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Chapter 1

 


Tommy Miles was literally “turning blue in
the face” until he realized the discomfort was caused from holding
his breath. He let it go with a long whoosh of air from his lungs
and then quickly sucked in another… and held it. Through the
commotion, he never let his eyes waver off the dual computer
screens before them as megabits of data flowed past steadily. Each
byte locking to the next until a daisy chain of information formed,
carried out a function, and then faded into data oblivion leaving
nothing behind but a log file of recorded results.

Holding his breath in anxious anticipation,
he waited to see those results from a segment he’d just written. He
was working in his office on the third floor of Miles Industries,
his father’s corporation building. Tommy didn’t work for his father
but leased the office space to appease his mother’s call to “stay
close to home and put the small city of Templeton, Georgia on the
high tech maps next to Silicon Valley, California.”

Tommy owned “Faction Data” a software
engineering firm, and he employed five full time top tier
programmers. He already had two major contracts with the Department
of Defense and more being aimed his way by the stars and bars of
the Pentagon. His father often joked that if his son kept expanding
at the present rate, then he would have to move his high-rise
construction headquarters into the basement of his own ten-story
building and let Tom have the rest of the place.

Working late was nothing new to Tom. There
was no wife and kids, no real outside personal contacts of mention,
and no siblings. He was an only child and reaping the benefits of
such. Spoiled wasn’t the word to describe his younger life, but
neither was “typical and normal.” His father had given him his
first computer at age twelve, a state of the art Pentium 3, and
from there he had worked up to the present day one ton monster
mainframe humming in the climate controlled room next door to him
right now.

The alarm on his wristwatch beeped twice and
he struggled with the urge to ignore it. But a chosen son never
ignores a mother. He had to leave and go meet his parents or risk
banishment to his bedroom without supper, or a Modem line.
Considering he lived alone in his own apartment, such a punishment
seemed rather harsh.

Tom stood, placed the computer into lock down
and closed out his ten-hour workday. Mom and Dad were waiting
downstairs in the parking garage and they would not be amused if he
were late again.

Closing the office door behind him and
listening to the auto lock catch, his mind flashed back to a time
when he was in high school and had passed out cold from holding his
breath at the computer. He developed that nasty habit from day one
while working at everything from history homework to hacking into
the high school network servers. Tommy, by all definitions, was not
a typical geek with thick glasses and a shirt pocket filled with
ink pens. He was a gifted mind with programming ability and
honesty, absorbed from the gene pool of his parents. He was known
in the hacker world as a “white hat” whose credo was “Do no
harm.”

As for turning blue in the face, his mother
would have fainted on the keyboard beside him had she known the
real truth about a night long ago that she found Tom “asleep” at
his desk. She had poked her head around the bedroom door and
spotted him head down and out cold on the keyboard. She wrongly
assumed he’d simply laid his head there and fallen asleep. The
truth was, he’d held his breath a few seconds (or was it minutes?)
too long while executing a test batch file and blacked out. When
she shook, his shoulder, he sat up pale and white. She chided him
for staying up so late and ordered him to bed, but she never
suspected that the paleness in his face was from lack of air, not
exhaustion. Tom swore that one day he might tell her the truth, but
if he was any later than right now, he might put that off a while
longer.

Rather than wait for the elevator, he took
the stairs two at a time and reached the ground level quickly
enough. “Good night Mister Miles” the desk guard said as he passed
by.

“Good night, Zeke.” he said and waved, then
exited through the front dual doors and out into the cool wet
evening.

A light rain had been falling most of the
afternoon and the sidewalk was wet and still showing spatters from
the drizzle. Tommy looked around then turned left toward the
parking ramp entrance. He fussed at his father about the need for a
covered walkway from the front door to the underground garage until
he found out that his mom didn't like the way such a cover would
detract from the overall appearance of the building.

Turning onto the sloping downward ramp, Tom
heard what he thought were firecrackers going off in rapid fire.
Since it wasn’t the fourth of July or any holiday that he knew
about, he assumed it had to be some of the local college kids
tossing the hefty and loud “black cat” firecrackers purchased just
across the state line in South Carolina. Such powerful things were
not legal in Georgia but the South Carolina State Line was less
than a half hour drive. The Peach State didn’t allow pops of the
“cat’s” magnitude levels yet all five of her border states sold
them legally. Border towns such as Templeton, needed border town
law enforcement policies to be more “flexible” with such matters
and avoid problems with the money generating college nearby.

Tom was half way down the ramp when car
headlights flared in his eyes, coming around the far corner of the
garage. Two vehicles accelerated toward him quickly, too quickly.
Before his mind could determine the reasons for such a showing of
automotive stupidity, the car roared up the ramp forcing him to
jump to one side and flatten against the far wall. Then the second
car raced past and the passenger looked directly at him. The face
Tom knew and knew well. The person was busy rolling up the window
with one hand and holding a machine gun looking rifle in the other.
“What on earth?” he cried aloud.

The car braked hard and skidded to a stop.
The back door popped open and a gun barrel appeared then aimed
directly at him. He didn’t wait to see what was coming next. He
dove to the roadway and flattened against the wet concrete. A small
mud puddle next to his face sparked with light reflections from the
gun barrel as it spewed fire and smoke. If he stayed there, he was
going to die.

He moved; he crawled toward the edge of the
ramp hearing nasty sounding “whaps” in the floor around him and
feeling bits of concrete spew into the side of his body and legs.
With ricocheting bullets singing all around him he slid under the
metal handrail’s lowest bar then dropped over the edge of the ramp
and fell eight feet to the ground level floor. Gasping for breath,
he rolled over on his back looking upward and waited for death to
lean over the rail and greet him. Instead, he heard a distant shout
then a solid “clump” as a car door above slammed shut. Another
distant shout, then the sound of spinning tires echoed around the
garage and the car left the building in a big hurry, screeching
away down the street out front.

Somebody had just tried to kill him but why?
And the gun proved that the first sounds heard had not been
firecrackers. Who had they been shooting at before turning on
him?

He jumped to his feet and started running
toward his father’s reserved parking slot. Twenty feet away his
eyes spotted his dad’s Town Car sitting there with smoking and
sparking rear taillights. Something had shattered them, bullets? He
leaped toward the car and noted the holes in the rear glass and
trunk. The front and back door windows on the passenger side were
gone and glass shards were piled on the ground below. He reached
the front door of the car and peered inside. The image he saw would
haunt him for the rest of his life.

The front windshield, covered in bright red
blood and gray blobs of matter, was shattered. Sprawled across the
front seat were his parents, horribly shot and laying there. His
father had died with one armed outstretched over his mother, trying
to protect her from the assault. He knew from the head wounds that
both of his parents were dead. The man whose face he had recognized
through the window of the second car had executed them.

A voice shouted from the car ramp and Tom
turned to look. It was the security guard standing there, mouth
open, and one hand on his gun belt. The man’s left foot stood in a
pool of something red but definitely not water; blood? Tom looked
down at his right side and his shirt and trousers were a bright
solid red from the blood he was losing.

After that, Tommy’s mind was unable to
sequence the data received. He could barely remember much more than
a blur of police activity. There had been paramedics putting
stitches in his leg and side then interrogations followed by
describing to some lady the features of the face in the car so she
could draw him. At some later point in time, he was sitting in the
back of an unmarked police car looking toward a strange house. The
house exploded in almost slow motion before his eyes in a huge
fireball. He remembered thinking that it was time to react or once
again face sure death. He bailed out the back door of the car and
started running. He ran until he was out of air and forced to take
cover behind a garbage bin in some dark alley of town. The last
thing he remembered was seeing a mud puddle by the side of the
dumpster. He became fascinated with how the raindrops rippled the
surface easily, almost lazily, and then he passed out cold.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Gail Veal strolled along the back yard of the
Whispering Pines property near the trees looking for a clear line
to install a fence. She wanted to avoid cutting or moving any
bushes or large shrubs that might fall in the path. The intention
of the boundary marker, in her mind at least, was to “fence out”
the mayhem of the past and offer a barrier to separate and protect
from such things.

The fence idea had been hers alone but Chuck
debated the logic of it until he was “blue in the face.” In
exasperated sarcasm, he suggested she install an eight-foot high,
electric razor wire deal like found around a prison. From there the
debate broke down into tense arguments between them but as Chuck
often mentioned, “Gail is hard headed” so her determination did not
waver. She wanted the fence regardless of costs, efficiency, or
logic. Such a fence would be her security blanket and once Chuck
came to that rationalization, he caved and told her to start
planning. He ended his resistance with a light hearted “Damn the
torn weed eaters it’s full fence ahead.”

Near a game trail into the woods, she paused
and looked at a cinder block grave marker that Catfish Jacobs had
made. The words imprinted on the block said, “Max the Dog Died
about 1953” and just under it another line that read, “Max the
Blind Dog Gone Back Home 2011.”

She smiled and made a mental note to be sure
that the materials list included enough fencing to envelope the
dog’s gravesite into the area. Her mind recalled the emotions and
visions of the recent past and how close death had come to them
all. Every day she thanked her lucky stars for the comfort and help
sent by Uncle Jim from his world and that of the dog, Max.
Together, they had saved her and everyone she loved from sure
death.

The wind stirred at her hair and whiffed
around her face softly. She looked back toward the house and took a
deep breath of the pine-scented aromas. For that matter she
thought, not only will Max’s grave be included in her security
blanket, but all the souls of the slaves who were resting in the
yard underneath the grass and trees as well. All would become
gated, fenced, and secure for the first time in existence.”

Existence; where was she in her own
existence? Her life since marrying Chuck Veal had been far from
boring but one could hardly call shot, blown up, or thrown into a
wood chipper, positive excitement. The wear and tear on her nerves
was heavy not to mention the emotional scars. Three times in her
new life in Georgia, unrelated events had dropped her into
threatening situations that almost killed her and Chuck along with
their close friends and family there in West Creek. The security
fence she planned was supposed to alleviate all that but would it?
Could it?

She started walking again slowly, checking
places where a fence would need to follow the sloping contour of a
hill or dip down into an old washout rut. The land behind her home
was hardly level and flat and the more she walked the more she
realized that total physical seclusion was a state of mind more
than a reality. Fences, much like door locks, only kept the honest
folks out. Those who wanted to get in would find a way regardless
of the locks, bolts and tumblers placed in their path.

She shook her head and realized the fence
might not be such a great idea after all but a nice wooden
decorative one could add to the beauty of the Estate. She turned
about and started a steady walk back toward the house when
something in the ankle high grass glittered off the sunlight and
caught her eye. She leaned over and pushed the blades down and back
until she saw what appeared to be a dime-sized object with two tiny
holes in the center. She fidgeted with it a second then grasped it
between a finger and thumb lifted it. She knew the moment she
touched the dress button that it was there for her to find by those
who wanted her to see. Her special physic ability to grasp objects
and read the storied history drew her down into a misty aura; a
place in time, a location with no essence, no past and no
future.

The bright sunlight turned to a pale almost
dusk looking environment with deep shadows from the surrounding
trees casting long dark fingers over and around her. She heard a
woman crying softly and looked toward the sound. A young black
female sat on some sort of burlap bag. Her dress, if one could call
it that, was torn and ragged. The bag under her was half-full of
something that appeared to be soft but bulky. A familiar voice
said, “That’s freshly picked cotton, Miss Gail”

Uncle Jim stepped out of the shadows of the
trees and into the lighter area of the evening. Gail looked at him
and stared until his gravely yet soothing old voice began to
sing…

 


Jump down, turn around, pick a bale of
cotton,

Jump down, turn around, pick a bale a
day;

This slave from Georgia can pick a bale of
cotton,

The slave from Georgia can pick a bale a
day.

 


Gail slowly let her eyes leave her spirit
guide and return to the girl. “Why is she crying?”

Uncle Jim said quietly “She’s crying because
the master sent her out of the house where she was raised, to work
in the harsh and unkind fields.”

“Why would he do that?”

“Because one of the men from the field shacks
attacked her one night and she tried to ward him off; killed him by
accident. She didn’t mean to; she just wanted him to stop and leave
her cabin but he refused so she hit him with a fire poker and
knocked him down. He hit his head on a big chunk of firewood and
died.”

“Sounds to me like he deserved it” Gail said
with clenched teeth.

“Maybe so in your world but in hers, she knew
the master would be furious if he found out, and he was. Slaves
were expensive property and not to be wasted. She had killed one of
his strongest slaves and did it at the worst possible time, in the
middle of the picking season. In his anger, he sent her out of the
house where she had grown up in the harsh but softer work of
cooking, cleaning, and caring for the Master’s children. He
wouldn’t listen to no excuses from her about it and put her into
the fields among those more accustomed to back breaking work in the
hot sunshine.”

Gail felt tears of anger trickle down her
cheeks. She pointed at the young girl’s hands that were bleeding
and cut. “How did that happen?”

“That comes from the cotton plants, Mrs.
Gail. They’s got bristles that are sharp and will cut deep while
you are pulling the bolls off. The hands of seasoned field workers
grow thick as cow hide and they move faster than a rattlesnake
striking so it don’t bother them much. The strong ones can pick a
bale or more a day and that, Miss Gail, is five hundred
pounds.”

Gail wiped at the tears and said, “How could
any human be so cruel.”

The girl raised a hand to her own face and
wiped at the tears and Gail noticed some sort of bracelet around
her wrist. It was cheap, colorless brown, and made from a type of
tightly hand braided hemp or fiber. She pointed at it and asked,
“Who made that for her?”

Uncle Jim said, “Her daddy made that for her
when she was a small girl and tied that on her arm the day he was
sold and sent to another plantation. She cherishes it more than
life itself and never takes it off.”

Uncle Jim didn’t need words to know what she
was feeling. He put a cool dark hand on her shoulder and whispered,
“Her soul lies out here among the others and all she wants is
forgiveness for having angered the master when she killed one of
his slaves. She wants forgiveness so she can go back and work in
the house with the other keepers where she belongs. That and the
Master’s youngest daughter, they grew up together. In your world,
you’d call them sisters because the love was that strong between
them. In her world, such things weren’t tolerated by either whites
or the coloreds.”

“Forgiveness” Gail cried incredulously?
“She’s done nothing wrong and it should be us who beg her for
forgiveness, not the other way around.”

Uncle Jim removed his hand from Gail’s
shoulder as he shook his head. “That only comes from your world,
Miss Gail, not this one.”

He turned and started walking back into the
shadow from which he’d come. As he walked, he sang;

 


“Me an’ my Daddy can pick a bale of cotton;
me and my Daddy can pick a bale a day…”

 


Gail looked up and she was back in the
comfort of her own time and place but the tears still streamed down
her face. She held the button; stared at it a second then put it
into her jean’s pocket. The energies pulled from it expended, it
would no longer propel her back to the cotton field of tears.

She felt an angry surge rise in her stomach
and she almost threw up. “How could they treat people like that”
she cried, and then threw up.

 


***

 


Matt Veal leaned back uneasily in his new
office chair and glanced out the window overlooking the Timber
Mill. His foreman, Clyde Jacobs, seated across the desk from him,
followed the gaze out the window. Matt asked, “What about those
three men we hired last week? Are they going to be okay you
think?”

Clyde watched the three as they moved about
underneath the stacking shed. They were busy sorting the fresh cut
planks coming down the conveyer belt from the gang saws into
pallets for shipping. “I’m not sure, boss. One of them acts jumpy
most of the time and then five minutes later he looks like he’s
about to fall asleep. That’s him in the red tee shirt, Bobby
Williamson”

“Drug user you think?”

“Yea I think so. He’s jumpy one minute like
he needs a fix then he’s sleepy the next like he just got that
fix.”

“What’s his family situation, do you
know?”

“He’s staying at the flop house hotel in town
and gets thrown out ever few weeks for not paying rent on time. I
even caught him sleeping underneath the saw platform the other
morning because of it.”

Matt raised both eyebrows in surprise. Clyde
held out his hands, palms toward Matt and said, “Oh it won’t happen
again, boss. I put the fear of God and Clyde in his butt that
morning. I loaned him the seventy-five dollars he needed to get
back into the roach house in town.”

“Matt smiled. “ Good, but I’ll cover that for
you just in case. Remind me later today and I’ll write you a check.
Most important of all, it would have been a disaster if anyone had
cranked up the saws while he was still under there.”

“You ain’t just kiddin; anyhow, he told me he
ain’t got any family. His Daddy left his Mama when he was a baby.
When he was about five she took a trip to Macon and left him in a
hotel room and never came back. He bounced around from one foster
home to the next after that.”

“Sounds pretty trapped in the cycle.”

“Yea he does, boss.”

“Okay, well, if he keeps it up then call him
on it and if he gives you a hard time then put him out the gate and
I don’t care whether you open the gate first or not.”

“Yea, but right now we can’t be putting
anybody out the gate because we’re pretty shorthanded. If it keeps
up we’ll need you out there stacking planks.”

“I’d rather be short handed than have some
junkie bombed out of his mind and getting hurt or getting somebody
else hurt out there around the equipment.”

“I know, boss, but we have some heavy hitting
drinkers out there too and most of them are good workers after the
hangover passes of a morning.”

“Drug addicts are a whole other situation
from alcoholics, Clyde. A drunk might beat you up for a beer, but a
drug addict will kill you.”

“I know boss, I just don’t understand about
dealing with all that drug stuff, I got enough trouble with
alcohol, women, and tobacco.”

Matt smiled but said nothing. Clyde again
pointed out the window. “The guy in the plaid shirt with no
sleeves, he’s the best prospect of the three new guys. His name is
Sammy Biltmore. He’s married with two kids and he gets to work as
early as I do some days and he works steady from start to finish.
He even sticks around after the others high tail it out of here at
quitting time. He’ll mess around and maybe clean up a little or
finish bundling the stacks. He’s smart but just like me; he’s a
High School dropout. Before we hired him, he worked six years for
that lighting factory in Sandersville. They shut down last month as
you know and called it quits.”

“Is he driving back and forth every day from
there?”

“Don’t think so. He’s got a brother in town
and stays with him during the week then goes back to Sandersville
on the weekends to be with his wife and kids.”

“That’s no good, not for a family man. If he
works out maybe we can help get him moved to West Creek and set
up.”

“That would be good, boss and I already think
he’s going to work out for us. Maybe we can promote him inside to
the gang saw a little earlier than usual. He may fit there since
he’s already use to factory work.”

Matt stared at the guy outside for a second.
“Old Man Morris might have a tenant house over by the cotton mill
we could help him grab. I’ll check on it later today. I sure don’t
see how he can support a wife and kids on just minimum wage. Best
way to be sure we keep him is to pay him well. You remind him that
the pay goes up pretty steady along. We have health and life
insurance for him and the family too.”

“Will do, boss. Now that third guy out
yonder, the Mexican in the blue pull over shirt, his name is Carly
something or other that I can’t pronounce without spraining my
tongue.”

“You said Mexican but he looks more Cuban to
me Clyde.”

“I don’t know. They all look alike don’t
they?”

Matt raised his eyebrows. “Most politically
correct people say “Hispanic and there is a big difference between
Mexican heritage and Cuban.”

“Well then I reckon’ I don’t know which he
is, but you checked him when you hired him didn’t you?”

“Oh yea, I have to do that for legal reasons.
He has a real enough looking Social Security Card and Georgia
driver’s license. He told me during the interview that he was born
in Jacksonville, Florida but he doesn’t have a Florida twang in his
accent like one would expect but shoot, he speaks better English
than anyone out there on the yard.”

“Boss, uh, he’s the only one out there with
an accent, ain’t he?”

Matt laughed, “English like this guy speaks
comes from higher education, Clyde. Carly is well educated and
college smart.”

“Dang boss, it feels sorta funny for somebody
like that to be working here when they could be makin’ a zillion
dollars a year in Atlanta or something.”

“Yes, it does seem that way Clyde, and that
is what puts a bug in my butt. He is too educated to be working at
a mill like this one; no offense intended to you, but mill workers
can hardly recite Shakespeare and I’ve heard Carly do it the other
day about the wasps buzzing them out there.”

“Is that the joke I heard him yelling, the
one about the bees?”

“Yea, that was the joke. A couple of wasps
were darting around the stacking area and somebody yelled, “There’s
a bunch of wasps messing with us,” and Carly said, “Two bees, or
not two bees. That is the question.””

Clyde snapped, “I still don’t get the joke,
Boss, but you must know some Shakespeare or else you wouldn’t
recognize it, right?”

Matt laughed aloud. “Okay, you got me Clyde,
and I wasn’t trying to insult you or the guys out there working.
Timber mill work is a good steady paying job for a strong back
regardless of education level.”

“It’s been good to me boss, for a lot of
years and I sure ain’t that smart.”

“Clyde, I’ve known brilliant people in my
life who were poorly educated. You and Catfish, your cousin, are
two that come to mind right off the bat.”

“Does that mean I can have a pay raise?”

“Not in this lifetime, Clyde.”

“Well, gee thanks boss. I admit though, that
we do have a lot of folks quit after a week or two of stacking
lumber. Some just can’t take it.”

“Well even you started out doing that. It’s
how we separate the workers from the ones just wanting a paycheck.
You spent two months doing that when I first hired you,
remember?”

“Yea boy, but even today, every once in a
while, I’ll run out there and stack for an hour or so just to
remind me to not get so pig headed at being yard boss.”

“You are proof enough to them that the ones
who stick with it get promoted. We need reliable workers like you
even if some of them are on the fringe of the employment cut off
lists.”

“Or fresh out of prison like Dunn and
Leebright; those two men did some hard time in Reidsville for grand
theft auto but I trust them way past the chicken pen gate.”

“I know Clyde, they are good employees, but
the main reason we have so many quitting off the stacking crews is
because the only employee comforts they get is an overhead tin roof
and a 55 gallon burn barrel to warm their hands during winter.”

“Shoot, boss, I rode that dang yard loader
tractor through most of a winter and the cab heater didn’t
work.”

“That’s because you never reported it to the
shop and got it fixed.”

“Well, I didn’t want you thinking I was being
uppity or something. I mean, the loader runs just fine without the
heater, know what I mean?”

Matt sighed. “Okay Clyde, you better get back
out there but let me know if you pick up anything new on Carly just
in case he’s on the run from the law or something.”

“Everybody within a hundred miles knows you
are good friends with the Sheriff so I doubt seriously that anybody
on the run would be working here.”

Matt shrugged. “Best way to hide is to hide
in plain sight.”

“Yup, that’s true boss. Well? Like you say, I
better get back out there before Mason burns up the engine in that
fork. I saw steam coming off a hose while ago.”

“Okay Clyde, thanks. I’ll make a round out
there later too.”

As the man walked out of the office, he was
mumbling “Two bees? I don’t see nothing funny about two bees. Maybe
the one about the bee pee station, now that one I get,
but…dang!”

Matt sat for several moments and stared out
the window after his foreman had left. To an unknowing eye, the
entire operation resembled a cheap, tin shack sweatshop. There were
no paved parking lots and the employee restrooms were not much more
than an outhouse with cold only running water.

His mind drifted back to Carly. Why would
such a highly educated guy like that take a low paying entry job at
a timber mill? Was he indeed on the run from the law? The last time
something similar happened it almost got Matt and Chuck killed by a
loud mouthed wanna be redneck named Thompson. True enough, he had
hired the jerk at the request of a friend in the FBI

“The good news about Thompson” Chuck still
preached to those who would listen, “is that if Matt hadn’t hired
him and set the ball rolling, then Gail and I might not have gotten
married.”

The floor of the office shuttered slightly,
something Matt recognized as the giant wood chipping machine
outside. If the sawyer’s computer determined that a log was not
suitable for cutting into planks, it rerouted it to a conveyer
system, and fed it to the chipper. Sometimes the machine struggled
with the larger logs and the ensuing vibrations rattled the nearby
buildings. Those vibrations at least, offered Matt the only
familiar “feel” of his previous office.

That thinking process took him back to the
original issue of the new office chair. A silence about it
distracted his thinking processes. He leaned further back in the
chair trying to entice at least one squeak but soon gave up. “I
might let this thing sit out in the yard tonight and rust a
little.” He thought.

The only visual object in the whole place was
his father’s old safe, salvaged from the ruins of the previous
month’s fire. That safe, a virtual tank by any description, had
ridden out the explosion and ensuing fire in stride. It had
protected everything in it including computer backup disks and
important business papers. Clyde had dug the old vault out of the
destruction then sand blasted and painted it back to its original
deep black colors. The icing on the cake was how he must have spent
hours off the time clock, painstakingly retracing and painting the
white trim lines on the face of the iron box. The safe looked
almost new except for the original dial. Clyde couldn’t find a
replacement mechanism and dial but the old one still worked fine.
The only visible sign was some melting that took place on the dial
face, which paled the lines and numbers. It was fine for Matt’s
needs plus, the safe and its contents had been the only
survivor.

The desk phone rang and snapped Matt out of
his thoughts. He picked up the receiver and said, “Veal Timber
Mill.”

“Hey Matt,” Blake Squires said over the
earpiece. “Did you get the paperwork I sent over on the Henderson
cut coming up next week?”

“Yea, Blake. Got it and it looks in order. I
gather you are expecting a lot more hardwood out of that job than
pine?”

“Well, I made a rough cruise on it yesterday.
There's some older stuff in there and yea, most of it appears to be
thick. I just wanted to warn you to expect more wood in case you
were getting lazy over there and ready to take a vacation or
something.”

Matt laughed. “I ain’t had a vacation since
somebody sent me out into the Gulf of Mexico, Blake. Oh, one more
thing while I got you on the phone. I got a new man we just hired
on last week. He looks Hispanic but speaks perfect English. Clyde
is spooked over the guy and thinks he’s way too smart to be working
at a timber mill. Did he try to get a job with you before he came
here? Name is Carly DeAngeleto; about 30 years old and average
height.”

“No, I don’t recall anybody like that coming
around here asking for work but if you don’t want him, heck, send
him to me. I’m shorthanded.”

Matt laughed. “No, he’s a good worker but I
don’t want to be harboring any criminals from the law. That might
upset our newly elected Sheriff and you know he would never forgive
me.”

“Yea, right, Matt, and for that matter, have
you seen our newly elected Sheriff and Jan together much
lately?”

“Edie and I don’t get out at night a whole
lot during our busy season, Blake, so no, we haven’t seen them out
and about. The last I heard, she had to patrol seven counties in
the mid state and pulling twelve-hour shifts. That doesn’t leave a
whole lot of time for courting, does it?”

“Sure doesn’t and that’s a shame. I think
Bill is getting serious on her.”

“Well Blake, when are you going to find a
nice lady and get serious? Your clock is ticking, son. Don’t you
have one foot in the door of the old folk’s home?”

“Me? Shoot, I ain’t the marryin’ kind and you
know it. I also didn’t realize my foot was sticking that far into
the door so you old folks would be sitting there rocking and
staring at it.”

“Well, Edie and I ain’t ready for that yet.
We are pretty burned out by the end of the day and end up sitting
at home like old folks, reading or watching TV. Sometimes we do go
outside and I chase her around the house naked.”

“Yea, right Matt. You’re the one naked
though, not her. Ha!”

“You just keep right on believing that,
Blake, but make sure you stay clear of my place after about ten pm
at night unless you want an eye full.”

“I’ll keep that in mind and hold my camera
close by. That would make a heck of a YouTube video don’t you
think?”

“Talk to you later, Blake.”

Matt smiled and put the cradle back on the
receiver. He thrummed his fingers on the desktop, then picked it
right back up and dialed Sheriff Bill Jacobs. The line clicked and
his friend’s voice said, “Hey Matt. What’s going on?”

“Bill? Are you at the office or out around
town?”

“I’m about three miles from your mill right
now. You want me to stop by or something?”

“Yea, run on out here when you get a second.
I need some help getting a quiet employee criminal background check
for me. Is that legal or do I need a warrant or something?

“It’s legal but most police departments
refuse to do it for businesses unless there are special
circumstances involved. Sit tight and I’ll be there in five
minutes.”

“Thanks Bill, I’m in the office right
now.”

Matt punched up his employee payroll records
program on the computer and clicked on Carly’s file. The man looked
fine on paper and his application was in order. He was still
staring at the screen when his office door opened and Jacobs walked
in, took his hat off and dropped it on a table then sat down in the
chair across from the desk. “Who’s the employee that has your
thoughts on edge?”

Matt swiveled the computer monitor around so
Bill could see. “This guy says he is from Valdosta, born in
Florida. He didn’t say why he was here in West Creek and I didn’t
see a need to ask.”

Jacobs leaned forward and stared at the
screen a moment. “Okay, he looks good to me but if he is going to
stay here in West Creek he needs to get his address changed from
Valdosta to West Creek County in a few weeks or that might get him
a traffic ticket if he gets stopped for anything. I don’t suppose
you fingerprinted the guy.”

“Oh yea, right Bill. We fingerprint and do
background checks on every one of our employees. It only cost five
hundred dollars a pop.”

Jacobs laughed. “Okay, do you want me to
check him out under that name and see if he comes up?”

“Bill, to be honest with you, I feel guilty
as a snake poking into a man’s life like that. It makes me feel
like I’m invading the guy’s privacy or something.”

“Well, yea, I can understand that and we
don’t have to do it. Why are you doing it? Is there something on
his application you aren’t telling me about?”

“No, but my job applications are pretty lean
and basic, straight forward. We don’t dig up all the grit and mud
on our employees. They fill out the application and I take it at
face value. I’m sure you know we got a couple of guys working here
that were hired fresh out of prison. One of them has been with me
almost two years now and he’s become probably one of the best gang
saw operators in the state. I think he did five years on auto
theft, got out and been working hard with me ever since.”

“And this Carly guy bugs you because he
speaks plain English and sounds like a college graduate and not
some country bumpkin working at a timber mill?”

“Well, yea Bill. I guess that’s about it.
What do you think? Should I get you to run him or is this improper
profiling of a suspect?”

“Why don’t you let me take the information
back with me? I’ll pull him up on the computer at the office. That
way only you and I know about it.”

“Thanks Bill, that’s him out there at the
stacking platform wearing that blue pull over shirt and jeans.
Pretty hefty looking Hispanic, Cuban blood I think.”

“Yea, I see him. At least his face doesn’t
set off any alarms with me. I’ll run him later and call you when I
get the results.”

Bill Jacobs was just closing the patrol car
door when his radio snapped on. “Unit One do you copy, over?”

Jacobs sat down behind the wheel and reached
for the radio microphone. “This is Unit One, go ahead
dispatch.”

“Sheriff, there’s a call that just came
through the 911 switchboard that you may want to know about. Tamie
Middleton’s daughter, Emma Kay, has gone missing again. Do you want
to send a unit out to follow up on it?”

Jacobs sighed. Middleton’s daughter had run
away from home twice in the last six months and his office had
already expended a lot of money searching, finding, and bringing
her back. “Yea, send an available unit out there and get a report
and have the officer follow it up. I don’t want to assume it’s just
the little girl crying wolf. Let’s be on the safe side and check it
out.”

“Roger Sheriff. Dispatch to Unit 14, do you
copy 14?”

Bill closed the car door and put the cruiser
in reverse. “Kid is probably half way to Macon by now.
Goodness.”

Shortly after Bill left the mill yard Matt
walked out of his office, fumbled and almost dropped an expensive
laptop while trying to close the door behind him. He looked at the
screen and confirmed the unit hadn’t lost connection to the
wireless unit inside the office. He needed to input a few machine
part orders but first had to get the numbers from his mechanic at
the machine shop. He brought the laptop along to save a few steps
in the whole process.

On the way over, he deliberately steered
closer to the stacking sheds and then pretended to be fiddling with
the computer in his hands but was really watching the three lumber
stackers working. He noted that Carly would glance up at him every
few moments with an almost nervous guilty look.

“Hey boss?” a voice said from behind him.

Veal turned and saw his chief mechanic, the
man he needed to see.

“Hey Walter, I don’t have that part number
for the bearing on the number three conveyer motor. Do you still
have it among your stuff?”

The man handed a piece of paper over to Matt
with the numbers written down that he wanted. “Ah, great, thanks
Walter.”

After the mechanic had walked away, Matt
realized he needed something to sit the laptop down on so he could
type in the part number. He walked over to a ramp beside the
stacking area and placed it on a concrete half wall. He started
pressing numbers into the program but when it came time to upload
the data, the laptop refused. It had lost connection back to his
office computer for some reason. “Darn it all…” he mumbled.

“Can I help you with that, Mister Veal?” one
of the stacking workers said after noticing his issues with the
computer.

Matt looked up and Carly was standing there
taking off his work gloves and peering at the laptop screen. “You
know something about computers, Carly?”

“Yes sir, my brother and I grew up messing
around with them. What’s it doing?”

Carly stepped over beside him and looked at
the screen while Matt showed him the error he was getting on the
upload. Carly clicked an icon on the bottom right side and pointed
at a signal strength meter. “There’s your problem. Your office
wireless router isn’t strong enough to reach this far out. If you
walk about twenty feet back toward your office, it should
reconnect. You should get range double units and place out here
somewhere, and that would give you full coverage of the mill.”

“That sounds like a good idea. How much do
those units costs, do you know?”

“They’re about eighty bucks or so each. I
figure you’ll need two, one out here and another inside the plant.
I can run over to the local supply center and grab them for you if
you’re not sure what to get.”

“That would be great. You got a car
here?”

“Yes sir, that old rust bucket sitting out by
the fence is mine. It’ll take me anywhere I want to go but getting
back is often a problem.”

Matt smiled then said, “Okay, stop what you
are doing right now and come over to the office. I’ll get the cash
you need for the units and some gas money for the trip.”

“Sure thing Mister Veal. I’ll be there in
five minutes.”

“Oh, one more thing, Carly, take those band
cutters over there behind you and put them in the toolbox on the
back of my truck please. I need to use them around the house this
weekend on a broken fence.”

Matt returned to his office and Carly arrived
a few moments later, took the cash and left. He sat back down at
his desk and started back on paperwork. Not long after that his
office door burst open and his mill foreman entered, followed
closely by one of the new workers. The two men were red faced and
huffing for breath as though they had been running. Matt also noted
several sharp reddish outlines on the cheeks and two deep scratches
on the forehead of the new worker. Matt thought “Well that didn’t
take long to happen.”

He waited until Clyde approached the desk
while the other man waited much further back in the office. “Boss,
me and Bobby need to talk to you for a minute about this.”

Clyde tossed a clear sandwich bag on the desk
that held half a dozen pills of some type. “I caught Bobby digging
this out of his lunch box awhile ago at the back of the plant. When
I confronted him about it, he tried to take it away. We sort of had
a little scuffle that most everybody saw. I’m sorry about that
part.”

Matt looked from Clyde back to the red faced
man near the office door. “Bobby, come on up here and let’s
talk.”

“No sir, I’m quitting. Those pills came from
my doctor so give them back and then give me my pay for the time
worked and I’ll be gone from here.”

“Go get his time card Clyde, punch him out,
and then bring it to me please.”

When the foreman had left the office Matt
watched Bobby’s hands nervously looking for something to do while
his bloodshot and burned out eyes darted about. “Bobby, I’m not
going to give these pills back to you because we know you don’t
have a prescription. Now if you want help getting off these things
let’s talk about it and see if there’s anything I can do.”

“I don’t need help. I’m not hooked on them
things. The Doctor gives them to me for a bummed up back problem
and they ain’t cheap so you better give them back to me.”

Matt held up the bag and looked at some of
the pills he could see through the clear plastic. “Yea, I see some
Oxy in here and what looks like Valium? Doctors still issue Valium
40 milligram tablets like this one? Come on, Bobby. You can’t pull
that crap. You and I are going to flush these down the toilet
because you are not walking out of here with them in your
pocket.”

“You give those back to me or I’ll rip your
ass up, Mister Veal.”

Bobby took several steps forward, his hands
balled into tight fists, but stopped the moment his eyes locked on
Matt. The drugs in his system were not strong enough to convince
his common sense to move any further toward that cold hard stare.
His mind switched gears and he cried, “I have to have those for the
pain. You can’t take them away from me like this. Please?”

The office door opened and Clyde walked back
in and handed Matt the time card. “Clyde, did Bobby drive in to
work today?”

“No sir. He lost his license for DUI's last
year. One of the log truck drivers drops him off every day I
think.”

“Okay, here’s what I need you to do. You take
Bobby over to that 28-day treatment center and put him out at the
front door. If he wants to go inside and start getting his life
back in order then he can do so. There’s financial help to pay for
it and what they don’t cover I will let him work off here at the
mill after he gets out and stays clean. Otherwise, if he wants to
walk away then he can do that too but first you take him to the
front door and leave him there. It’s up to him after that.”

“What about my pills?” Bobby yelled. “Can I
have them back please?”

“Bobby, I’m going to call the Sheriff's
Department and ask them to send a Deputy by here to pick up these
pills that somebody found in the parking lot outside. If you want
them back then you can talk to the Deputy when he or she gets here.
Now do you want to sit down over there and wait or do you want a
ride into town?”

“I ain’t riding with nobody and you are going
to give me back my medicine right now or I’ll…”

Clyde stepped into the man’s path to block
him from approaching but Matt snapped quickly. “Stand back, let him
come on over.”

Bobby froze, his face mean and dirty. He
desperately wanted the drugs and the need for them was starting to
outweigh the risks involved in getting them. “You owe me for
fourteen hours salary. Give me those pills and we’ll call it
even.”

Matt said nothing, keeping his eyes locked on
the man. There was no other solution left in his drug clogged
thinking so he charged. Clyde stuck out a leg and tripped him as he
passed, sending the drug user tumbling face down onto the wood
floor planks. Next, he dropped down and pressed one knee against
the small of Bobby’s back, grabbed the left wrist and wrung the arm
around behind his body. “Stay down, Bobby and you won’t get
hurt.”

Matt stood up and walked around the desk to
where Clyde held the man pinned to the floor. “Bobby, until you
sober up there will be no more discussions. Now go with Clyde into
town or you can go to jail with a Deputy. It's your decision."

Matt looked at Clyde and nodded to let him
up. When the two men were back on their feet, Bobby sneered, “I
ain’t staying in that hospital I promise you that. I don’t need any
hospital. I ain’t a drug addict.”

“Take him out to my truck, Clyde but put him
in the back. I don’t want him up front with you in the cab. I’ll be
out there in a minute with the keys and his paycheck.”

“Yes sir, now come on Bobby and don’t make me
have to drag you.”

When the door had closed behind them, Matt
sighed, looked up at the ceiling and said, “He’s not going to live
to be 30 years old.”

Returning to his desk, he picked up the
office phone and dialed a number. “West Creek Courthouse” a voice
said over the receiver.

While explaining everything to the
switchboard operator, he wrote a check for Bobby. He finished the
call by asking that a Deputy should stop by the mill and pick up a
bag of suspicious pills found by an employee on the ground in the
parking lot. “Sure thing, Mister Veal, we’ll get somebody out that
way in the next half hour or so.”

“Thank you. Tell the Deputy that if I’m not
here then check with my yard foreman, okay?”

“I will do that Mister Veal, thanks
again.”

Clyde had led Bobby out of the office still
gripping the arm he had bent behind him. All eyes from the mill
shifted to see what was going on. A few workers pointed to others
who had yet to spot the two going across the lot with Clyde
physically manhandling the guy.

At the back of Matt’s pickup, Clyde reached
over the rim of the tailgate with his free hand and pulled the
release handle. The hatchback dropped over and down. “Get up there
Bobby; then sit down and stay put.”

Clyde released the man’s arm and stepped back
not sure of what to expect from the guy. Once free, he shook his
arm, rubbed his shoulder, and stared back toward the mill where
dozens of eyes were on them. “I got a bad back, man, and you just
wretched it out of whack and I got witnesses. I’m going to the
emergency room and then I’m going to sue your ass off.”

“Bobby, you are going to get up there in the
back of the truck like Matt told you and then I’m taking you to
that drug rehab place like he told me. You see, that’s the thing
about Matt Veal. You can do what he asks or not, but you make damn
sure you do what he tells you.”

Bobby planted his feet on the ground and
plopped his hands on his hips. “I ain’t riding in the back of this
thing. I’m walking out of here and you or nobody else is going to
stop me.”

Clyde waved his hands upward as though
talking to the heavens and God. “Now this is why they show that
commercial on TV about the frying pan and the egg. “ This is your
brains... and this is your brains on drugs.” Have you seen that one
Bobby because you need to check it out, boy.”

Matt stepped out of his office holding his
truck keys and a freshly written paycheck. He saw Clyde and Bobby
standing at the back of his truck and could tell that not all was
rosy. He was tempted to just walk back inside and take a nap or
something. The drug head could use a few good rounds from Clyde but
considering he was too hyped up to feel the pain, it would be a
waste of energy.

Clyde looked from Bobby over to the work
areas and realized that everyone at the mill was now watching the
show. He didn’t want it to come down to a brawl with a drug-induced
idiot but he couldn’t find any other way. “Bobby, one last time,
you need to get up in the truck and let’s go. Everybody is starin’
at us and we both know you’ll get a butt beatin’ right here in
front of them if you keep it up.”

Matt Veal walked over to the driver’s side
door of his truck, opened it, and then looked back at the two men
standing near the tailgate. “Clyde, why don't you stop being nice
and put the man in the back of the truck?”

“Will do boss.”

Clyde grabbed Bobby’s shoulder with one arm
and spun him around hard, catching the rear belt with the other on
the turn. With one stiff grunt, he picked Bobby William’s 200
pounds off the ground and threw the man head first, half way the
distance of the eight-foot long bed. Bobby screamed in pain from
the rough landing on hard metal and lay there. Clyde closed the
truck’s tailgate and walked around to where Matt stood by the
driver’s door. “Still want me to take him, boss?”

“No, you stay here and shut things down at
quitting time. A Deputy Sheriff is going to stop by shortly to pick
up that bag of pills you took off this guy. They are lying on my
desk inside. Now keep your mouth shut because I told them an
employee found those things in the parking lot, okay?”

“Why you protecting this guy boss? Just turn
him over to the cops and let them deal with him.”

Matt shrugged. “The job of a cop isn’t to
stop people from using illegal drugs. Their job is to stop the
illegal drugs from getting into the hands of guys like him. I tend
to blame the supplier more than the user.”

“I don’t know; if you locked up all the users
then the drug dealers would go out of business because nobody would
be out there buying, right?”

Which is easier, Clyde. Locking up a thousand
users or locking up two drug dealers?”

“Well, yea, that makes sense I guess but
drugs is just something I don’t understand one bit. Man’s gotta be
sick to use drugs.”

“A man’s gotta be sick to stay drunk all the
time and beat up his wife and kids too, ain’t he?”

“Okay boss, I get it. I’ll shut the place
down at five but Me and Butch are going to work a couple of hours
over today. The band saw blades need changing out.”

“That sounds good, just keep an eye out for
that Sheriff’s car that will be stopping soon. I don’t want those
pills left on my desk over night. The way my luck goes I’d end up
being charged with possession.”

Clyde laughed and closed the door once Matt
was inside. “Oh I would love to see your butt get tossed in the
back of a Police car, boss. That would be something,” he said
through the open truck window.

Matt grinned and waved. “I got my cell phone
with me if you need me.”

Clyde stood and watched Matt drive away with
Bobby in the back of the truck. The man seemed to be just starting
to sit up and recover from the toss and slam of being “rudely
loaded.” When Clyde turned around and started walking back to the
mill he saw everyone still staring at him, eyes wide. “Hey, it
ain’t quittin’ time yet. Yawl get your tail feathers back to work.
We can get another three pallets run before five. Now let’s go…
let’s go.”

Twenty minutes later Matt pulled up in front
of the drug rehab center and stopped. When he got out and looked,
the back of the truck was empty. No doubt, Bobby Williamson had
bailed at some point before he had arrived. The paycheck was still
lying on the front seat of the cab. One of the orderlies stepped
out the front door and looked, recognized Matt, then waved. “Hey
Mister Veal, is there something I can do for you?”
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