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Chapter One

 


 


Mark Deeter closed the lid on the laptop and
nervously thrummed his fingers on it a moment, then checked his
wristwatch and then reached for the phone. After dialing a number,
he pushed the unit across the desk out of the way then waited until
a voice on the line said, “This is Art Reynolds.”

“Artie, this Mark, did you get my email this
morning?”

“Yea I got it. I was going to call you
earlier but got tied down with a few things here. We knew this
might happen one day but it’s nothing to panic about.”

“Too late, Art. If that employee down in
Georgia sends a copy of that data to the wrong person it could
bring down a federal audit on our heads.”

“Mark, if she had any proof then I might be
concerned but there is nothing in what she sent that points in our
direction. The monkey is on the local manager. Sending that
information to you means she is suspicious and nothing more. An
audit would show that the local manager is stealing from the
company, we would fire her, and that would be the end of it.”

“Well, Artie, we’ve been doing this for so
long so I'm just worried that we've gotten too comfortable with it.
Juggling all the paperwork with Medicare and Medicaid is hard
enough on the up and up, but what we do is…"

“Not over the phone, Mark” he snapped.

“Aw come on Art, you’ve been watching too
many cop shows on TV. They can’t tap the phones without a
warrant.”

“As for how long we’ve been doing this; we’ve
done this long enough that we are good at it and the people who
check behind us are comfortable with everything we send them by
now. We do not pad the books deep enough to trigger red flags so we
just stay steady on the course and let the situation in Georgia
take care of itself. We’ve got a sweet deal and it’s making us a
nice profit each month.”

“I know, I know, but like I said before,
let’s just hope she hasn’t taken any of those papers to the wrong
people.”

“Well why don’t you do this? Send for the
local files from there and call it an internal audit. When you find
the problems, and you will, then transfer the Administrator to
another place or fire her if it would make you feel better. Then
you can put on a big show about finding the problems and getting
them fixed. Promote the woman who blew the whistle on it if it
takes that. I forget the name of the unit where all this is coming
from, what was it again?”

“It's Breezy Pines in West Creek County
Georgia.”

“Oh man, that was one of our first start ups,
wasn’t it?”

“Yes, it’s been in operation for four years.
In fact, a quarterly report came through last week and it showed
they had enrolled seven new long-term patient accounts this last
quarter alone. That is sixteen hundred dollars per account. I would
hate to fore or even transfer the manager right after she made that
happen.”

“Yea, me too Mark so let’s just stay cool and
play it close to the chest.”

“I am staying cool but if this employee takes
the information to law enforcement it might bring down an
investigation that could cripple that segment for a long time.”

“We’re fine, Mark. I’ve got some contacts in
the right place up the Federal ladder. I’ll know if anything is
coming down, audits, investigations and what have you. We’ve got an
early warning alarm system in place.”

“Okay, but how should I reply to this email;
what should I tell her?”

“Send me her employment information and I’ll
take care of it alright?”

“Are you sure? I mean, you are not exactly
the diplomatic side of this partnership you know?”

“Hey, I can be nice when I need to be. Email
me the sheet on her and I’ll take care of it. In the meantime, you
keep things moving along just like always. Go make us some more
money.”

“Okay, I’ll get that file to you in the next
few minutes. See you later.”

Mark hung up the phone and leaned back in the
chair. He felt better since the issue was now in the hands of his
partner. Maybe Artie could talk some sense into the woman and
everything would be okay. He hoped so because he wanted to pull
another hundred thousand from the off shore account next week. By
then he hoped there would be enough there to do it.

He opened the computer keyboard drawer on his
desk and taped the space bar. The monitor activated and the machine
came out of sleep mode and beeped. He clicked on the employee
database icon then waited as the program started and dropped into
ready position on the screen. He typed the name Fowler, Jeanie,
into the search window and waited.

Artie was probably right he thought while
scanning the information that came up. The data include a picture
of the employee of mention taken last year which left her another
three years before another update shot would be required. She had
been with the nursing home in West Creek for almost nine years and
promoted steadily along. The file was dotted with good reports and
appraisals from all her supervisors and superiors including one
honorable mention from the care center’s manager for dedicated work
above the minimum required.

He studied the face of the woman carefully a
moment and had to admit that this lady was a real looker with
beautiful dark auburn hair, curly, and those soft green eyes just
jumped out at you even from the inanimate world of an LCD computer
screen. “I hope Artie can take care of it” he said aloud and then
moved the mouse cursor over and checked the “Email Form.”

He found the address, selected it, and then
clicked Send and the full employee file of one Jeanie R. Fowler was
sent to Art Reynolds at his office in Portland, Oregon.

He felt better. It was done and over with.
Artie would take care of it and things would continue to go along
smoothly. He felt like a rabbit turned loose in the garden
patch.

Mark stopped and searched his mind for where
that phrase could have possibly came from; “Rabbit in a garden
patch?”

In Oregon, Art Reynolds heard the email
notification beep on his office computer. He opened the file just
received from Mark and looked it over for a moment. Next he opened
an address book file and found the number he wanted, dialed it and
then waited. “Breezy Pines Care Center” a voice answered.

“Can I speak to Mrs. Callahaun please; this
is Art Reynolds from the home office.”

“Yes sir, Mr. Reynolds. One moment
please.”

He didn’t have to wait long. “Good Morning
Mr. Reynolds, how are things in Oregon?”

“Just fine Mrs. Callahaun, but not so well
there at your location I’m afraid.”

“Oh and why is that sir?”

My partner received an email this morning
from one of your employees, a Mrs. Jeanie Fowler.”

“Jeanie? Yes, she’s one of my supervisors.
What was the email all about if I may ask and why did she send it
to him?”

“She has apparently made copies of quite a
few of your business records and forwarded them to us. Is she one
of your trusted employees that you allow access to such files and
information?”

“No she is not. Those files are locked up in
my office. No one has access to them. Are you sure she’s been in
them?”

“She or someone else for her, yes, so you
need to change some locks and pass codes I think and you might want
to consider getting rid of her, fast.”

“She’s been with your company for four years
and she worked with the previous company you bought out for five
years before that. I would need something very solid for grounds to
fire her.”

“Let me put it to you this way, Mrs.
Callahaun. Either fire her or risk going to jail because the
evidence she sent Mark is very incriminating to the Administrator
and upper level managers of your local complex.”

“I’ll deal with her but it may have to be a
little different than firing. I just checked the files here in my
office and about six or seven major folders are missing. I can’t
believe she’s done this.”

“Gone? You mean she took the originals?”

“It looks like it. I’ll take care of this
immediately and get those files back I assure you.”

“You do that and let me know the moment it’s
taken care of, okay?”

“I sure will and I’m very sorry, Mr.
Reynolds. I had no idea this was going on.”

“Just take care of it and make sure it never
happens again no matter what you need to do, understand?”

“Yes sir, understood, sir.”

 


The care nurse stepped through the doorway of
room B202, flipped the overhead light switch on the wall by the
door and then called out “Miss Emma? Miss Emma? Let’s wake up. Come
on now. Rise and shine.”

Emma opened her eyes and stared into the
strange face that was floating a foot or so away from her own. It
was a nice face that seemed to draw attention straight to a set of
soft green eyes that lay within. Emma liked those eyes because she
saw comfort in them; she trusted them because they were spaced
perfectly apart from one another. People with eyes too close
together seemed to be on the darker side of life to Emma.

The green eyes that that now stared over the
bed rail and down at her were not only properly separated by a
small nose, that nose tended to flare a little when she talked or
even breathed heavily. Such a nose and such a flare reminded her of
the field rabbits she used to watch in her mama’s garden as a
child. They would sit there eating carrots her mama had planted.
Emma would rather watch than chase the creature away but her mama
sent her out most morning to do just that. “Shoo them rabbits out
of my garden patch Emma or else they’ll be ate up all our
vegetables.”

“Well mama? If they eat all our vegetables
then we can catch and eat the rabbits, can’t we?”

“Don’t sass me, Emma. Now go on out there and
make sure there ain’t no critters eating us out of house and home,
you hear?”

“Yes ma’am” and then she would go outside and
see this one rabbit there, she thought it was the same one day
after day, and it would be there every morning eating on a carrot,
standing there watching her and waiting for what came next. Emma
would finally shout and go running towards it and frighten it
away.

She felt the same way right then as she
watched the human nose beneath the greens eyes flare cutely and
take in air. The voice said with a bit too much volume, “Well there
you are, Miss Emma. Good Morning.”

“Good morning” Emma heard her own self reply
softly. An unseen hand placed something in her palm. She grasped it
because she knew why it had been placed there but her mind could
not attach a name to the object any more than she could find a name
to the person who had put it there. Still, everything felt normal
and proper so she closed her fingers around the object then lay
there silent, waiting for more understanding to come. It always had
and always would. She knew that too for some reason.

The bed beneath her started to shake softly
but not strangely. Much like the placing of the object into her
hand, the bed shaking was a trained and expected sensation. She
waited because there were no other options but to wait, and the
upper part of her body began to rise from its flat sleeping
position to an elevated sitting one. From near the foot of the bed,
the green eyed voice said, “Here we go. Got you raised up so you
can get ready for breakfast, okay?”

She tried to say something but there was a
clog in her throat that stopped her. She took a deep breath and
cleared it then tried again. “Okay.”

Her right hand rose to her face but she
didn’t remember beckoning it to do so. It placed a set of
eyeglasses on the bridge of her nose. She blinked and her vision
focused. Distant objects became recognizable things, familiar
things. She saw the dresser near the base of her bed, her dresser,
and her under things were in inside it. They were in the top drawer
in fact. Her pull over shirts and sweaters would be in the second
drawer down and then socks and stockings in the next one while the
very bottom drawer held… something. What was it she kept in the
bottom drawer of the dresser? She never liked using that bottom
drawer because it was so far over to stoop and get things out of
it.

The woman with the green eyes walked back to
the side of the bed and smiled. Emma realized it was a tiny but
pretty face that looked upon her; a nice face for a white woman in
fact. The woman reached out toward her with her right hand and
using the tip of her pointing finger, lifted Emma’s glasses and
reset them on the bridge of her nose. “Okay” she said, “Do you need
me to help you go to the bathroom this morning or do you want to do
it yourself?”

Something clicked beside Emma, a metallic
click, and the silver bed rail dropped downward and out of her
sight. She pushed her body up to one elbow, sniffed again and said,
“No, I can do it. Thank you Jeanie.”

So the green eyed attendant was named Jeanie.
Emma’s mind recognized the name finally and much like the placement
of her glasses, it did so without any conscientious efforts on her
part. Her hearing the nurse’s name called out had been the trigger
of recognition even if the voice that spoke the name had been her
own.

As the sleep dropped away further, more and
more things fell into proper order in her thinking albeit still
groggy mind. Jeanie walked to the doorway, paused, turned around
and said, “I’ll be back in a few minutes with your breakfast, Miss
Emma. Go ahead and get dressed. Call me if you need any help.”

When the doorway was empty Emma sat up in bed
but the effort brought on pain and highlighted the stiffness in her
back and upper shoulders. Her mind could not understand why the
youth it held inside was not in sync with the aged body that
possessed it. She was thirty years old in her mind but her body was
nearing one hundred. As she pulled and then pushed her achy legs
across the sheets and let them droop over the side of the bed, she
thought to herself, “And they say a mind is a terrible thing to
waste? I’m thinking a body is the thing that is wasted, not the
mind.”

Emma scooted her butt forward towards the
edge of the bed until her feet reached the cool tile floor. Her
right hand went out to grab the bedside table for extra support and
that’s when she saw the man sitting in her visitor’s chair not five
feet away. He was elderly with a scraggly looking solid white beard
and matching silver and kinky hair atop his head. Down the side of
his weather worn face were thick white sideburns. He looked to be
younger than Emma and probably more alert at the moment too. She
knew the man and thought she knew why he was there, but she
couldn’t put words to the feelings.

A gentle smile crept across the old man’s
deep dark African face and he said, “Good Morning, Miss Emma. It’s
a fine day now, ain’t it?”

“Well I don’t know yet because I just woke
up. I do believe you have wandered into the wrong room by mistake.
This is my room. Would you like for me to call Jeanie to help you
back to your room?”

The dark face shook slowly side to side. “No
Miss Emma. I’m in the right room, just like you are. My Name is on
the tip of your tongue; you recognize me, don’t you? You just ain’t
found the right name for this old face of mine yet, now have
you?”

“Emma was concerned but not frightened. There
was no reason to be scared. She knew this man, he was blood kin,
family, and his name was…”

“That’s right Miss Emma. Most folks called me
“Uncle Jim” back in your childhood days. I was brother to your own
grandfather.”

Emma’s eyes grew wide. “That’s right. I
remember you now Uncle Jim. I was just a little bitty girl when you
died. I remember sittin’ in the church that day singing at your
funeral. You died almost a month after mama’s daddy, didn’t
you?”

“That’s right Miss Emma. Sure enough you do
remember.”

Emma wiggled again, sighed deeply and looked
around the room. “Well, since I seen them bury you in the ground
way back yonder, then you might be who you say and if you are, If
you are, then I suppose you’ve come to collect me and take me on
home?”

“Not just yet Miss Emma. The good lord still
has something he needs me and you to get done before you
leave.”

“Well I’ve been waitin’ a long time for the
lord to send his angels to get me. I don’t mind telling you, I
about decided that he was too busy to send anybody. Sure seems like
I got set off to the back wall of the pickled squash shelf and
forgot about.”

“No Miss Emma” Uncle Jim smiled. “The good
lord doesn’t forget folks. He just needed you to blossom a little
more into the full beautiful flower pod that you are right now. He
says you are ready for what he wants us to do.”

“How do I know you ain’t really old Satan
hiding inside that body of yours that I see before me? Maybe you’re
aiming to steal my soul from heaven? “

Uncle Jim stood slowly, walked over to her
and held out something. “I figured you might think that so I
brought something here that will help settle your heart about
it.”

Emma raised one hand palm open and upward,
and Uncle Jim dropped a slightly tarnished and very old and modest
silver ring into it. She drew it closer and stared. She could see
signs on the rim of heavy wear and usage. Then she saw a familiar
but tiny nick in the metal. “This looks like my mama’s wedding band
but that was still on her finger when my older brother put barn
nails in the lid of her coffin. I know ‘cause I seen it there when
they shut the lid for the last time. Nobody, not even me, knows for
sure where she’s buried today.”

Uncle Jim nodded. “That’s right, Miss Emma.
That belonged to your mama and she wants you to hold on to it while
we get this work done. After that you can take and give it back to
her yourself. In the meantime, it’s here to comfort you from some
of the pain that’s coming your way right soon.”

“Pain, what kinda pain you meaning? I already
got enough pain in this old tired body of mine for two people.”

“This ain’t the rheumatism kind of pain; it’s
the kind that you feel and it just sits in the back of your mouth
like a bad taste all day. Even when you try to spit it out it won’t
go away.”

Emma looked down at the ring. When she looked
up again Uncle Jim was gone.”

 


* * * *

 


 


Carl “Catfish” Jacobs looked across the
office desk at his boss Blake Johnson and waited until he had hung
up the phone. “Well boss? Did that woman in Tennessee figure out
how many horse thieves you got in your family tree?”

“She could only find two relatives of mine on
the records, Catfish; one definite, my Uncle Jim. The other is a
“highly probable” lady that might still be alive here in West
Creek. The reason I could never find her on my own is because the
marriage records are all messed up through that time. It wasn’t
really clear whether she is related to me or not because of her
marriage name.”

“You mean to say you might have some kin
folks around here still alive?”

“I’m not sure if she’s still alive or not,
but her name is Emma Wilkerson, or at least she was born Emma
Wilkerson. That’s where the confusion comes in. The marriage
records from those days only show the husband’s full name but just
the first name of the wife and children in the census records. The
wife’s maiden name is seldom mentioned which means tracing her back
is next to impossible; it’s a guessing game at best.”

“I can see how that would confuse things if
you were trying to track down your kinfolks. I think my cousin,
Saralynn, did some family trees that included me and Bill. She was
able to take it way back yonder to England someplace. I don’t know,
ain’t never really thought about it much.”

Blake thrummed his fingers on the top of the
desk a few times then picked up the phone again. “Let me call Gail
at the paper office. Maybe she knows somebody who can help me find
Emma Wilkerson but I’m not going to hold my breath. If the
calculations and birth records are accurate, Emma would be close to
one hundred years old right now. The odds of her being alive are
probably zilch.”

“Shoot Boss, we had women folks in our family
that made it that far, a bunch of them in fact. I think one Aunt of
mine made it to 107 before she died in a farm accident.”

Blake paused in the middle of pressing
buttons on the phone. “Farm accident? She had an accident when she
was 107 years old?”

“Surely did, Blake. Tractor backed over her
coming out of the barn one day. She still lived a week afterwards
though.”

Blake shook his head from side to side.
“Goodness” he said and finished dialing.

“County News” a voice said into Blake’s
earpiece.

“Is Gail Veal there please, this is Blake
Johnson?”

“Hold on one second Mister Johnson. I think
she’s in the office.”

Blake looked at Catfish. “When are the
Bakerman log tucks supposed to start getting here?”

“Their field boss called an hour ago. He said
the ICC boys were pulling over rigs right and left for weight
checks out on the 80 highway. They got ten log trucks backed up out
there right now. Hard to say when they will make it on through or
even if some of them will. You know how old man Bakerman ain’t so
good about keepin’ his trucks up to road standards.”

“Yea, upkeep is a killer so you tend to go
slack on anything other than the necessities of getting the logs
out of the woods.”

“Long as my pickup cranks I could care less
if the tail lights is workin’ or not.”

“And that is what get’s people killed at
night, Catfish, plus…”

The phone clicked in Blake’s ear and Gail’s
voice spoke. “Hey Blake, what’s up?”

“Hey, you busy; got a second?”

“For you, always, what you need?”

“I just got off the phone with that woman in
Tennessee who is trying to work up my family genealogy. She has
found one person here in West Creek that looks good and might be a
distant relative of mine.”

“Oh really, that would be so wonderful,
Blake. You didn’t think any of your family was still around, did
you?”

“None that I knew about, but there’s a
problem. The woman she found would be close to a hundred years old
right now if she’s still alive, plus, I only have her birth name,
maiden name, but not her married one.”

Catfish stood and pointed outside towards the
front of the mill yard. Blake looked through the window and saw the
first of the logging trucks pulling in to the weigh scales. Catfish
motioned that he was heading out there. Blake held up a thumb
indicating approval and then listened as Gail said over the
connection, “Oh my, I seriously doubt she is alive then. The odds
of that are slim to none don’t you think?”

“Yea, but I want to be sure, you know? It’s
the only family link I may have other than my Uncle Jim and his
line down the road to me.”

“Okay, well, if she’s still alive then we
have to assume a person that old would be staying at an elderly
Care Center like that one, what’s it called, the one on the north
side of town?”

“Breezy Pines, is that the name of that
place?”

“Yea, Breezy Pines, that’s it Blake. I know a
girl who works there. Give me the name you have and I’ll see if she
can help us.”

“It’s Emma and she was born Emma Wilkerson
around 1912 or so. Two prime married names are Vickers and
Carter.”

“That’s all you’ve got on her?”

“That’s all that could be confirmed. The
woman checking for me said there’s one similar birth date to match
the age of a woman who married a railroad worker. His name was Amos
Carter. We need to check that first I guess which means you’ll be
looking for an Emma Carter born around 1914 or so.”

“Okay Blake. Let me call Jeanie Fowler and
see if she can tell me anything or recognize the name maybe. I’ll
call you back soon as I find out something.”

“Thanks Gail. See ya.”

Gail hung up the phone and reached for a
phone book in her desk drawer. Chuck seated nearby at his own desk,
stood and asked, “Was that Blake? What’s up?”

Without looking up from the directory, Gail
said, “He wants me to help him find an elderly woman who might be
related to him.”

“Really, well that would be cool. I thought
all his blood relatives were dead and gone. I’m surprised there
might be one around that he didn’t know about.”

“Well, the reason he didn’t know is because
this woman, if she really is a relative, would be one hundred years
old right now. I doubt she’s alive but I am going to see if I can
find out.”

Chuck walked towards the office door and
said, “Okay, I need to run out in the plant and talk to Louie about
tomorrow’s print run. We may add an insert ad flyer for the grocery
store if I can get it built in time.”

Gail looked up and smiled, then back down to
the book. She located the business number and marked it with the
tip of one finger. “Oh, Chuck?” she called out and waited until his
head reappeared in the doorway. “While you are back there ask Tony
to check the number three roller. Last week we had a wrinkle on
page three for the entire run.”

“Will do” Chuck said and left again.

Gail checked the number under her finger,
dialed it and then folded the book away and dropped it back into
the desk drawer. “Breezy Pines” a voice answered.

“This is Gail Veal. Is Jeanie Fowler at work
right now?”

“She’s on the B hall today. Oh wait, I see
her coming right now, hang on and I’ll get her for you.”

Gail picked up an ink pen on her desk and
started mindlessly scribbling on the notepad where she had written
down the information from Blake. A voice came online, “This is
Jeanie Fowler, hello?”

“Hey Jeanie, this is Gail Veal. How are
you?”

“Oh hey, Gail, I’m good. What about you and
your crew? Staying busy?”

“Trying to yea, listen; I wonder if you could
check your nursing home records for me on somebody I’m looking for.
They are probably deceased by now though so it might not be in your
current files.”

“Well, I might not be able to do that Gail.
Our records are for family and Medical people only, that sort of
thing. Who are you looking for?”

“I’m looking for a lady, birth name is Emma
Wilkerson but her married name might be Vickers or Carter. I don’t
think she would still be alive because she was born in…”

“Is she a black lady? African American I
mean?”

“Yes, that’s right. Does that name ring a
bell or something?”

“Actually the lady herself will ring your
bell if you try and mess with her. Her name is Emma Carter and
she’s living on B hall. She’s ancient though, Gail, I think her
100th birthday is not too far away. I doubt she is who
you are looking for though, is it?”

“Actually she may be the very person we are
looking for. Goodness, if she is still alive then it’s going to
make a good friend of mine very happy. He thinks there might be
some blood relationship between them. Is she coherent, I mean; is
her mind still there and working? Gosh, Jeanie, I’m sorry. I don’t
know how to politely ask about something like this, but can she
answer questions about her family you think?”

“Gail, she’s in very good mental and physical
shape to be a hundred. Her mind is firing on all cylinders and she
is very alert after her morning workout in the gym.”

Gail laughed. “Okay, well, what do I tell my
friend? Can he visit and talk to her? Maybe they can sit down and
figure out if they are family or not.”

“We need to get him on the visitor’s list
first. This place is very funky about who they let in.”

“Oh really, why are they so strict?”

“They do that to protect the patients and
families. Breezy Pines is not your proverbial old folk’s home. It’s
a high end care center with an elite clientele, so to speak.”

“My goodness, I had no idea. Can you get him
on the list so he can visit?”

“I don’t see why not but I’ll need to be here
at the time. Who is the friend you are helping if you don’t mind my
asking?”

“It’s Blake Johnson. He owns that Timber Mill
not too far from the one my brother in law has east of town. Do you
know him?”

“Trust me Gail, your whole posse is famous
and well known around West Creek. I know Blake when I see him but
I’ve never actually met him. I look forward to doing that. Let me
call you back later today and set a time but it might be a day or
two, I’m off tomorrow and the next.”

“Sure, sounds good. Just yell at me when you
get it all set.”

“Okay, I will but needless to say, we don’t
need to wait too long. She is a hundred years old and there are
mornings when I am actually scared to go in there and see if she’s
going to wake up or not.”

“Right, Jeanie, thanks. One more question and
I’ll let you get back to work. Does she have many visitors either
family or friends that you know about?”

“I’ve worked here for nine years, Gail, and
I’ve never seen anyone visit with her other than the occasional
Church pastor and their groups on Sunday mornings.”

“Okay, I’ll pass that along too. Thanks
again, Jeanie. See you.”

Gail used her finger to cut the call and was
about to dial Blake’s number when something moved from the corner
of her vision. She glanced over thinking Chuck was already back but
instead saw her spiritual guide, Uncle Jim sitting in Chuck’s chair
and smiling at her.

She placed the phone back into its cradle.
“Uncle Jim?”

“Shoo them rabbits out of the garden patch
Miss Gail or else they’ll be ate up all the carrots.”

Gail felt her head lighten and the world spin
briefly. Something in her stomach flipped over making her feel ill.
She closed her eyes for a second and took a deep breath until the
sensations passed. When she reopened them he was still there but no
long smiling.

“The garden patch, I don’t understand. Shoo
the rabbits from what garden patch? What does that mean Uncle
Jim?”

Her physic guide leaned forward in the chair.
“Miss Emma has the ring now and you need to hold it. It’ll take you
there and show you the garden patch.”

Gail blinked and Uncle Jim was gone just that
quickly. She stared at the now empty space in the chair trying to
grasp the meanings. Her thoughts were broken when Chuck appeared in
the doorway. He took one look at her expressions, recognized it
immediately for what it was, and waited. He knew that Gail was
seeing something from another world and time and one did not
interrupt such things.

She finally looked up and said “Uncle Jim was
just here.”

Chuck peeked back out in the hall to be
certain no one was close enough to over hear them. Normally, Uncle
Jim showing up usual meant trouble was brewing. “What did he
want?”

“He said that I needed to shoo the rabbit out
of the garden patch before it ate up all the carrots.”

“Oh great, he’s doing it again? Why doesn’t
he just come out and say it plain and simple instead of throwing
all these puzzles at you?”

“He said that Miss Emma now has the ring and
that I needed to hold it. It would take me to the garden
patch.”

Chuck stepped inside the office doorway and
looked around “Miss Emma?”

Gail held up the notepad where she had
written the name for Blake. “This Emma I think is the one he
means.”

Chuck took the paper and read it. “Is this
what Blake wanted while ago on the phone?”

“Yes, and I called Jeanie Fowler, she works
at the Breezy Pines Elderly Care Center. A patient there fitting
the information could be her. No, it is her. I think Uncle Jim’s
appearance just proved that well enough to me.”

“So this Miss Emma Carter that you’ve found,
she’s alive, and she’s almost one hundred years old? Can she even
talk and make sense or do you know? I mean, wow, that’s old.”

“Jeanie said she is very bright and alert,
physically active for someone that old, and hasn’t had a family
visitor in at least nine years that she can confirm.”

I wonder why she and Blake never realized
they were kinfolks over the years. Somebody, somewhere, must have
known.”

“Uncle Jim knows and I think he wants me to
shoo the rabbit out of the garden patch.”

“So now I have to be on the lookout for a
dangerous rabbit sitting in a garden patch eating carrots?”

“Well don’t look at me, Chuck. I don’t just
make these things up you know!”

“You need to write a book about this stuff.
It would fit right in with mystery or dark tales from beyond,
science fiction maybe.”

“Nobody would buy such a book because nobody
would believe it.”

“Well, you know, maybe write them as
historical fiction? Put in some steamy sex scenes and… and…”

 


The phone was on the second ring when Jeanie
realized it. Normally a light sleeper, this night she had been
extra tired, even gone to bed earlier than usual, and now the phone
was waking her at; what time was it?”

She cracked one eye open and peered at the
bedside clock. 3:09 AM. Nobody calls at three in the morning with
good news. Both her eyes flew wide open with an adrenalin surge
when it occurred to her that it might be something wrong with one
of her two brothers, Billy or Tom.

She tossed the sheets back and cleared her
arms, reached over and picked up the receiver and said, “Hello?
This is Jeanie”

“Miss Fowler? Miss Jeanie Fowler?”

“That’s right, who is this?”

“My name is Officer Trendon with the West
Creek Sheriff’s office. Do you have a brother named Thomas A.
Fowler, age 31? Drives a 2008 Chevy pickup, red?”

“That’s right, what’s happened? Is he
hurt?”

“He’s fine but he’s been in a minor auto
accident. His truck hit a deer and ran him off the road. He’s not
hurt badly but he does need a ride back to town. He wanted me to
call and see if you could pick him up out on Buckeye Road. It’s
about four miles out of town. We’re waiting on a wrecker to come
get the truck. He had to swerve off the road and hit a tree. It
damaged the front end of the pickup too much for him to drive it
safely.”

“Oh, okay, but he’s not hurt, right?”

“Just a bump on his head and a minor bruise
on his left arm from where he had it hanging out the open window I
think. He’s fine otherwise. I would drive him back into town myself
but our regulations will not let me do that in the patrol car, I’m
sorry.”

“No, that’s okay. Tell him I’ll be there in
about twenty minutes or so. I’m getting dressed now.”

“Thank you Miss Fowler. See you soon.”

Jeanie rolled out of bed and jumped into a
pair of jeans lying there and pullover shirt from the closet
nearby. With one hand she tossed her hair into place, grabbed her
car keys, and slipped into a pair of shoes by the living room sofa.
She glanced around then headed out the front door into the cool
morning air.

She has half way to the car when something
struck her on the back of the head. The blinding pain in her neck
and shoulders made her want to cry out but when she opened her
mouth and moved her tongue, nothing worked right. She lingered that
way for a long second then her knees collapsed beneath her and she
fell into a pile on the cold concrete of the parking area. The
sharp and agonizing pain between her shoulder blades was the last
thing she remembered of this world.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


Chuck and Gail were at the window booth of
the downtown restaurant about to finish their breakfast when
Sheriff Bill Jacobs walked through the front door of the business.
Gail spotted him and waved. Her hand caught his attention and he
tossed up his own and waved back. When he passed the counter he
stopped, leaned over towards a waitress standing there, pointed at
the booth where Chuck and Gail sat then moved on over towards them.
On the way over he paused to shake a few hands and speak to several
of the patrons seated around the eating area. When he finally
arrived at their table, Gail slid over to make room and he plopped
down harshly with lost sleepy eyes and said, “Good morning, yawl.
Looks like I’m a bit late for the food.”

Chuck smiled. “Shoot, order up, Bill. The
grits are just right this morning if you dump about half of your
scrambled eggs into them. Man you look tired; long night?”

“Long morning, I’ve been up since about five.
As for the food, actually I ate an egg and ham sandwich from the
fast food joint down the street before I went out to a crime scene.
That thing probably put my cholesterol level through the roof
too.”

“Next time they call for the great crime
fighter, just send up the bat signal and go back to sleep” Gail
said smiling.

“I wish, and for that matter, what are you
two doing out so early? Did the newspaper office call you in to
cover the crime I was investigating?”

Chuck smiled. “We’re a weekly paper, Bill. We
can take our time reporting such things, digging out the
information and getting reports from “unnamed sources with the
Police Department. We don’t report what happened so much as why it
happened. That’s how you run a weekly newspaper you know?”

Gail added, “We are supposed to meet Blake
out at the Breezy Pine Senior Care center in about a half hour. Has
he told you about this elderly lady he’s located that might be a
relative of his?”

“No, here lately I’ve been going every which
way but loose. I haven’t seen him much. Besides that, I didn’t
think he had any relatives in the area unless you count that pit
bull junkyard dog out at the auto salvage place.”

Chuck laughed. “That animal has to be Blake’s
cousin for sure.”

Gail slapped them both on the arms. “You two
should be ashamed.”

“Yea” Bill said. “PETA would file charges
against us for insulting the dog.”

“Oh hush, both of you. You guys love Blake
more like a brother than a friend and you know it.”

Bill, still smiling, asked, “Okay, so what’s
the deal with the possible relationship?”

Chuck snapped “First, tell us what the deal
is with the early morning crime spree that required the attention
of the Sheriff himself so early? We may have to stop the presses or
something.”

“You go first; your presses are still asleep
this time of the morning.”

Chuck motioned and said “Tell him about it,
Honey.”

Gail explained. “Blake hired a woman to trace
his genealogy. She came up with a few names and one of them is here
in town living at the Breezy Pines Care Center.”

Chuck added, “Gail knows one of the girls who
work there so Blake asked us to go with him to a meet her and this
elderly lady this morning. Gail’s friend is going to introduce us
to this possible relative to keep the old girl might from feeling
unsettled with strangers asking her questions.”

“No, I get the point but I’m curious. Who is
the employee from Breezy Pines that you guys were going to
meet?”

“Jeanie Fowler, she’s been there for about
nine years I think, why? Do you know her?”

Bill sat back and dabbed the tip of his
finger in the dew ring left by his coffee cup. “Are you good
friends with her Gail? How well do you know her?”

Chuck leaned forwards in the booth and said,
“Bill, I know that look of yours. What’s going on?”

Bill said nothing and waited on Gail to
respond. “She’s just somebody I got to know since Chuck and I were
married. We see one another a lot around town a lot. In fact, we
both use the same beauty salon.”

Bill nodded then sipped his coffee too
slowly. Gail continued, “I just talked with her a few days ago n
the phone for Blake. She’s the one who recognized the name and tied
this all together for Blake. Why, what’s going on with Jeanie? Is
something wrong?”

“I’m sorry Gail, but that’s the reason I was
called out at five am this morning. She was killed, murdered in
fact. A neighbor found her body lying in the parking lot before
sunup this morning. She had been stabbed a couple of times in the
back and her house was tossed and robbed. Her car is missing too so
we assume it was a robbery that went bad.”

Gail cupped a hand over her mouth and gasped.
Chuck leaned back in his booth chair and thrummed his finger tips
on the table top. “Murdered? She was supposed to meet us this
morning at ten am. Good grief.”

“Well, it looks like a robbery because, like
I just said, her car and purse is missing plus somebody ransacked
her house, I mean totally trashed it from top to bottom.”

“For crying out loud” Chuck sighed. “That’s
pretty ugly.”

“Yes, it is.”

Gail recovered and asked, “Do you have any
witnesses or suspects yet?”

“Not a thing but the crime lab is going to
get what little we do have. We didn’t find any signs of forced
entry to her apartment either but you know how folks are around
here about not locking all the doors at night.”

“Yea, not many people really lock up in a
small town like ours.”

“And a lot of people don’t end up murdered in
a small town either but look at West Creek in the last few years.
Goodness.”

Gail sighed. “Gosh this is getting
horrible.”

“I know, Gail. Anyhow, I’m really sorry about
your friend but you can forget that meeting, she isn’t going to be
there.”

Chuck looked at Gail then back to Bill. “Have
you found any prints or anything in the house or outside around the
scene? Do you think it’s just a robbery?”

“Right now I’d say robbery but the inside of
the house is such a mess that, other than the car and maybe her
purse, we don’t have any way of knowing if anything else is missing
or not. She does have two brothers, one here in West Creek who we
have yet to contact this morning. My desk operator called the
nursing home and got an emergency contact number for her other
brother who lives in Charleston, South Carolina. We called him and
he is on the way now. I’m expecting him around noon.”

“Who found the body?” Chuck asked.

“It was a neighbor who was leaving for work
at the Chalk mine around 4:45 AM. They guy said she was a good
neighbor, quiet for the most part, lived alone with no kids.”

Gail asked, “You say the body was found lying
in the driveway? Was it dragged there before or after she was
killed?”

“The M.E. thinks she was killed and fell
right there where we found her in the driveway.”

Gail looked out the window a moment then
asked, “What was she doing in her driveway in the middle of the
night?”

Chuck shrugged. “Might have heard something
and went outside to check.”

Bill nodded. “Well, her car is missing and
that was my first impression too and once they killed her they used
her keys to get in the house and worked it over. That would explain
why there’s no sign of forced entry at least.”

Gail reached for her cell phone and dialed a
number. “I better call Blake and tell him what’s happened. He’s
suppose to meet us there you know.”

Bill leaned closer. “I wasn’t going to say
much Gail until I found out just how well you did know her.”

“Yea, I know Bill, thanks.”

Chuck said, “I don’t remember meeting her or
anything. Might know her if I saw her.”

Gail said into the cell, “Blake? Something’s
come up. Jeanie Fowler, the woman we were supposed to meet this
morning? She was killed last night at home. Bill is here with us at
the down town café right now. Sure, just come on now we’ll be
here.”

She cut the call but said nothing more. Chuck
looked at her surprised. “Well that was fast. Blake’s not exactly
well known for carrying on conversations but that was short even
for him.”

“He seemed put off but not upset. He was just
leaving home on his way out there to meet us. He said for us to
stay put, he’ll be here in about ten minutes.”

Chuck motioned for the waitress and asked for
another round of coffee for everyone. After all cups were topped
off and the waitress was gone, Bill looked at his wristwatch and
said, “I need to contact the GBI lab tech in Eastman before lunch
plus I still have to locate that missing brother here in town. The
one in Charleston said he would try to reach him as well but I
haven’t heard back yet. Does either of you guys know a Tommy
Fowler? Lives west of town I think.”

Both Chuck and Gail shook their heads side to
side slowly. Chuck said, “I’ve heard the name Fowler before of
course, but not one named Tommy. Where does he work?”

“He also works at the Chalk mines. Operates a
big scoop loader or something like that. I ran him through the
database but he’s clean as a whistle. No police records, not even a
parking ticket that we can find. Cain called the Chalk mine
supervisor but they said he had not shown up for work this
morning.”

Gail looked at Chuck then back to Bill. “I
sure hope you find him before he hears about it on the TV or
radio.”

“Yea, me too Gail, so I’ve got that headache
at the moment plus I need a fast once over on some of the evidence
from the lab in Eastman. We also have a BOLO out on the car since
about seven AM this morning but nothing’s turned up yet.”

Gail bit her lower lip and started to say
something but changed her mind. Chuck caught it, raised an eyebrow,
and waited. She finally said, “Okay, my mind keeps going back to
why she would be outside at night. A young pretty woman like that
doesn’t go running out into the dark if she hears something strange
or unusual. They just don’t do that. What was she wearing? Did she
have on bed clothing, pajamas or shorts, what?”

Bill looked irritated at the question but
responded. “She was fully dressed, Gail. She had on jeans, a pull
over shirt and she was wearing sneakers. She didn’t look like she
had jumped out of bed and ran out there or anything. That fact is
something Deputy Cain pointed to me earlier too. That pretty much
shot holes all through my theory of maybe she heard somebody
breaking into her car, jumped out of bed and ran out there.”

Gail glanced out the window and saw Blake’s
truck pulling into the parking lot. “If that happened to me, I
would have called 911, then maybe gone to a window and peeked
outside to see who was out there. I would never just go running out
alone to check and see if somebody was stealing my car.”

“Right, I agree Gail. It does sound like she
was going somewhere at the time. I’m going to see if we can get her
phone logs for that time slot and go over them.”

Chuck asked, “Did you contact her boss at the
nursing home? Maybe they had to call her in to work for some
reason? That would explain why she was leaving so early.”

“I talked to the nightshift supervisor. She
said that nobody had called her to come in and besides, she was a
nursing assistant training supervisor. So nothing short of an
epidemic in the place would have made them call her out in the
middle of the night like that.”

Blake came walking in through the front door
and then over to the booth. Chuck slid over and made room and the
two men filled that side to capacity. “Morning yawl” Blake said.
“What’s this all about? Gail’s friend that was going to help us
this morning was murdered last night?”

A waitress appeared with another cup of
coffee. Blake said, “Thanks.”

“Would you like to order something to eat,
Mr. Johnson?”

“No, coffee is fine, thank you, but, uh how
did you know my name if I may ask?”

“I’ve seen you in the newspaper. Even saw you
on the TV 23 news one night not long ago when Mrs. Veal here was
trapped in that deep well.”

Blake smiled and the girl turned and walked
away. Bill snickered. “See Blake, you’re famous after all.”

“Kiss it, Bill.”

Everyone laughed then a long silent moment
passed. Chuck finally threw in the towel and said to Gail, “Go
ahead, Honey. I know you are chewing your tongue off to tell
them.”

“We don’t know if it has anything to do with
Jeanie’s murder or not, Chuck.”

“No, I don’t know but I would feel better if
you spit it out for them.”

Bill said, “Oh lord don’t tell me it’s
starting again?”

Blake looked at Gail sharply. “You’ve seen
Uncle Jim in one of your visions again?”

“Yes, in the newspaper office the day you
called about the woman in the nursing home. In fact he appeared
five seconds after I hung up the phone with Jeanie the first time.
My seeing Uncle Jim right after that call and hearing what he had
to say, well, it rattled my nerves. I called her right back and
pushed to go ahead and set up the meeting, the one we had planned
for this morning.”
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