the first time in her life she had
awakened inside one of her visions in a strange place, only it
wasn’t a vision and each second that passed was only slightly less
strange than the previous one.

All her visions in life, up to the present
one, made her feel as though she was a distant observer, much like
watching a movie clip where one would experience the dangers and
threats of an imaginary place but doing so from a safe distance.
But this vision was not like any of the others. Gail was there,
dropped (time traveled?) into a world that seemed to be time
stamped by the shadowy outline of an oil lamp and facial washbasin.
What did it all mean?

The answer was already formulating before her
eyes because the room suddenly filled with sunlight. Outside the
bedroom window, she could see a brightly lit scene of an open
field, covered in light brown rabbit tobacco grass. The distant
backdrop was a deep blue sky and handful of puffy white clouds.
Gail got out of bed for a better look and moved toward the window
but the window vanished before she could reach it. She was now
outside, in the open, standing in the knee high brown grass,
hearing the sound of a voice speaking in an African Slave dialect.
Gail looked toward the voice and saw an old black man leaning
against the body of a fallen tree, the same black man that had
warned her of Chuck’s danger when the drug gangs had tried to kill
him before.

Uncle Jim was looking down at the children
all seated on the ground around his feet, eyes locked on him and
every ear waiting for the next words he spoke. He was telling them
a story, one that Gail recognized even through the heavy slave
accent. She knew the old Georgia folk tale as Brier Rabbit.

“Now, Brer Rabbit's eyes got very large.” He
said to the children and used his fingers and hands to emphasis the
story. “Oh please Brer Fox, whatever you do, please don't throw me
into the briar patch."

Uncle Jim paused, looked up directly at Gail,
letting his deep, dark, eyes lock on her. She felt no fear of the
man because he had saved her husband from sure death not so long
ago. What she now felt was a soothing and intelligent being before
her but one who carried yet another warning of imminent danger
ahead.

Uncle Jim smiled displaying a mouth of
stained yellow teeth. “Now, Ole Brer fox is coming... He comin’
soon, but you, Miss Gail, you was bred and born in the briar
patch.”
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